
                    U.S. History – Mr. DeNardo 

 “Muckraking” Journalism of the Progressive Era 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=owk_LE1GcKY 

141 Men and Girls Die in Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire; Trapped High up in 
Washington Place Building; Street Strewn with Bodies; Piles of Dead Inside 

The following excerpt come from the March 26, 1911 issue of the New York Times: 

 

Three stories of a ten-floor building at the corner of Greene Street and Washington Place were burned yesterday, and while the 

fire was going on 141 young men and women, at least 125 of them were mere girls, were burned to death or killed by jumping to 

the pavement below.  

The building was fireproof. It shows now hardly any signs of disaster that overtook it. The walls are as good as ever; so are the 

floors; nothing is the worse for the fire except the furniture and the 141 of the 600 men and girls that were employed in the upper 

three stories.  

Most of the victims were suffocated or burned to death within the building, but some who fought their way to the windows and 

leaped met death as surely, but perhaps more quickly, on the pavements below. At 4:40 o'clock, nearly five hours after the 

employees in the rest of the building had gone home, the fire broke out. The one little fire escape in the interior was never resorted 

to by any of the doomed victims. Some of them escaped by running down the stairs, but in a moment or two this avenue was cut off 

by flame. The girls rushed to the windows and looked down at Greene Street, 100 feet below them. Then one poor little creature 

jumped. There was a plate glass protection over part of the sidewalk, but she crashed through it; wrecking it and breaking her 

body into thousand pieces.  

Then they all began to drop. The crowd yelled 'Don't jump!' but it was jump or be burned - the proof of which is around in the fact 

that fifty burned bodies were taken from the ninth floor alone.  

The victims who are now lying at the Morgue waiting for some one to identify them by a tooth or the remains of a burned shoe 

were mostly girls of from 18 to 23 years of age.  

There is just one fire escape in the building. That one is an interior fire escape. In Greene Street, where the terrified unfortunates 

crowded before they began to make their mad leaps to death, the whole big front of the building is guiltless of one. Nor is there a 

fire escape in the back.  

The building itself was of the most modern construction and classed as fireproof. What burned so quickly and disastrously for the 

victims were shirtwaist, hanging on lines above tiers of workers, sewing machines placed so closely together that there was hardly 

aisle room for the girls between them, and shirtwaist trimmings and cuttings which littered the floors above the eighth and ninth 

stories.  

According to two of the ablest fire experts in the city the great loss of life at the shirtwaist factory fire can be accounted for by the 

lack of adequate instruction of the girls in the way to conduct themselves in time of fire.  

These men, H.F.J. Porter, an industrial engineer, with offices at 1 Madison Avenue, and P.J. McKeon, a fire prevention expert, 

who is now delivering lectures at Columbia University, are both familiar with the building which was destroyed and had advised 

the owners of the factory to establish some kind of a fire drill among the girls and put in better emergency exits to enable them to 

get out of the building in case of fire. Mr. Porter said last night, when told of the fire by a Times reporter: 'I don’t need to go down 

there. I know just what happened.'  

Two years ago Mr. McKeon made an insurance inspection of the factory, among others, and was immediately struck by the way in 

which the large number of girls were crowded together in the top of the building. He said last night that at that time there were no 

less than a thousand girls on the three upper floors.  

'I inquired if there was a fire drill among the girls, and was told there was not,' said he. 'The place looked dangerous to me. There 

was a fire-escape on the back and all that, and the regulations seemed to be complied with all right, but I could see that there 

would be a serious panic if the girls were not instructed how to handle themselves in case of a fire.'  

'I even found that the door to the main stairway was usually kept locked. I was told that this was done because it was so difficult to 

keep track of so many girls. They would run back and forth between the floors, and even out of the building the manager told me.'  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=owk_LE1GcKY


'It is a wonder that these things are not happening in the city every day,' said he. 'There are only two or three factories in the city 

where fire drills are in use, and in some of them where I have installed the system myself the owners have discontinued it.'  

'One instance I recall in point where the system has been discontinued despite the fact that the Treasurer for the company, through 

whose active co-operation it was originally installed, was himself burned to death with several members of his family in his 

country residence, and notwithstanding that the present President of the company, while at the opera, nearly lost his children and 

servants in a fire which recently swept through his apartments and burned off the two upper floors of a building which was and 

still is advertised as the most fireproof and expensively equipped structure of its character in the city.'  

'The neglect of factory owners of the safety of their employees is absolutely criminal. One man whom I advised to install a fire drill 

replied to me, 'Let em burn up. They're a lot of cattle anyway.'  

'The factory may be fitted with all the most modern firefighting apparatus and there may be a well-organized fire brigade, but 

there is absolutely no attempt made to teach the employees how to handle themselves in case of a fire. This is particularly 

necessary in case of young women and girls who always go into panic.'  

 

 

The Jungle (1906)  by Upton Sinclair  
The following are excerpts from a novel written by a famous “muckraker” 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M1aZbqjBF7A&feature=related 

 
. . . And then there was the condemned meat industry, with its endless horrors. The people of Chicago saw the government 

inspectors in the “Packingtown” section of the city, and they all took that to mean that they were protected from diseased meat; 

they did not understand that these hundred and sixty-three inspectors had been appointed at the request of the owners of the 

packing plant.  They had no authority; the whole inspection force in Packingtown were henchmen of the packers who owned the 

local political machine! . . . 

 

And then there was "potted game" and "potted grouse," "potted ham," and "deviled ham"—devyled, as the men called it. "De-

vyled" ham was made out of the waste ends of smoked beef that were too small to be sliced by the machines; and also tripe, dyed 

with chemicals so that it would not show white, and trimmings of hams and corned beef, and potatoes, skins and all, and finally the 

hard cartilaginous gullets of beef, after the tongues had been cut out. All this ingenious mixture was ground up and flavored with 

spices to make it taste like something. 

 

There were the men in the pickle rooms, for instance, where old Antanas had gotten his death; scarce a one of these that had not 

some spot of horror on his person. Let a man so much as scrape his finger pushing a truck in the pickle rooms, and he might have 

a sore that would put him out of the world; all the joints of his fingers might be eaten by the acid, one by one. Of the butchers and 

floorsmen, the beef boners and trimmers, and all those who used knives, you could scarcely find a person who had the use of his 

thumb; time and time again the base of it had been slashed, till it was a mere lump of flesh against which the man pressed the knife 

to hold it. The hands of these men would be cris-crossed with cuts, until you could no longer pretend to count them or to trace 

them. They would have no nails,—they had worn them off pulling hides; their knuckles were swollen so that their fingers spread 

out like a fan. There were men who worked in the cooking rooms, in the midst of steam and sickening odors, by artificial light; in 

these rooms the germs of tuberculosis might live for two years, but the supply was renewed every hour. 

 

 There were the beef luggers, who carried two-hundred-pound quarters into the refrigerator cars, a fearful kind of work, that 

began at four o'clock in the morning, and that wore out the most powerful men in a few years. There were those who worked in the 

chilling rooms, and whose special disease was rheumatism; the time limit that a man could work in the chilling rooms was said to 

be five years. There were the wool pluckers, whose hands went to pieces even sooner than the hands of the pickle men; for the pelts 

of the sheep had to be painted with acid to loosen the wool, and then the pluckers had to pull out this wool with their bare hands, 

till the acid had eaten their fingers off. There were those who made the tins for the canned meat, and their hands, too, were a maze 

of cuts, and each cut represented a chance for blood poisoning. Some worked at the stamping machines, and it was very seldom 

that one could work long there at the pace that was set, and not give out and forget himself, and have a part of his hand chopped 

off.  

 

There were the "hoisters," as they were called, whose task it was to press the lever which lifted the dead cattle off the floor. They 

ran along upon a rafter, peering down through the damp and the steam, and as old Durham's architects had not built the killing 

room for the convenience of the hoisters, at every few feet they would have to stoop under a beam, say four feet above the one they 

ran on, which got them into the habit of stooping, so that in a few years they would be walking like chimpanzees. Worst of any, 

however, were the fertilizer men, and those who served in the cooking rooms. These people could not be shown to the visitor—for 

the odor of a fertilizer man would scare away any ordinary visitor at a hundred yards, and as for the other men, who worked in 

tank rooms full of steam, and in some of which there were open vats near the level of the floor, their peculiar trouble was that they 

fell into the vats; and when they were fished out, there was never enough of them left to be worth exhibiting—sometimes they 

would be overlooked for days, till all but the bones of them had gone out to the world as Durham's Pure Leaf Lard! . . . 
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There was never the least attention paid to what was cut up for sausage; there would come all the way back from Europe old 

sausage that had been rejected, and that was moldy and white—it would be dosed with borax and glycerin, and dumped into the 

hoppers, and made over again for home consumption. There would be meat that had tumbled out on the floor, in the dirt and 

sawdust, where the workers had tramped and spit uncounted billions of consumption germs. There would be meat stored in great 

piles in rooms; and the water from leaky roofs would drip over it, and thousands of rats would race about on it. It was too dark in 

these storage places to see well, but a man could run his hand over these piles of meat and sweep off handfuls of the dried dung of 

rats. These rats were nuisances, and the packers would put poisoned bread out for them, they would die, and then rats, bread, and 

meat would go into the hoppers together. This is no fairy story and no joke; the meat would be shoveled into carts, and the man 

who did the shoveling would not trouble to lift out a rat even when he saw one—there were things that went into the sausage in 

comparison with which a poisoned rat was a tidbit. There was no place for the men to wash their hands before they ate their 

dinner, and so they made a practice of washing them in the water that was to be ladled into the sausage....  

 

 —So spoke an orator upon the platform; and two thousand pairs of eyes were fixed upon him, and two thousand voices were 

cheering his every sentence. The orator had been the head of the city's relief bureau in the stockyards, until the sight of misery and 

political corruption had made him sick. He was young, hungry-looking, full of fire; and as he swung his long arms and beat up the 

crowd, to the workers of Packingtown he seemed the very spirit of the revolution. "Organize! Organize! Organize!"—that was his 

cry.  

 

1. Write here TWO quotes from the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory article that caught your attention and discuss 

why these got your attention. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Write here TWO quotes from “The Jungle” excerpt that caught your attention and discuss why these got 

your attention. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Discuss why this type of writing (“muckraking”) proved to be an important tool for encouraging reform at 

this time. 


