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Group 1: The Experiences of Pullman Porters 
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Group 2: Interviews with Domestic Workers  

Introduction: The following passages come from interviews with Black women workers 

taken from a large study of Black life in Chicago, The Black Metropolis, written in 1945. 

The passages describe working conditions, pay, expectations, discrimination, and 

organizing efforts. The italicized passages below are direct quotes from Black domestic 

workers in Chicago in the 1920s. 

“Slave Markets” 

Many Negro women were so desperate for employment during the Depression that they 

actually offered their services at the so-called “slave markets”—street corners where 

Negro women congregated to await white housewives who came daily to take their pick 

and bid wages down. One experienced stenographer who was forced to offer her 

services for $3 a week at the West Side “slave market” described the situation as 

follows: 

“It is an area on the West Side of 12th St. near Halstead. A large number of girls go 

there daily and hire themselves by the day to the highest bidder. The more enterprising 

would solicit—others would wait to be approached. Many days I worked for 50 cents a 

day and no carfare—one meal was given. I then applied for relief. After suffering more 

embarrassment and humiliation I was refused relief because I could now and then get 

jobs at the ‘salve market.’ Having no references it was hard for me to get a good job.” 

Domestic workers often expressed the hope that their children would be able to find 

other types of work. Typical of the attitudes of many domestic servants with daughters 

were those expressed by one woman: 

“I have not told you much about the life of my two daughters for, as you know, each of 

them has a work life of her own. My life as a maid had been brief—until I married I did 

office work. Only after my second husband and I separated did I begin to work as a 

maid. My oldest daughter is quite bitter against what she calls the American social 

system and our financial insecurity. I hope they may be able to escape a life as a 

domestic worker for I know too well the things that make a girl desperate on these jobs.” 

Colored girls are often bitter in their comments about a society which condemns them to 

“the white folks’ kitchen.” Girls who have had high school training, especially, look upon 

domestic service as the most undesirable form of employment. It is not surprising that 

with the outbreak of the Second World War, middle-class white housewives in the 

Midwest Metropolis began to complain about “the servant problem.” Negro women had 

headed for the war plans or were staying at home. 

pp. 245-246 
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Barriers to Organizing  

“No, I haven’t heard of the union, but I imagine it is a good thing. Maids really need 

helping, for those white people will certainly take advantage of you. When you first start 

with them you are only supposed to do so much, but the longer you remain with them, 

the more they expect and the longer the hours. I am so tired in the evening. I don’t feel 

like reading—in fact, not doing anything but getting away from the house, even if it is 

only across the street. I have to wash all the little girl’s clothes too. If I leave, I shall have 

more time. Then I will be able to learn more about this organization and perhaps attend 

a meeting. I have become rusty in everything. I don’t get to see my friends often.” 

pg. 248 

 

"Uncle Tom Types” 

“The Jewish woman that I work for tries to get a colored woman to do all of her work for 

as little as $2 a day and pay her own carfare. 

“She is expected to do all the washing, including the linen and towels as well as all the 

clothes for the five members of the family. She is supposed to finish all the work—that is 

iron the entire wash—and then clean the house thoroughly—all for $2. Because there 

are some women who will do all of the work for that amount, this Jewish woman feels 

that a colored woman who demands more is silly to think that she can get it. She says 

that she doesn’t understand why, if some colored people can get along on that amount, 

all can’t do the same. I know one woman who does all this work. This woman is an 

‘Uncle Tom” type of person who says ‘Yes, ma-a-am!” and grins broadly whenever the 

woman speaks to hear. The woman prefers this type of servant to the more intelligent 

type.” 

pg. 249 

 

Fighting for More 

Another colored girl was given the floor. 

“In my factory we already get thirty cents an hour. We struck ourselves and our 

employer said sure he’d give us that. Now thirty cents an hour is all right for them 

[gesturing with her thumb to some girls back of her], but we don’t work for nothing less 

than thrifty cents an hour in our place now and thirty cents isn’t doing us any good. 

We’re already getting that. We want more and we’re going to get more!” [Applause and 

cheers.] 

pg. 251  
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Group 3: Labor Charts  

Introduction: The following charts and graphs come from a large study of Black life in 

Chicago, The Black Metropolis, written in 1945. These charts contain information on the 

types of jobs open to Black men and women in comparison to their white counterparts 

between 1930 and 1940. 
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