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Scene, at the Old Dominion dock, New  
York:  
 
"What fob yo dun ask me whar am I  
going? Fse going to work for a lady in  
Sufhamton."  
 
"Have you any money or do you know  
the way?"  
 
"Dis yare ticket taks me and I doan  
need no help. Dis yere Sufhamton is  
right here in dis Noo York."  
 
Such interviews take place, often many  
times a day, at the wharves and stations,  
during the season when large numbers of  
Negro women are brought North to take  
positions in households, summer hotels,  
and the like. Many, many women arrive,  
thinking they are to remain in New York,  
when their only offer of employment is in  



some far away place. Others come, think  
ing their steamship ticket will take them  
to their destination, and have made no  
provision for street-car fare or baggage  
transportation; still others, expecting  
their employers to meet them. Some come  
with one address, when in many instances  
the friends or relatives have removed,  
while in many others the addresses repre  
sent unsafe places for women to go. My  
readers would scarcelv believe me if I  
 
 
 
were to give the percentage of the four  
hundred women directed and helped this  
summer, who took the long journey from  
Georgia, the Carolinas, or Virginia with  
out one cent of money, who looked upon  
New York as the haven of all good things,  
and who believed that they would be able  
to reach their destination by a five min  
utes walk.  
 
We hear it said that the Negroes are  
"wild to come Norf." In a sense this is  
true, but the great class of laborers the  
household, hotel, and boarding-house  
workers who are most in need of pro  
tection, cannot come without assistance,  
and many who have scarcely dreamed of  
the North have this assistance placed be  
fore them as a temptation. What is this  
assistance, which directly and indirectly  
is responsible for a large percentage of  
women who come North? It comes from  
three sources: 1 Friends and relatives  
who write them to come, but often fail to  
meet them. 2 Northern employers who  
deal directly with Southern employment  
agents or work through friends who urge  
Negro women to come North. These are  
for the most part honest employers, but  
many fail to provide more than the actual  
transportation, so that the hapless employees often are 



without money or food on  
the journey, and have no resources if the  
employer fails to meet them or decides  
she does not want them. 3 The employ  
ment agents who bring them North under  
promises of good employment, high wages,  
and other extravagant representations.  
This article deals with the industrial  
causes and must be limited to the influ  
ence of the last two.  
 
So great is the demand for general  
houseworkers and so small the supply,  
that Northern housewives are willing to  
let unknown, unseen, untrained and un-  
vouched-for workers enter their homes.  
At the same time many of these same em  
ployers are expecting to receive a skilled,  
energetic, willing worker. In the fi ?  
place the training of the Negro worker  
in the southern home, so radically differ  
ent from the northern, does not  
adequately fit her for her duties in the  
North. In the second place, many small  
deceptions are practiced. The agent  
whom she patronizes sends North not only  
incompetent workers, but many women  
who are old, or weak, or otherwise unable  
to compete under the industrial condi  
tions of New York or any other northern  
city. But not only this. Misrepresenta  
tions are made as to the kind and amount  
of work, the wages .to be paid, and many  
girls are en route to some little suburban  
place as dull as their own town, when they  
think they are to stav in the glare of the  
city which has been the main inducement.  
What is the result in many cases? Some  
refuse to take the places offered. One  
girl came on the promise of a nurse s  
position only to be offered general house  
work. Another came with the expectation  
of being a lady s maid, and found the  
position was on a farm and part of the  
work was milking cows ! Others take the  



places, but are dismissed because of in-  
competency, etc. A result is that the  
cities thus get a group of unemployed who  
are strangers often without resources, and  
who must find other employment, or drift  
into immorality, for there are always  
sharks watching women who are placed  
in such helpless conditions. The picture  
thus drawn representing many women each  
year, is not a belief, it is not an estimate ;  
it is a practical problem, which those  
working among Negroes are endeavoring  
to meet. Without question there are many  
good places open to household workers,  
but so long as they are brought North by  
a selfish, irresponsible employer class,  
which is comfortably ignorant of, or has  
no conscience about, methods which rob  
and mislead the girls on the way to their  
homes, and even lead them astray, just so  
long will the housekeepers find them a  
"shiftless, ungrateful lot," unfitted for  
their positions. There is no doubt that  
the Negro is the main American source  
of supply for general houseworkers, and  
will be available when housewives give  
their support to methods which will  
bring them North under safe condi  
tions, and uncorrupted by these employ  
ment agents as to wages, truth telling,  
capacity, morality and honesty. To-day  
not more than one-half ever reach the  
households in which they are intending  
to work.  
 
A combination system of  
The Combination northern and southern em-  
 
System . .  
 
North and South, ployment agencies, which  
has such a power for good,  
too often at present uses methods of rob  
bery and fraud, unrestrained by any fed  
eral or state laws, or by a public opinion  



awake to their methods. There is no ques  
tion but that many of these agents render  
good service and that without them the  
dearth of houseworkers would be much  
greater; but at present little or no pro  
tection is afforded women by the agents  
whose property they become. The south  
ern states, especially Virginia and Geor  
gia, are honey-combed with the slick  
agents of these employment bureaus, who  
not only gather the workers from the  
fields and very dooryards of their south  
ern mistresses, but resort even to brass  
bands to get them into line so they can be  
talked into going North. Without money  
often, some with their little belongings  
done up in pillow cases, or carpet sacks,  
many gaudily and poorly dressed, with no  
other friend than the agent they come  
to be shipped.  
 
When they reach the agencies at Savan  
nah, Norfolk and other ports, three things  
good wages, easy work (really nothing  
to do"), and good times, are promised to  
them. To them, going to Philadelphia or  
to New York seems like going to Heaven,  
where the streets will be paved with gold,  
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and all will be music and flowers!  
While these visions are still bright, they  
sign an innocent looking contract. This  
contract binds the employment agency to  
pay their fare. In return, they agree to  
work one or two months withour pa.* .  
they arrive. They further agree that  
their baggage shall be taken to the north  
ern employment agency to which they are  
going; also that if they cannot redeem it  



at the end of two months it goes by de  
fault to the employment agent. Most of  
them never read this contract, nor is it  
explained to them. This is all the south  
ern agency does gathers the women up,  
gets the contract signed, pays the fare  
and puts them aboard the boat with but  
one address. Many of them are told that  
their steamship tickets include meals, and  
find this is not true, and being without  
money, endure the entire journey without  
food/  
 
The steamships dock at the  
 
The Newcomer, ...... - 1 .. -r^. ., , ,  
 
the Shark New York and Jrnilaael-  
and Runnel phia ports. Scores of eager  
Negro women pour forth,  
and they find, what? Not the promised  
golden land, but ugly docks looking out  
to an unknown country, and, instead of  
friendly faces, agency runners and sharks.  
Their baggage, the property of the agent,  
goes to the agency, and they, also the  
property of the agent, follow to a lodging-  
house which he runs in connection with  
the agency, or which some friend of his  
runs. There they wait until a position  
is offered. If they have money, often no  
places are offered until their small fund  
is spent for board; if they have not, they  
are in danger of yielding to the easy, evil  
life held out to them.  
 
The woman who has left her happy-go-  
lucky, cheerful life in the South, a splen  
did cook, a good servant, perhaps, faces  
an entirely new condition in the North,  
for the northern home is like an unex  
plored country in its appointments and  
methods. Be it said to the credit of some  
agencies that they do bring many Negro  
women North with the intention of send  



ing them to honest homes to work. But  
the woman who proves inefficient; or who  
will not take the position offered; or who  
cannot meet the conditions of the  
northern home; or who has come on  
promises of twice the wages which she  
 
 
 
can earn and insists that she must have  
them; or who has come on the promise  
of one thing and is offered another these  
the agent turns loose upon the city, per  
haps to find their way into hospitals,  
almshouses, and prisons.  
 
But there are agencies many of them  
that never intend to send women to  
honest places. When the newcomers are  
safely in the agency lodging-house, the  
runners or "friends" of the agency show  
them the "sights of the town/ usually  
ending up with concert halls; and after  
such evenings the Negro woman may have  
lost her chance for honest work. A few  
days of sight-seeing, during which time  
she lodges at the agency, and she finds  
that she owes not only her fare, but from  
$17 to $20, for she learns in New York  
that this sum is the price for her trans  
portation and agent s commission almost  
four times the regular fare, which is  
$5. In some agencies she cannot even  
open her trunk without permission from  
the agent, and she must work two months  
without pay. To whom can she turn?  
The agent tells her she may leave her  
trunk without charge, taking only the  
little she needs, until she sees if she will  
like the place. At the end of two months,  
she calls for her trunk and finds fifty  
cents a week or month is the charge for  
storage. She has earned no money during  
those weeks, because of the terms of her  
contract with the agent; so she forfeits  



all her possessions. There is cunning in  
this arrangement! By keeping the girl s  
baggage and permitting her to use it at  
the agency the agent holds her indefinitely  
in his power. He always knows where  
she is, he places her whepi she is out of  
work, or takes her away from one em  
ployer for another; he even compels her  
to give names and addresses of her  
southern friends, so that he may write to  
them to come North, using her name as  
an inducement.  
 
... , The cities of New York  
 
Associations for  
 
the Protection of and .Philadelphia contain  
 
Ne or r ga^zed m some eighty Negro agencies,  
 
and of this number about  
 
forty are bringing up southern Negro  
 
women under these conditions. There are  
 
also some dozen white agencies which  
 
bring them under no better conditions,  
 
and with no better intentions. The first  
remedy lies in compelling these agencies  
to adopt better methods of protection, or  
in driving the hopelessly unscrupulous  
ones out of business.  
 
At the time of these investigations,  
there existed no organization primarily  
interested in the industrial problems of  
Negro women. For this reason the Inter-  
Municipal Committee on Household Ee-  
search has been the means of organizing  
associations for the protection of Negro  
women in Philadelphia and New York.  



These organizations include both men and  
women and both Negroes and whites.  
They first placed at the docks women  
agents who have directed more than four  
hundred and fifty women during the sum  
mer. These will be visited this fall in  
their new places of employment, the de  
sire being to maintain a friendly interest  
in them. Penniless women have been  
taken to destinations; lost addresses have  
been found; the sick have been cared for  
and lodgings found for others; addresses  
of disreputable houses, which many green  
southern Negroes have held, have been  
investigated and the women induced to go  
elsewhere; in a few instances girls have  
been rescued from disreputable agency  
sharks and disorderly places, sometimes  
with the necessary aid of the authorities.  
One of the methods is for expressmen to  
get the baggage of these poor women at  
the docks, and then insist on the girls  
going to their address in order to reclaim  
the things.  
 
The question is not only one of rescue,  
but to provide lodgings and work. In  
Philadelphia an attractive new home has  
been opened at 714 South Seventeenth  
street, where such women may stay while  
waiting for work. In New York no new  
home has been found necessary, for use  
has been made of the Colored Mission,  
the Young Women s Christian Associa  
tion, in Brooklyn, the White Rose Home  
and others. The finding of employment  
has been entrusted to the agent, or to  
the employment agencies which maintain  
the standard required by the association  
but as soon as endowments can be secured  
these associations means to start their own  
employment agencies so that they can  
exert a more permanent influence upon  
the women who are strangers in the cities.  
 



Besides the direct rescue and industrial  
work, these associations are undertaking  
co-operative and educational work. To  
make the protection of migrating  
Negro women effective, there must  
be a system including Baltimore,  
Washington, Eichmond and Savannah, so  
that women going from one city to another  
can be sent through, and communication  
established among the cities. The associa  
tions therefore are concentrating their  
winter s work upon such organizations in  
these cities, endeavoring to bring about  
systematic methods of finding work for  
Negro women by existing organiza  
tions and a start is being made to secure  
protective legislation so much needed in  
the states from which the women are sent  
north.  
 
Educational work has been taken up  
in connection /with Hampton Institute  
and with various pastors and churches.  
Large number of circulars describing the  
conditions have been distributed through  
the southern states ; ministers are preach  
ing upon it; and efforts are being made  
to safeguard the girls before leaving. To  
give the women before coming the knowl  
edge necessary for them to take care of  
themselves, to guide them at the sta  
tions, to send them to and provide  
safe lodgings, to find them work, or to  
send them back if they cannot compete  
under the industrial conditions in the  
North, this is the pressing, practical work  
of these associations. They have cared for  
four hundred and fifty women this sum  
mer at a per capita cost of about eighty  
cents.  
 
The officers of these associations are:  
 
NEW YORK: Fred R. Moore, president; Dr.  
E. P. Roberts, vice-president; Miss Prances A.  



Kellor, secretary; Dr. W. L. Bulkley, treas  
urer. Executive committee: Miss Mary E.  
Dreier, chairman of Travelers Aid Commit  
tee; Dr. Verina Morton-Jones, chairman of  
Committee on Education; Wilford H. Smith,  
chairman of Employment Agency Commit  
tee; Miss C. M. Wood, chairman of Com  
mittee on Finance; Miss Mary W. Ovington,  
chairman of Membership Committee.  
 
PHILADELPHIA: The Rev. Henry L. Phil  
lips, president; the Rev. Elbert W. Moore,  
vice-president; Miss Frances A. Kellor, secre  
tary; John N. Frazier, treasurer. Execu  
tive committee: Mrs. John H. Converse, Miss  
Frances Bartholomew, Mrs. Rollin Norris,  
Dr. E. C. Howard, Mrs. E. Bowman Leaf,  
the Rev. Charles A. Tindley, the Rev. Will  
iam A. Fickland, Dr. S. P. Irwin and Mrs.  
S. W. Layten, agent.  
 
 
 


