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Jurgis was confident of his ability to get work for himself, unassisted by any one. As 
we have said before, he was not mistaken in this. He had gone to Brown’s and stood 
there not more than half an hour before one of the bosses noticed his form towering 
above the rest, and signaled to him. The colloquy which followed was brief and to the 
point: 

“Speak English?” 
“No; Lit-uanian.” (Jurgis had studied this word carefully.) 
“Job?” 
“Je.” (A nod.) 
“Worked here before?” 
“No ‘stand.” 
(Signals and gesticulations on the part of the boss. Vigorous shakes of the head by 

Jurgis.) 
“Shovel guts?” 
“No ‘stand.” (More shakes of the head.) 
“Zarnos. Pagaiksztis. Szluofa!” (Imitative motions.) 
“Je.” 
“See door. Durys?” (Pointing.) 
“Je.” 
“To-morrow, seven o’clock. Understand? Rytoj! Prieszpietys! Septyni!” 
“Dekui, tamistai!” (Thank you, sir.) And that was all. Jurgis turned away, and then in 

a sudden rush the full realization of his triumph swept over him, and he gave a yell and 
a jump, and started off on a run. He had a job! He had a job! And he went all the way 
home as if upon wings, and burst into the house like a cyclone, to the rage of the 
numerous lodgers who had just turned in for their daily sleep. 

 
 

 
For one evening the old man came home in a great state of excitement, with the tale 

that he had been approached by a man in one of the corridors of the pickle rooms of 
Durham's, and asked what he would pay to get a job. He had not known what to make 
of this at first; but the man had gone on with matter-of-fact frankness to say that he 
could get him a job, provided that he were willing to pay one-third of his wages for it. 
Was he a boss? Antanas had asked; to which the man had replied that that was nobody's 
business, but that he could do what he said. 

Jurgis had made some friends by this time, and he sought one of them and asked 
what this meant. The friend, who was named Tamoszius Kuszleika, was a sharp little 
man who folded hides on the killing beds, and he listened to what Jurgis had to say 
without seeming at all surprised. They were common enough, he said, such cases of 
petty graft. It was simply some boss who proposed to add a little to his income. After 
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Jurgis had been there awhile he would know that the plants were simply honeycombed 
with rottenness of that sort—the bosses grafted off the men, and they grafted off each 
other; and some day the superintendent would find out about the boss, and then he 
would graft off the boss. Warming to the subject, Tamoszius went on to explain the 
situation. Here was Durham’s, for instance, owned by a man who was trying to make as 
much money out of it as he could, and did not care in the least how he did it; and 
underneath him, ranged in ranks and grades like an army, were managers and 
superintendents and foremen, each one driving the man next below him and trying to 
squeeze out of him as much work as possible. And all the men of the same rank were 
pitted against each other; the accounts of each were kept separately, and every man 
lived in terror of losing his job, if another made a better record than he. So from top to 
bottom the place was simply a seething caldron of jealousies and hatreds; there was no 
loyalty or decency anywhere about it, there was no place in it where a man counted for 
anything against a dollar. And worse than there being no decency, there was not even 
any honesty. The reason for that? Who could say? It must have been old Durham in the 
beginning; it was a heritage which the self-made merchant had left to his son, along with 
his millions. 

Jurgis would find out these things for himself, if he stayed there long enough; it was 
the men who had to do all the dirty jobs, and so there was no deceiving them; and they 
caught the spirit of the place, and did like all the rest. Jurgis had come there, and 
thought he was going to make himself useful, and rise and become a skilled man; but he 
would soon find out his error—for nobody rose in Packingtown by doing good work. 
You could lay that down for a rule—if you met a man who was rising in Packingtown, 
you met a knave. That man who had been sent to Jurgis’ father by the boss, he would 
rise; the man who told tales and spied upon his fellows would rise; but the man who 
minded his own business and did his work—why, they would “speed him up” till they 
had worn him out, and then they would throw him into the gutter. 

Jurgis went home with his head buzzing. Yet he could not bring himself to believe 
such things—no, it could not be so. Tamoszius was simply another of the grumblers. He 
was a man who spent all his time fiddling; and he would go to parties at night and not 
get home till sunrise, and so of course he did not feel like work. Then, too, he was a 
puny little chap; and so he had been left behind in the race, and that was why he was 
sore. And yet so many strange things kept coming to Jurgis’ notice every day! 

He tried to persuade his father to have nothing to do with the offer. But old Antanas 
had begged until he was worn out, and all his courage was gone; he wanted a job, any 
sort of a job. So the next day he went and found the man who had spoken to him, and 
promised to bring him a third of all he earned; and that same day he was put to work in 
Durham’s cellars. It was a “pickle room,” where there was never a dry spot to stand 
upon, and so he had to take nearly the whole of his first week’s earnings to buy him a 
pair of heavy-soled boots. He was a “squeedgie” man; his job was to go about all day 
with a long-handled mop, swabbing up the floor. Except that it was damp and dark, it 
was not an unpleasant job, in summer. 

Now Antanas Rudkus was the meekest man that God ever put on earth; and so 
Jurgis found it a striking confirmation of what the men all said, that his father had been 
at work only two days before he came home as bitter as any of them, and cursing 
Durham’s with all the power of his soul. For they had set him to cleaning out the traps; 
and the family sat round and listened in wonder while he told them what that meant. It 
seemed that he was working in the room where the men prepared the beef for canning, 
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and the beef had lain in vats full of chemicals, and men with great forks speared it out 
and dumped it into trucks, to be taken to the cooking room. When they had speared out 
all they could reach, they emptied the vat on the floor, and then with shovels scraped up 
the balance and dumped it into the truck. This floor was filthy, yet they set Antanas with 
his mop slopping the “pickle” into a hole that connected with a sink, where it was 
caught and used over again forever; and if that were not enough, there was a trap in the 
pipe, where all the scraps of meat and odds and ends of refuse were caught, and every 
few days it was the old man’s task to clean these out, and shovel their contents into one 
of the trucks with the rest of the meat! 

This was the experience of Antanas; and then there came also Jonas and Marija with 
tales to tell. Marija was working for one of the independent packers, and was quite 
beside herself and outrageous with triumph over the sums of money she was making as 
a painter of cans. But one day she walked home with a pale-faced little woman who 
worked opposite to her, Jadvyga Marcinkus by name, and Jadvyga told her how she, 
Marija, had chanced to get her job. She had taken the place of an Irishwoman who had 
been working in that factory ever since any one could remember. For over fifteen years, 
so she declared. Mary Dennis was her name, and a long time ago she had been seduced, 
and had a little boy; he was a cripple, and an epileptic, but still he was all that she had in 
the world to love, and they had lived in a little room alone somewhere back of Halsted 
Street, where the Irish were. Mary had had consumption, and all day long you might 
hear her coughing as she worked; of late she had been going all to pieces, and when 
Marija came, the “forelady” had suddenly decided to turn her off. The forelady had to 
come up to a certain standard herself, and could not stop for sick people, Jadvyga 
explained. The fact that Mary had been there so long had not made any difference to 
her—it was doubtful if she even knew that, for both the forelady and the superintendent 
were new people, having only been there two or three years themselves. Jadvyga did not 
know what had become of the poor creature; she would have gone to see her, but had 
been sick herself. She had pains in her back all the time, Jadvyga explained, and feared 
that she had womb trouble. It was not fit work for a woman, handling fourteen-pound 
cans all day. 

It was a striking circumstance that Jonas, too, had gotten his job by the misfortune of 
some other person. Jonas pushed a truck loaded with hams from the smoke rooms on to 
an elevator, and thence to the packing rooms. The trucks were all of iron, and heavy, 
and they put about threescore hams on each of them, a load of more than a quarter of a 
ton. On the uneven floor it was a task for a man to start one of these trucks, unless he 
was a giant; and when it was once started he naturally tried his best to keep it going. 
There was always the boss prowling about, and if there was a second’s delay he would 
fall to cursing; Lithuanians and Slovaks and such, who could not understand what was 
said to them, the bosses were wont to kick about the place like so many dogs. Therefore 
these trucks went for the most part on the run; and the predecessor of Jonas had been 
jammed against the wall by one and crushed in a horrible and nameless manner. 

All of these were sinister incidents; but they were trifles compared to what Jurgis saw 
with his own eyes before long. One curious thing he had noticed, the very first day, in 
his profession of shoveler of guts; which was the sharp trick of the floor bosses 
whenever there chanced to come a “slunk” calf. Any man who knows anything about 
butchering knows that the flesh of a cow that is about to calve, or has just calved, is not 
fit for food. A good many of these came every day to the packing houses—and, of 
course, if they had chosen, it would have been an easy matter for the packers to keep 
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them till they were fit for food. But for the saving of time and fodder, it was the law that 
cows of that sort came along with the others, and whoever noticed it would tell the boss, 
and the boss would start up a conversation with the government inspector, and the two 
would stroll away. So in a trice the carcass of the cow would be cleaned out, and entrails 
would have vanished; it was Jurgis’ task to slide them into the trap, calves and all, and 
on the floor below they took out these “slunk” calves, and butchered them for meat, and 
used even the skins of them. 

One day a man slipped and hurt his leg; and that afternoon, when the last of the 
cattle had been disposed of, and the men were leaving, Jurgis was ordered to remain 
and do some special work which this injured man had usually done. It was late, almost 
dark, and the government inspectors had all gone, and there were only a dozen or two 
of men on the floor. That day they had killed about four thousand cattle, and these cattle 
had come in freight trains from far states, and some of them had got hurt. There were 
some with broken legs, and some with gored sides; there were some that had died, from 
what cause no one could say; and they were all to be disposed of, here in darkness and 
silence. “Downers,” the men called them; and the packing house had a special elevator 
upon which they were raised to the killing beds, where the gang proceeded to handle 
them, with an air of businesslike nonchalance which said plainer than any words that it 
was a matter of everyday routine. It took a couple of hours to get them out of the way, 
and in the end Jurgis saw them go into the chilling rooms with the rest of the meat, 
being carefully scattered here and there so that they could not be identified. When he 
came home that night he was in a very somber mood, having begun to see at last how 
those might be right who had laughed at him for his faith in America. 

 
 

 
Jurgis heard of these things little by little, in the gossip of those who were obliged to 

perpetrate them. It seemed as if every time you met a person from a new department, 
you heard of new swindles and new crimes. There was, for instance, a Lithuanian who 
was a cattle butcher for the plant where Marija had worked, which killed meat for 
canning only; and to hear this man describe the animals which came to his place would 
have been worthwhile for a Dante or a Zola. It seemed that they must have agencies all 
over the country, to hunt out old and crippled and diseased cattle to be canned. There 
were cattle which had been fed on “whisky-malt,” the refuse of the breweries, and had 
become what the men called “steerly”— which means covered with boils. It was a nasty 
job killing these, for when you plunged your knife into them they would burst and 
splash foul-smelling stuff into your face; and when a man’s sleeves were smeared with 
blood, and his hands steeped in it, how was he ever to wipe his face, or to clear his eyes 
so that he could see? It was stuff such as this that made the “embalmed beef” that had 
killed several times as many United States soldiers as all the bullets of the Spaniards; 
only the army beef, besides, was not fresh canned, it was old stuff that had been lying 
for years in the cellars. 

Then one Sunday evening, Jurgis sat puffing his pipe by the kitchen stove, and 
talking with an old fellow whom Jonas had introduced, and who worked in the canning 
rooms at Durham’s; and so Jurgis learned a few things about the great and only Durham 
canned goods, which had become a national institution. They were regular alchemists at 
Durham’s; they advertised a mushroom-catsup, and the men who made it did not know 
what a mushroom looked like. They advertised “potted chicken,”—and it was like the 
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boardinghouse soup of the comic papers, through which a chicken had walked with 
rubbers on. Perhaps they had a secret process for making chickens chemically—who 
knows? said Jurgis’ friend; the things that went into the mixture were tripe, and the fat 
of pork, and beef suet, and hearts of beef, and finally the waste ends of veal, when they 
had any. They put these up in several grades, and sold them at several prices; but the 
contents of the cans all came out of the same hopper. And then there was “potted game” 
and “potted grouse,” “potted ham,” and “deviled ham”— de-vyled, 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. Anybody who could invent a new imitation had been sure of a fortune from 
old Durham, said Jurgis’ informant; but it was hard to think of anything new in a place 
where so many sharp wits had been at work for so long; where men welcomed 
tuberculosis in the cattle they were feeding, because it made them fatten more quickly; 
and where they bought up all the old rancid butter left over in the grocery stores of a 
continent, and “oxidized” it by a forced-air process, to take away the odor, rechurned it 
with skim milk, and sold it in bricks in the cities! Up to a year or two ago it had been the 
custom to kill horses in the yards—ostensibly for fertilizer; but after long agitation the 
newspapers had been able to make the public realize that the horses were being canned. 
Now it was against the law to kill horses in Packingtown, and the law was really 
complied with—for the present, at any rate. Any day, however, one might see sharp-
horned and shaggy-haired creatures running with the sheep and yet what a job you 
would have to get the public to believe that a good part of what it buys for lamb and 
mutton is really goat’s flesh! 

There was another interesting set of statistics that a person might have gathered in 
Packingtown—those of the various afflictions of the workers. When Jurgis had first 
inspected the packing plants with Szedvilas, he had marveled while he listened to the 
tale of all the things that were made out of the carcasses of animals, and of all the lesser 
industries that were maintained there; now he found that each one of these lesser 
industries was a separate little inferno, in its way as horrible as the killing beds, the 
source and fountain of them all. The workers in each of them had their own peculiar 
diseases. And the wandering visitor might be skeptical about all the swindles, but he 
could not be skeptical about these, for the worker bore the evidence of them about on his 
own person— generally he had only to hold out his hand. 

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 in 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 criss-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 
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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 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! 

 
 

 
 

Excerpts taken from chapters 3, 5, and 9.  
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