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“The reform that applies itself to the household must not be

partial. It must correct the whole system of our social living.

It must come with plain living and high thinking; it must break

up caste, and put domestic service on another foundation. It

must come in connection with a true acceptance by each man of

his vocation,—not chosen by his parents or friends, but by his

genius, with earnestness and love.”




EMERSON.


















PREFACE









The basis of the following discussion of the subject of

domestic service is the information obtained through a

series of blanks sent out during the years 1889 and 1890.

Three schedules were prepared—one for employers, one

for employees, and one asking for miscellaneous information

in regard to the Woman’s Exchange, the teaching of

household employments, and kindred subjects.[1] These

schedules were submitted for criticism to several gentlemen

prominent in statistical investigation, and after

revision five thousand sets were distributed. These were

sent out in packages containing from five to twenty-five

sets through the members of the Classes of 1888 and 1889,

Vassar College, and single sets were mailed, with a statement

of the object of the work, to the members of different

associations presumably interested in such investigations.

These were the American Statistical Association, the

American Economic Association, the Association of Collegiate

Alumnæ, the Vassar Alumnæ, and the women

graduates of the University of Michigan. They were

also sent to various women’s clubs, and many were distributed

at the request of persons interested in the work.









Of the five thousand sets of blanks thus sent out, 1025

were returned filled out by employers, twenty being

received after the tabulation was completed. These gave

the facts asked for with reference to 2545 employees. The

returns received from employers thus bore about the same

proportion to the blanks distributed as do the returns

received in ordinary statistical investigation carried on

without the aid of special agents or legal authority. The

reasons why a larger number were not returned are the

same as are found in all such inquiries, with a few peculiar

to the nature of the case. The occupation investigated

is one that does not bring either employer or employee

into immediate contact with others in the same

occupation, and it is therefore believed that the relations

between employer and employee are purely personal, and

thus not a proper subject for statistical inquiry. Another

reason assigned was the fear that the agitation of the

subject would cause employees to become dissatisfied,

while a third reason was the large number of questions

included in the blanks, and the fact that no immediate

and possibly no remote benefit would accrue to those

filling them out. Another reason frequently assigned

was that all of the questions could not be answered, and

that, therefore, replies to others could not be of service.

Several of the questions, however, were framed with the

understanding that in many cases they could not be definitely

answered; as the question, “How many servants

have you employed since you have been housekeeping?”

The fact that often no reply could be given, was as significant

of the condition of the service as a detailed statement

could have been.




No success had been anticipated in securing replies

from employees; but as any study of domestic service

would be incomplete without looking at it from this point

of view, the attempt was made. As a result, 719 blanks

were returned filled out. In some instances employees,

hearing of the inquiry, wrote for schedules and returned

them answered. In a few cases correspondence was carried

on with women who had formerly been in domestic

service. The influences that operated to prevent employers

from answering the inquiries made had even greater

force in the case of employees. In addition, there was

present a hesitation to commit anything to writing, or to

sign a name to a document the import of which was not

clearly understood by them.




The limited amount of information that could be given

explains the small number of returns received to the third

schedule,—about two hundred.




The returns received were sent to the Massachusetts

Bureau of Statistics of Labor, where, by the courtesy of

the chief of the bureau, they were collated during the

spring and summer of 1890, under the special direction of

the chief clerk, in accordance with a previously arranged

scheme of tables. The general plan of arrangement

adopted was to class the schedules with reference to employers,

first alphabetically by states and towns, and

second alphabetically by population. The schedules were

then classed with reference to employees, first by men

and women, and second by place of birth. The various

statistical devices used in the Massachusetts Bureau were

employed in tabulating the material, and greatly facilitated

the work.




Fifty large tables were thus prepared, and by various

combinations numerous smaller ones were made. The

classification thus adopted made it possible to give all the

results either in a general form or with special reference

to men and women employees, the native born and the

foreign born, and to all of the branches of the service.

It was also possible to study the conditions of the service

geographically, and with reference to the population and

to other industrial situations.




The most detailed tables made out concerned the wage

question, including a presentation of classified wages,

average wages with the percentage of employees receiving

the same wages as the average, and also more or less

than the average, a comparison of wages paid at different

times and of wages received in domestic service and in

other employments. For the purposes of comparison,

the writer also classified the salaries paid to about six

thousand teachers in the public schools in sixteen representative

cities, as indicated by the reports of city

superintendents for the year during which information

concerning domestic service had been given on the schedules.

Through the courtesy of a large employment

bureau in Boston, the wages received by nearly three

thousand employees were ascertained and used for comparison.

The most valuable results of the investigation

possibly were those growing out of the consensus of

opinion obtained from employers and employees regarding

the nature of the service considered as an occupation.

The greater proportion of these tables can be found in

Chapter V.




The question must naturally arise as to how far the

returns received through such investigation can be considered

representative. It has seemed to the writer that

they could be considered fairly so. Investigations of this

character must always be considered typical rather than

comprehensive. It is difficult to fix the exact number

to be considered typical as between a partial investigation

and a census which is exhaustive. In some cases

it is possible to obtain a majority in numbers, in others

it is not. If the number of returns, however, passes the

point where it would be considered trivial, the number

between this and the majority may perhaps be regarded

as representative. By the application of a similar principle,

the expression at the polls of the wishes of the

twentieth part of the inhabitants of a state is recognized

as the will of the majority. But, while the returns can

be considered only fairly representative as regards numbers,

they seem entirely so as regards conditions. It is

believed that every possible condition under which domestic

service exists, as regards both employer and employee,

is represented by the returns received, and that,

therefore, the conclusions drawn from these results cannot

be wholly unreasonable. Moreover, the circulars were

sent out practically at random, and, therefore, do not

represent any particular class in society, except the class

sufficiently interested in the subject to answer the questions

asked. If the returns thus secured can be regarded

in any sense as representative, the results based on them

may be considered as indicating certain general conditions

and tendencies, although the conclusions reached

may be modified by later and fuller researches.




The question must also arise as to what it is hoped

will be accomplished through this investigation. It is

not expected that all, or even any one of the perplexing

questions connected with domestic service will be even

partially answered by it; it is not expected that any

individual housekeeper will have less trouble to-morrow

than to-day in adjusting the difficulties arising in her

household; it will not enable any employer whose incompetent

cook leaves to-day without warning to secure

an efficient one without delay. It is hoped, however, that

the tabulation and presentation of the facts will afford

a broader basis for general discussion that has been possible

without them, that a knowledge of the conditions

of domestic service beyond their own localities and households

will enable some housekeepers in time to decide

more easily the economic questions arising within every

home, that it will do a little something to stimulate discussion

of the subject on other bases than the purely

personal one. The hope has also come that writers on

economic theory and economic conditions will recognize

the place of domestic service among other industries, and

will give to the public the results of their scientific

investigations of the subject, that the great bureaus of

labor—always ready to anticipate any demand of the

public—will recognize a demand for facts in this field

of work.




The writer has followed the presentation of facts by

a theoretical discussion of doubtful and possible remedies.

But if fuller and more searching official investigation,

establishing a substantial basis for discussion, should

point to conclusions entirely at variance with those here

given, no one would more heartily rejoice than herself.

It may reasonably be said that in view of the character of

the investigation no conclusions at all should have been

advanced by the investigator. Three things, however,

seemed to justify the intrusion of personal views; a recognition

of the prevalent anxiety to find a way out of existing

difficulties, a belief that improvement can come only

as each one is willing to make some contribution to the

general discussion, and a conviction that no one should

criticise existing conditions unless prepared to suggest

others that may be substituted for them.




The following discussion would have been impossible

without the hearty co-operation of the thousand and

more employers and the seven hundred employees who

filled out the schedules distributed. The great majority

of these were personally unknown to the writer, and she

can express only in this public way her deep appreciation

of their kindness, as she also wishes to do to the many

friends, known and unknown, who assisted in distributing

the schedules. She also desires to express her obligation

to the Hon. Carroll D. Wright, for help received

in preparing the schedules and for the receipt of advance

sheets from the Census of 1890; to the Hon. Horace G.

Wadlin and Mr. Charles F. Pidgin, for the courtesies

extended at the Massachusetts Bureau of Statistics of

Labor, and also to Professor Davis R. Dewey, of the

Massachusetts Institute of Technology; to Dean Marion

Talbot of the University of Chicago, and to Professor Mary

Roberts Smith, of the Leland Stanford Junior University;

to Mrs. John Wilkinson of Chicago, Mrs. John H. Converse

of Philadelphia, and Mrs. Helen Hiscock Backus of

Brooklyn, for their constant encouragement and assistance

in the work. Most of all the writer is under obligation

to Miss A. Underhill for her assistance in reading

both the manuscript and the proof of the work, and for

the preparation of the Index.




Articles bearing on the subject have at different times

appeared in the Papers of the American Statistical Association,

The New England Magazine, The Cosmopolitan,

and The Forum. These have been freely used in the

work, and the writer acknowledges the courtesy of the

publishers and editors of these periodicals in allowing

this use of her papers.




January 18, 1897.













PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION









It has seemed advisable in sending out a second edition

of this work to add a supplementary chapter on the condition

of domestic service in Europe. This is based

largely on the inquiries made in season and out of season

at different times during the past ten years of heads of

households and of housekeepers in England, France, Germany,

and Italy. It has naturally been impossible to

sum up in a single chapter the mass of information thus

gleaned, but a few features common to all of these

countries have been indicated, as well as some peculiar

to each. The literature bearing directly on the subject

is very meagre, but a few titles have been indicated.




For information bearing on this part of the work, I am

under special obligation to M. Levasseur of Paris, to Miss

Collet of the Labor Department of the Board of Trade,

London, to Miss E. M. Hall of Rome, to Professor Victor

Böhmert, recently of the Royal Statistical Bureau, Dresden,

and to Mrs. J. H. W. Stuckenberg of Cambridge,

recently of Berlin.




January, 1901.
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DOMESTIC SERVICE




CHAPTER I


INTRODUCTION










Domestic service has been called “the great American

question.” If based on the frequency of its discussion in

popular literature, foundation for this judgment exists.

Few subjects have attracted greater attention, but its

consideration has been confined to four general classes of

periodicals, each treating it from a different point of view.

The popular magazine article is theoretical in character,

and often proposes remedies for existing evils without

sufficient consideration of the causes of the difficulty.

Household journals and the home departments of the

secular and the religious press usually treat only of the

personal relations existing between mistress and maid.

The columns of the daily press given to “occasional correspondents”

contain narrations of personal experiences.

The humorous columns of the daily and the illustrated

weekly papers caricature, on the one side, the ignorance

and helplessness of the housekeeper, and, on the other

side, the insolence and presumption of the servant. In

addition to this, in many localities it has passed into a

common proverb that, among housekeepers, with whatever

topic conversation begins, it sooner or later gravitates

towards the one fixed point of domestic service, while

among domestic employees it is none the less certain

that other phases of the same general subject are

agitated.




This popular discussion, which has assumed so many

forms, has been almost exclusively personal in character.

A somewhat different aspect of the case is presented

when the problem is stated to be “as momentous as that

of capital and labor, and as complicated as that of individualism

and socialism.” This statement suggests that

economic principles are involved, but the question of domestic

service has been almost entirely omitted, not without

reason, from theoretical, statistical, and historical

discussions of economic problems. It has been omitted

from theoretical discussions mainly because: (1) the

occupation does not involve the investment of a large

amount of capital on the part of the individual employer

or employee; it therefore seems to be excluded from

theoretical discussions of the relations of capital, wages,

and labor; (2) no combinations have yet been formed

among employers or employees; it is therefore exempt

from such speculations as are involved in the consideration

of trusts, monopolies, and trade unions; (3) the

products of domestic service are more transient than

are the results of other forms of labor; this fact must

determine somewhat its relative position in economic discussion.

Its exclusion, as a rule, from the statistical presentations

of the labor question is also not surprising.

The various bureaus of labor, both national and state,

consider only those subjects for the investigation of which

there is a recognized demand. They are the leaders of

public opinion in the accumulation of facts, but they are

its followers as regards the choice of questions to be

studied. Public opinion has not yet demanded a scientific

treatise on domestic service, and until it does the

bureaus of labor cannot be expected to supply the material

for such discussion.[2] Again, it is not surprising that

the historical side of the subject has been overlooked,

since household employments have been passive recipients,

not active participants, in the industrial development

of the past century. Yet it must be said that this

negative consideration of the subject by theoretical, practical,

and historical economists, and the positive treatment

accorded it by popular writers, seems an unfair and unscientific

disposition to make of an occupation in which

by the Census of 1890 one and a half millions of persons

are actively engaged,[3] to whom employers pay annually

at the lowest rough estimate in cash wages more than

$218,000,000,[4] for whose support they pay at the lowest

estimate an equal amount,[5] and through whose hands

passes so large a part of the finished products of other

forms of labor.[6]




It is not difficult, however, to find reasons, in addition

to the specific ones suggested, for this somewhat cavalier

treatment of domestic service. The nature of the service

rendered, as well as the relation between employer and

employee, is largely personal; it is believed therefore that

all questions involved in the subject can be considered

and settled from the personal point of view. It follows

from this fact that it is extremely difficult to ascertain

the actual condition of the service outside of a single

family, or, at best, a locality very narrow in extent, and

therefore that it is almost impossible to treat the subject

in a comprehensive manner. It follows as a result of the

two previous reasons that domestic service has never been

considered a part of the great labor question, and that it

has not been supposed to be affected by the political,

social, and industrial development of the past century as

other occupations have been.




These various explanations of the failure to consider

domestic service in connection with other forms of labor

are in reality but different phases of a fundamental reason—the

isolation that has always attended household service

and household employments. From the fact that

other occupations are largely the result of association and

combination they court investigation and the fullest and

freest discussion of their underlying principles and their

influence on each other. Household service, since it is

based on the principle of isolation, is regarded as an affair

of the individual with which the public at large has no

concern. Other forms of industry are anxious to call to

their assistance all the legislative, administrative, and judicial

powers of the nation, all the forces that religion,

philanthropy, society itself can exert in their behalf. The

great majority of housekeepers, if the correspondent of a

leading journal is to be trusted, “do not require outside

assistance in the management of their affairs, and consequently

resent any interference in the administration of

their duties.”




The question must arise, however, in view of the interdependence

of all other forms of industry, whether it is

possible to maintain this perfect separation with regard

to any one employment, whether household employments

are justified in resenting any intrusion into their domain,

whether the individual employer is right in considering

household service exclusively a personal affair. An answer

to the question may be of help in deciding whether

the difficulties that are found in the present system of

domestic service arise in every case necessarily from the

personal relations which exist between employer and employee,

or are largely due to economic conditions over

which the individual employer has no control. Still further,

the conclusions reached must determine somewhat

the nature of the forces to be set in motion to lessen these

difficulties.













CHAPTER II


HISTORICAL ASPECTS OF DOMESTIC EMPLOYMENTS










It is impossible to understand the condition of domestic

service as it exists to-day without a cursory glance at the

changes in household employments resulting from the

inventions of the latter part of the eighteenth century.

These changes, unlike many others, came apparently

without warning. At the middle of the last century

steam was a plaything, electricity a curiosity of the laboratory,

and wind and water the only known motive

powers. From time immemorial the human hand unaided,

except by the simplest machinery, had clothed the world.

Iron could be smelted only with wood, and the English

parliament had seriously discussed the suppression of the

iron trade as the only means of preserving the forests.

But during the last third of the century the brilliant

inventions of Hargreaves, Arkwright, Crompton, and

Cartwright had made possible the revolutionizing of all

forms of cotton and woollen industries; Watt had given a

new motive power to the world; the uses of coal had

been multiplied, and soon after its mining rendered safe;

while a thousand supplementary inventions had followed

quickly in the train of these. A new era of inventive

genius had dawned, which was to rival in importance that

of the fifteenth century.









The immediate result of these inventions was seen in

the rapid transference of all the processes of cotton and

woollen manufactures from the home of the individual

weaver and spinner to large industrial centres, the centralization

of important interests in the hands of a few,

and a division of labor that multiplied indefinitely the

results previously accomplished.




But the factory system of manufactures that superseded

the domestic system of previous generations has not been

the product of inventions alone. It has been pointed out

by Mr. Carroll D. Wright[7] that while these inventions

have been the material forces through which the change

was accomplished, other agencies co-operated with them.

These co-operating influences have been physical, as illustrated

in the discoveries of Watt; philosophical, as seen

in the works of Adam Smith; commercial, or the industrial

supremacy of England considered as a result of the

loss of the American colonies; and philanthropical, or

those connected with the work of the Wesleys, John

Howard, Hannah More, and Wilberforce. All these acting

in conjunction with the material force—invention—have

operated on manufacturing industries to produce

the factory system of to-day. It is, indeed, because the

factory system is the resultant of so many forces working

in the past that it touches in the present nearly every

great economic, social, political, moral, and philanthropic

question.




Although comparatively few of these inventions have

been intended primarily to lessen household labor, this

era of inventive activity has not been without its effects

on household employments. A hundred years ago the

household occupations carried on in the average family

included, in addition to whatever is now ordinarily done,

every form of spinning and weaving cotton, wool and

flax, carpet weaving and making, upholstering, knitting,

tailoring, the making of boots, shoes, hats, gloves, collars,

cuffs, men’s underclothing, quilts, comfortables, mattresses,

and pillows; also, the making of soap, starch, candles,

yeast, perfumes, medicines, liniments, crackers, cheese,

coffee-browning, the drying of fruits and vegetables, and

salting and pickling meat. Every article in this list,

which might be lengthened, can now be made or prepared

for use out of the house of the consumer, not only better

but more cheaply by the concentration of capital and

labor in large industrial enterprises. Moreover, as a result

of other forms of inventive genius, the so-called modern

improvements have taken out of the ordinary household

many forms of hard and disagreeable labor. The use of

kerosene, gas, natural gas, and electricity[8] for all purposes

of lighting, and to a certain extent for heating and cooking;

the adoption of steam-cleaning for furniture and

wearing apparel; the invention of the sewing-machine

and other labor-saving contrivances; the improvement of

city and village water-works, plumbing, heat-supplying

companies, city and village sanitation measures, including

the collection of ashes and garbage,—these are all the

results of modern business enterprise.




These facts are familiar, but the effects more easily

escape notice. The change from individual to collective

enterprises, from the domestic to the factory system, has

released a vast amount of labor formerly done within the

house by women with three results: either this labour has

been diverted to other places, or into other channels, or

has become idle. The tendency at first was for labor

thus released to be diverted to other places. The home

spinners and weavers became the spinners and weavers in

factories, and later the home workers in other lines became

the operatives in other large establishments. As machinery

became more simple, women were employed in larger

numbers, until now, in several places and in several occupations,

their numbers exceed those of men employees.[9]

This fact has materially changed the condition of affairs

within the household. Under the domestic system of

manufactures nearly all women spent part of their time in

their own homes in spinning, weaving, and the making

of various articles of food and clothing in connection with

their more active household duties. When women came

to be employed in factories, the division of labor made

necessary a readjustment of work so that housekeeping

duties were performed by one person giving all her time

to them instead of by several persons each giving a part

of her time. The tendency of this was at first naturally

to decrease the number of women partially employed in

household duties, and to increase the demand for women

giving all their time to domestic work.




This readjustment of work in the home and in the factory

brought also certain other changes that have an important

bearing. The first employees were the daughters

of farmers, tradesmen, teachers, and professional men of

limited means, women of sturdy, energetic New England

character. They were women who, in their own homes,

had been the spinners and the weavers for the family and

who had sometimes eked out a slender income by doing

the same work in their homes for others disqualified for

it. As machinery was simplified, and new occupations

more complex in character were opened to women, their

places were taken in factories by Irish immigrants as these

in turn have been displaced by the French Canadians.

All these changes in the personnel of factory operatives

have meant that while much labor has been taken out of

the household, that which remained has been performed

by fewer hands, and also that women of foreign nationalities

have been pressed into household service.




Another and later result of the change from the domestic

to the factory system was the diversion of much of the

labor at first performed within the household into entirely

different channels. The anti-slavery agitation beginning

about 1830 enlisted the energies of many women, and the

discussions growing out of it were undoubtedly the occasion

for the opening of entirely new occupations to them.

Oberlin College was founded in 1833 and Mount Holyoke

Seminary in 1837, thus forming the entering wedge for

the entrance of women into higher educational work.

Medical schools for women were organized and professional

life made possible, while business interests began to

attract the attention of many.




Another part of the labor released by mechanical inventions

and labor-saving contrivances became in time idle

labor. By idle labor is meant not only absolute idleness,

but labor which is unproductive and adds neither to the

comfort nor to the intelligence of society. Work that had

previously been performed within the home without money

remuneration came to be considered unworthy of the same

women when performed for persons outside their own household

and for a fixed compensation. The era of so-called

fancy-work, which includes all forms of work in hair, wax,

leather, beads, rice, feathers, cardboard, and canvas, so

offensive to the artistic sense of to-day, was one product

of this labor released from necessary productive processes.

It was a necessary result because some outlet was needed

for the energies of women, society as yet demanded that

this outlet should be within the household, and the mechanical

instincts were strong while the artistic sense had not

been developed. It is an era not to be looked upon with

derision, but as an interesting phase in the history of the

evolution of woman’s occupation.[10]









Still another channel for this idle labor was found in

what has been called “intellectual fancy-work.” Literary

clubs and classes sprang up and multiplied, affording occupation

to their members, but producing nothing and

giving at first only the semblance of education and culture.

Many of them became in time a stimulus for more thorough

systematic work, but in their origin they were often

but a manifestation of aimless activity, of labor released

from productive channels.




The era of inventions and resulting business activity

has therefore changed materially the condition of affairs

within the household. Before this time all women shared

in preparing and cooking food; they spun, wove, and

made the clothing, and were domestic manufacturers in

the sense that they changed the raw material into forms

suitable for consumption. But modern inventions and

the resulting change in the system of manufactures, as

has been seen, necessarily affected household employments.

The change has been the same in kind, though

not in degree, as has come in the occupations of men.

In the last analysis every man is a tiller of the soil, but

division of labor has left only a small proportion of men

in this employment. So in the last analysis every woman

is a housekeeper who “does her own work,” but division

of labor has come into the household as well as into the

field, though in a more imperfect form. It has left many

women in the upper and middle classes unemployed,

while many in the lower classes are too heavily burdened;

in three of the four great industries which absorb

the energies of the majority of women working for remuneration—manufacturing,

work in shops, and teaching—the

supply of workers is greater than the demand, while

in the fourth—domestic service—the reverse is the case.

But it cannot be assumed that all of those in the first

three classes have necessarily been taken from the fourth

class. It has been well said that “through the introduction

of machinery, ignorant labor is utilized, not

created.” Many who under the old order would have

been able to live only under the most primitive conditions,

and whose labor can be used under the new order

only in the simplest forms of manufacturing, would be

entirely unfit to have the care of an ordinary household

in its present complex form.




One more effect must be noted of this transference of

many forms of household labor to large centres through

the operation of inventive genius. It has been seen that

many women have thus been left comparatively free from

the necessity of labor. The pernicious theory has therefore

grown up that women who are rich or well-to-do

ought not to work, at least for compensation, since by

so doing they crowd out of remunerative employment

others who need it. It is a theory that overlooks the

historical fact that every person should be in the last

analysis a producer, it is based wholly on the assumption

that work is a curse and not a blessing, and it does not

take into consideration the fact that every woman who

works without remuneration, or for less than the market

rates, thereby lowers the wages of every person who is a

breadwinner. It is a theory which if applied to men

engaged in business occupations would check all industrial

progress. It is equally a hindrance when applied

to women.




This revolutionizing of manufacturing processes through

the substitution of the factory for the domestic system has

thus rendered necessary a shifting of all forms of household

labor. The division of labor here is but partially

accomplished, and out of this fact arises a part of the

friction that is found in household service.




Household employers and employees may be indifferent

to the changes that the industrial revolutions of a century

have brought, they may be ignorant of them all, but they

have not been unaffected by them, nor can they remain

unaffected by changes that may subsequently come in the

industrial system. The interdependence of all forms of

industry is so complete, that a change cannot revolutionize

one without in time revolutionizing all. The old

industrial régime cannot be restored, nor can household

employments of to-day be put back to their condition of a

hundred years ago.













CHAPTER III


DOMESTIC SERVICE DURING THE COLONIAL PERIOD










It has been seen how great a change the inventions of

the past century have made in the character of household

employments. A change in the nature of household service

no less important has taken place by virtue of the

political revolutions of the century, acting in connection

with certain economic and social forces. The subject of

domestic service looms up so prominently in the foreground

to-day that there is danger of forgetting that it

has a past as well as a present. Yet it is impossible to

understand its present condition without comprehending,

in a measure, the manner in which it has been affected by

its own history. It is equally impossible to forecast its

future without due regard to this history.




Domestic service in America has passed through three

distinct phases. The first extends from the early colonization

to the time of the Revolution; the second, from

the Revolution to about 1850; the third, from 1850 to

the present time.




During the colonial period service of every kind was

performed by transported convicts, indented white servants

or “redemptioners,” “free willers,” negroes, and

Indians.[11]









The first three classes—convicts, redemptioners, and

free willers—were of European, at first generally of

English, birth. The colonization of the new world gave

opportunity for the transportation and subsequent employment

in the colonies of large numbers of persons who,

as a rule, belonged to a low class in the social scale.[12] The

mother country looked with satisfaction on this method

of disposing of those “such, as had there been no English

foreign Plantation in the World, could probably never

have lived at home to do service for their Country, but

must have come to be hanged, or starved, or dyed untimely

of some of those miserable Diseases, that proceed

from want, and vice.”[13] She regarded her “plantations

abroad as a good effect proceeding from many evil

causes,” and congratulated herself on being freed from

“such sort of people, as their crimes and debaucheries

would quickly destroy at home, or whom their wants

would confine in prisons or force to beg, and so render

them useless, and consequently a burthen to the public.”[14]




From the very first the advantage to England of this

method of disposing of her undesirable population had

been urged. The author of Nova Britannia wrote in

1609: “You see it no new thing, but most profitable for

our State, to rid our multitudes of such as lie at home,

pestering the land with pestilence and penury, and infecting

one another with vice and villanie, worse than the

plague it selfe.”[15] So admirable did the plan seem in

time that between the years 1661 and 1668 various proposals

were made to the King and Council to constitute

an office for transporting to the Plantations all vagrants,

rogues, and idle persons that could give no account of

themselves, felons who had the benefit of clergy, and such

as were convicted of petty larceny—such persons to be

transported to the nearest seaport and to serve four years

if over twenty years of age, and seven years if under

twenty.[16] Virginia and Maryland[17] were the colonies to

which the majority of these servants were sent, though

they were not unknown elsewhere.[18]




Protests were often made against this method of settlement,

both by the colonists themselves[19] and by Englishmen,[20]

but it was long before the English government

abandoned the practice of transporting criminals to the

American colonies.[21]




Of the three classes of white, or Christian servants, as

they were called to distinguish them from Indians and

negroes, the free willers were evidently found only in

Maryland. This class was considered even more unfortunate

than that of the indented servants or convicts.

They were received under the condition that they be

allowed a certain number of days in which to dispose of

themselves to the greatest advantage. But since servants

could be procured for a trifling consideration on

absolute terms, there was no disposition to take a class of

servants who wished to make their own terms. If they

did not succeed in making terms within a certain number

of days, they were sold to pay for their passage.[22] The

colonists saw very little difference between the transported

criminals and political prisoners, the free willers,

and the redemptioners who sold themselves into slavery,

and as between the two classes—redemptioners and convicted

felons—they at first considered the felons the more

profitable as their term of service was for seven years,

while that of the indented servants was for five years

only.[23]









It is impossible to state the proportion of servants belonging

to the two classes of transported convicts and

redemptioners, but the statement is apparently fair that

the redemptioners who sold themselves into service to

pay for the cost of their passage constituted by far the

larger proportion. These were found in all the colonies,

though more numerous in the Southern and Middle colonies

than in New England. In Virginia and Maryland

they outnumbered negro slaves until the latter part of

the seventeenth century.[24] In Massachusetts, apprenticed

servants bound for a term of years were sold from ships

in Boston as late as 1730,[25] while the general trade in

bound white servants lasted until the time of the Revolution,[26]

and in Pennsylvania even until this century.[27]




The first redemptioners were naturally of English birth,

but after a time they were supplanted by those of other

nationalities, particularly by the Germans and Irish. As

early as 1718 there was a complaint of the Irish immigrants

in Massachusetts.[28] In Connecticut “a parcel of Irish

servants, both men and women,” just imported from

Dublin, was advertised to be sold cheap in 1764.[29] In

1783 large numbers of Irish and German redemptioners

entered Maryland, and a society was formed to assist the

Germans who could not speak English.[30]




It has been said that a great majority of the redemptioners

belonged at first to a low class in the social scale.

A considerable number, however, both men and women,

belonged to the respectable, even to the so-called upper

classes of society.[31] They were sent over to prevent disadvantageous

marriages,[32] to secure inheritances to other

members of a family,[33] or to further some criminal scheme.









Many of these bond servants sold themselves into

servitude, others were disposed of through emigration

brokers,[34] and still others were kidnapped, being enticed

on shipboard by persons called “spirits.”[35]




The form of indenture was simple, and varied but

little in the different colonies. Stripped of its cumbersome

legal phraseology, it included the three main points

of time of service, the nature of the service to be performed,

although this was usually specified to be “in

any such service as his employer shall employ him,”

and the compensation to be given.[36]




It sometimes happened that servants came without

indenture. In such cases the law expressly and definitely

fixed their status, though it was found extremely

difficult to decide upon a status that could be permanent.

Virginia, in particular, for a long time found it

impossible to pass a law free from objections, and its

experience will illustrate the difficulties encountered elsewhere.

An early law in Virginia provided that if a

servant came without indenture, he or she was to serve

four years if more than twenty years old, five years if

between twelve and twenty years of age, and seven years

if under twelve.[37] Subsequently it was provided that all

Irish servants without indenture should serve six years

if over sixteen and that all under sixteen should serve

until the age of twenty-four,[38] and this was again modified

into a provision requiring those above sixteen years

to serve four years and those under fifteen to serve

until twenty-one, the Court to be the judge of their

ages.[39] It was soon found, however, that the term of

six years “carried with it both rigour and inconvenience”

and that thus many were discouraged from coming to

the country, and “the peopling of the country retarded.”

It was therefore enacted that in the future no servant

of any Christian nation coming without indenture should

serve longer than those of the same age born in the

country.[40] But as the law was also made retroactive, it

was soon ordained that all aliens without indenture could

serve five years if above sixteen years of age and all

under that until they were twenty-four years old, “that

being the time lymitted by the laws of England.”[41] This

arrangement was equally unsatisfactory, since it was found

that under it “a servant if adjudged never soe little under

sixteene yeares pays for that small tyme three yeares service,

and if he be adjudged more the master looseth the

like.” It was then resolved that if the person were adjudged

nineteen years or over he or she should serve five

years, and if under that age then as many years as he

should lack of being twenty-four.[42] This provision was

apparently satisfactory, subsequent laws varying only in

minor provisions concerning the details of the Act.[43]









The condition of the redemptioners seems to have been,

for the most part, an unenviable one. George Alsop, it

is true, writes in glowing terms of the advantages enjoyed

in Maryland:








“For know,” he says, “That the Servants here in Mary-land of all

Colonies, distant or remote Plantations, have the least cause to complain,

either for strictness of Servitude, want of Provisions, or need

of Apparel: Five dayes and a half in the Summer weeks is the alotted

time that they work in; and for two months when the Sun predominates

in the highest pitch of his heat, they claim an antient and customary

Priviledge, to repose themselves three hours in the day within

the house, and this is undeniably granted to them that work in the

Fields.




“In the Winter time, which lasteth three months (viz.), December,

January, and February, they do little or no work or employment, save

cutting of wood to make good fires to sit by, unless their Ingenuity

will prompt them to hunt the Deer, or Bear, or recreate themselves

in Fowling, to slaughter the Swans, Geese, and Turkeys (which this

Country affords in a most plentiful manner): For every Servant has

a Gun, Powder and Shot allowed him, to sport him withall on all

Holidayes and leasurable times, if he be capable of using it, or be

willing to learn.”[44]
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