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INTRODUCTION 

Histories of American labor have concentrated 

almost completely upon the organizational efforts and the 

philosophy of working class movements. The standard treat­

ments of laboring groups, as the several volumes by John 

R. Commons and associates, History of Labour in the United 

States, considered little more than these two aspects of 

the American workers. Succeeding analyses, moreover, have 

followed, generally, the same pattern. 

No real attempt has been made to study, in 

addition to the labor activities of the working class, 

the social life and every day existence of these people. 

The earlier labor histories, moreover, have been concerned 

mainly with the trends towards a national labor movement, 

or conversely, have analyzed a specific trade organization. 

This investigation seeks not only to detail and 

analyze the activities of a local working class, but als o 

to reveal these people in their daily thought s and life. 
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significant ract they overlooked was that their city also was 

the manufacturing capital or New England. This was the 

ractor that induced the large numbers who arrived in the 

city to remain as permanent inhabitants. 

In value ot manufactured products and in the numbers 

or the working population Boston was the industrial center or 
New England. In 1837, its manufactured goods were annually 

valued at over eleven million dollars and the estimate for 

1845 was about double. By 1855, its products had risen in 

value to more than thirty six million dollars, and at the 

close of the Civil War, partly due to the demands or the 

Rebellion, had jumped to more than ninety million dollars, 
33 

or about one-sixth or the state's total, and Boston had 

become the fourth largest industrial city in the United States. 

In the Thirties and Forties the most important industries 

were clothing, refined sugar, spirits, printing, copper and 

brass foundry, and shipbuilding, and in later years clothing, 

metal products, musical instruments, refined sugar, printing, 

























CHAPTER TvlO 

HOUSING OF THE 1iORKING PEOPLE 

I 

\-lith such a tremendous alien influx after 1840 and 

in combination with thousands o.f Americans who came to Boston 

geeking work and their .fortunes, the narrow physical limita­

tions o.f the city became apparent with sharpening intensity. 

The little peninsula of Boston proper, which measured 1,040 

acres, was considered to be crowded in 1840 with almost 
1 

8o,eoo inhabitants, but by 1845 it had swelled to 99,036. 

Des:pite the obvious physical confinement, 141,083 persons 

had herded themselves into this restricted area by 1865. 

From 1840 on, this central section of the city was among the 

most densely settled areas in the world, certainly specific 

districts compared, in an unfavorable sense, with any of a 

similar size in the world. London was reported to have had 

a population density of 40 persons per acre, New York averaged 
2 

5§, but Boston proper compressed 59 persons into each acre. 

The cause .for this extreme crowding was usually ex­

plained by reference to the great numbers of aliens who in­

vaded the city, and of course, this was a major .factor. 

From the increasing density, however, seemed to spring 

1 Shattuck, Census o.f Boston, 1845, pp.29ff. 
2 "Report of the Annexation of Roxbury, 11 Boston 

City Documents, 1867, Vo1.I, no.23, p.6. 

----... --- ....... 
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been formed issued a pamphlet recounting its discoveries in 
12 

detail. The report first described the general character-

istics of the cityJ the older parts situated on "a peninsula 

of somewhat less than one mile square in extent 11 into which 

seven railroadsJ and public and private carriages poured 

several million passengers each year; it was a city 

"bristling with wharvesJ upon which about eight thousand 

vessels annually unlade their cargoesJ and receivedJ in re­

turn the various manufactures of New England;" an extremely 

crowded cityJ "but few persons ••• are a1t1are to what extent ••• " 

The committee suggested to9, that Boston was a 

city of contrasts and declared that in 1845 the areas north 

between Boylston and Beach Streets included some of the 

richest as well as the po,orest classes. Not including the 

CommonJ this part of the city consisted of 520 acresJ and 

in that tract 74Jl12 inhabitants dwelledJ it was an area 

nearly as dense as London "between the walls." What made 

more appalling the figures which the committee gathered on 

the numbers of houses and the number of families pressed 

into these houses was that there were "so many small houses" 

which had to provide shelter for so many families. More than 

one-third of the families lived with two or more other 
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families and "in small houses generally not built for that 

purpose." In this part of the c:tty the average amount of 

space for each inhabitant was 34 square yards, but within 

i±, in the even more highly compressed Broad Street area, 

there were but 7 square yards to a person and .an average or 

37 people were packed into each dwelling. The report con­

cluded with masterly restraint that 11Here is a density or 

population surpassed, probably, in raw places on the civilized 

\'TOJ:' ld 1 11 

In an analysis of the death rate from early in 

the nineteenth century to 1845 the awful increase in mor-

tality was presented and it was proved that the rate was 

highest in ;the most densely settled sections. Generally, 

the span of each Bostonian's life depended on where he might 

reside, for while the average inhabitant at death in the 

years 1841 to 1845 was 21.43 years old, the Catholic popu­

lation which lived in the areas most congested had a life 
13 

span of only 13.43 years. 

One serious factor which was directly related to 

13 From 1811 to 1820, out of each hundred oi the 
population who died, 33.54 were under five years of age. In 
the years 1840 to 1845 there were 46.62 such dea.ths, but 
among the catholics the rate jumped -to 61.66, Repert or the 
Tenement Committee, pp.7-8. Aptly Theodore Parker remarked, 
11Gray-haired Irishmen we seldom see." 11A Sermori or· the 
Perishing -Classes in ·Boston," Sl?eeches ,and Addresses by 
Theodore Parker, vol. I, p.140. . . 








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































