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African-American slaves in the 19th century performed many jobs from laundress to skilled
craftsperson. In 1860, three-quarters of slave laborers worked on the land. Only a small
minority worked in mills, ironworks, and machine shops. The wealth of Southern slave states
came mainly from agriculture, not industry.
If you are doing railroad work for the Union Pacific pushing east from California, you are
probably a Chinese immigrant. If you work for the Central Pacific railroad heading west from
Nebraska, you are likely an Irish immigrant or an ex-soldier.
As a Native American, you do the hard, dirty work that Anglos don’t want to do. Under an
1850 California state law, you have been arrested for being a dangerous “vagrant”—this is
someone who doesn’t have a job and is considered a public nuisance. In your case, the law is
an excuse for forcing you to work on a farm or in a mine. Native children are also seized and
forced to work.
A group of kidnappers with nine children under the age of 10 once claimed that they had
taken the children as “an act of charity” because their parents had been killed. They were
asked how they knew the parents were dead. “I killed some of them myself,” replied one man.
By 1870 the Native-American population of California had fallen to 30,000 from about
150,000 in 1848, as a result of racial violence, forced labor, and epidemics.
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Assignment
Kids’ Work in the 21st Century
Laurie Coulter wrote about children’s work in the 19th century, from the canal era at the
beginning of the 1800s to the railroad era at the end of the 1800s.
Your assignment is to write about children’s work in the 21st century. That’s now. What kinds of
jobs are children allowed to do today? What trends do you see? Are there new jobs for children
that didn’t exist way back in the 1990s?
Divide your classroom into teams of one to five persons. With your team members, write down
as many jobs as you can think of that children have today. That will be the opening paragraph of
your history of “Kids’ Work in the 21st Century.”
Next, assign each team member to write about one job on your list. Try to write about the job
the same way Laurie Coulter does in the reading selection. For example, for the job, Newspaper
Delivery Person, you might begin like this:
You get out of bed when it’s still dark, before your brothers and sisters,
before your parents or grandparents. You ride your bike through dark
streets until you reach the newspaper station. You roll up dozens of
newspapers into plastic bags because it might rain and people don't
want their papers to get wet. Etc.
Each team turns in a final history that includes the job list and one job description from every
team member. How many different jobs did the class come up with? What was the most unusual
one? What are the hardest jobs? What are the easiest jobs? Are kids’ jobs still segregated by
gender into “boys’ jobs” and ”girls’ jobs”? How is 21st-century children’s work different from 19thcentury children’s work?

Quiz
NOTE: Quiz answers are available on the next page.
1) Multiple Choice
Which is the best definition for the term, “canal hoggee”?
A. A long, skinny sandwich.
B. A pig that eats the weeds growing on canal embankments.
C. A boat captain trained to sail boats through canals.
D. Someone who guides the horses that pull boats through canals.

2) Matching
For each job listed, indicate whether it was considered a “boy’s job” or a “girl’s job” or
both in the 19th century.
A. newspaper seller
B. hot corn seller
C. babysitter
D. farm chores
E. war drummer

3) Matching
Much hard labor in 19th-century North America was done by slaves, indentured servants,
prisoners, immigrants, and Native Americans for little or no wages. Match the groups
(numbers) with the jobs they most often did (letters) in the two lists, below.
1. Native Americans
2. Slaves
3. Irish Immigrants
4. Chinese Immigrants

A. Agricultural Labor in the South
B. Railroad Labor in the West
C. Railroad Labor in the East
D. Farm or Mine Labor in the West

4) Multiple Choice
What is Hannah Montague best known for?
A. Inventor of the detachable shirt collar.
B. Inventor of the washing machine.
C. Inventor of the telephone switchboard.
D. Inventor of the foot-long “canal hoggee” sandwich.

5) Multiple Choice
At the beginning of the 19th century, no one had a phone. How many people in the United
States had phone lines at the end of the century?
A. Four
B. Four Hundred
C. Four Hundred Thousand
D. One Million, Four Hundred Thousand

Quiz
1) Multiple Choice
Which is the best definition for the term, “canal hoggee”?
A. A long, skinny sandwich.
B. A pig that eats the weeds growing on canal embankments.
C. A boat captain trained to sail boats through canals.
D. Someone who guides the horses that pull boats through canals.

Answer: D. Someone who guides the horses that pull boats through canals. Hoggees were often
boys as young as 12 years of age.
2) Matching
For each job listed, indicate whether it was considered a “boy’s job” or a “girl’s job” or
both in the 19th century.
A. newspaper seller
B. hot corn seller
C. babysitter
D. farm chores
E. war drummer

Answer: A. boys B. girls C. girls D. both E. boys
3) Matching
Much hard labor in 19th-century North America was done by slaves, indentured servants,
prisoners, immigrants, and Native Americans for little or no wages. Match the groups
(numbers) with the jobs they most often did (letters) in the two lists, below.
1. Native Americans
2. Slaves
3. Irish Immigrants
4. Chinese Immigrants

Answer: 1-D, 2-A, 3-C, 4-B

A. Agricultural Labor in the South
B. Railroad Labor in the West
C. Railroad Labor in the East
D. Farm or Mine Labor in the West

4) Multiple Choice
What is Hannah Montague best known for?
A. Inventor of the detachable shirt collar.
B. Inventor of the washing machine.
C. Inventor of the telephone switchboard.
D. Inventor of the foot-long “canal hoggee” sandwich.

Answer: A. Inventor of the detachable shirt collar. Many women and girls performed hard labor
doing laundry. Hannah Montague was one of those women, an inventor who helped modernize
clothes washing.
5) Multiple Choice
At the beginning of the 19th century, no one had a phone. How many people in the United
States had phone lines at the end of the century?
A. Four
B. Four Hundred
C. Four Hundred Thousand
D. One Million, Four Hundred Thousand

Answer: D. One Million, Four Hundred Thousand. Telephones spread like wildfire after their
invention mid-century. From only 3,000 phones in 1876, the U.S. added over one million phone
lines in less than 25 years.

Discussion Questions
• Should children be allowed to work? What are the benefits of having children in the workplace
and what are the drawbacks? Should there be any limits on the kind of work children are
allowed to do? What sort of limits would you suggest?
• Are jobs still divided by gender? What jobs are still all or mostly female? What jobs are still all
or mostly male? Do you think it’s fair to segregate jobs by gender?
• Can you think of anywhere in the world that children are forced to work? Where? What kinds of
work do they do? Can you find the name of an organization that is working to end forced
labor?
• Do you have any jobs now? Do you have paying work? Do you have non-paying work you must
do? What work do you like? What work do you hate? Do you have a choice whether to work?
• If you had to choose, would you rather have a job that’s fun or a job that pays well? When you
finish your schooling some day, what job or work or career would you like to pursue? Why?
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