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LIBRAY OF CONGRESS NATIONAL CHILD LABOR COMMITTEE COLLECTION
Images like this 1909 photo by Lewis Hines of the National Child Labor Committee, showing even young children working in a Maryland bean processing factory, helped
spark a nationwide effort to restrict child labor.

Child labor and migrant living conditions were a major concern 100 years ago

n June of 1924, researchers
with the National Child
Labor Committee spread
out across Mesa, Montrose
and Delta counties, talking
to families whose children —
some as young as six years old
— worked as farm laborers.
They contacted 330 families
in the three counties who
had a total of 650 children
performing farm work. The

children under age 18 from
working in most occupations.
By 1933, it had been ratified by
28 states, including Colorado.
But it didn’t receive the neces-
sary approval of three-fourths
of the states to become part of
the Constitution.

It won support in The Daily
Sentinel, however. The news-
paper said on Aug. 10, 1924,
that “The federal child labor

researchers found that the amendment now pending
greatest num- before the various
ber of children legislatures is a vital
worked in sugar socialissue ... The
beet production, right of little ones to
followed by their day of happy
harvesting hay, childhood should be
onions, potatoes as fundamental as the
and fruit. adults’ right to liberty

They also and free speech.”
found living con- The National Child
ditions atrocious Labor Committee,
for children BOB S| LBERNAGEL  a New York based
of contract organization formed
migrant workers, in 1904 and chartered
who were mostly Mexican, by Congress in 1907, was one
and schooling for those chil- of the leading backers of the
dren was often nonexistent. amendment.

Conditions for the children Since its earliest days, the
of farm owners and farm group had been conducting

renters were better. Even so,
many of these children were
engaged in long hours of diffi-
cult work. And local attitudes
toward this form of labor were
lax.

Among the locals contacted,
there was little concern about
children — even very young
children — working long
hours in physically demand-
ing jobs, the report said. “Very
few [people] recognized that
the use of children as work-
ers constitutes any problem
whatever.”

Perhaps among the people
interviewed that was true. But
by 1924, child labor in factories
and on farms were matters of
considerable concern around
the country.

A century ago, a consti-
tutional amendment was
approved by Congress that
would have allowed Con-
gress to regulate child labor
and would have prohibited

on-site research into child
labor. Often the group had to
use subterfuge to gain access
to places where children were
employed in dangerous jobs at
long hours for low pay.

One committee worker,
photographer Lewis Hines,
posed as a Bible salesman, a
postcard salesman and an in-
dustrial photographer to gain
access to factories, farms, can-
neries and other places where
children were employed.

His photographs of children
working in sweatshops helped
spark public demands for legal
restraints on child labor.

Demanding an end to chil-
dren working in factory sweat-
shops was one thing, however.
Taking on farm labor in the
West was another matter.

As a Fort Collins newspa-
per put it early in 1924, “The
child labor agitators are again
abroad in the land, spreading
false propaganda.”
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THE MUSEUMS OF WESTERN COLORADO
Workers packing peaches at a Palisade peach orchard early in the 20th century included adults, teen-agers and

some younger children.

Sugar beets were then
amajor crop on the Front
Range, as well as in Western
Colorado, and the Fort Collins
paper harbored no doubt that
the work was beneficial.

“It is outdoor work in pure
air, in contrast to the indoor
work of child labor in the
sweat shops of the cities,”
the paper said. “The children
are working for or with their
parents in contrast to work-
ing under strange bosses in
factories.”

Even so, the 1924 report
from Mesa, Montrose and
Delta counties found that “The
children who worked in beets
had a lower median age than
that found in any other crop,”
just over 12 years old. Rough-
ly a quarter of the children

working in beet fields were
from six to nine years old.

Additionally, the report
said, “The work day was
longer in beets than any other
crops, the average for all chil-
dren being 10 hours per day.”

Furthermore, a larger per-
centage of contract migrant
workers — mostly people who
had come directly from Mex-
ico or were descendants of
Mexican immigrants, but also
German-Russians — worked
in sugar beets than any other
crop.

In contrast, more than 80
percent of child workers in
fruit orchards of the time

were children of orchard own-

ers or those who rented or-
chards. Only 2.2 percent were
contract or migrant workers.

Celebrating National CNA Month!

Thank you to our dedicated CNAs who walk side by
side with our participants, patients, and families, ensuring
comfort and dignity—because every moment matters.

®
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The work day for children in
fruit production was measur-
ably shorter as well, averag-
ing 8.6 hours a day. And there
were no children working in
fruit under nine years of age.

Housing for local families
with child workers were pri-
marily frame houses, accord-
ing to the report, and were
“fairly typical of the average
American rural community.”

However, “the living quar-
ters provided for the contract
families are almost univer-
sally bad,” the report said.
“Very few of these habitations
deserve the dignity of the
term, house, for most of them
are miserable tumbledown
shacks.”

See WORK, page 88 >

CNAs at HopeWestCO.org.
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School for Mexican children
working as contract laborers
was equally problematic. Few
people, including the children’s
parents, expected the Mexican
children to attend school when
there was still beet work to be
done. Even then, the report said,
“the children are not wanted
[in schools] on the grounds that
they are Mexican.”

In fact, the report said, “The
attitude which the local people
take toward those of Mexican
descent is the most serious find-
ing of this study ... There cannot
be a sympathetic approach to
the question of child labor until
there is a better understand-
ing between the two groups of
people.”

In 1924, there were few restric-
tions on immigrants from Mex-
ico and other Latin American
countries, even though existing
laws set strict limitations on
immigrants from Southern Eu-
ropean and Asian countries.

Consequently, sugar compa-

nies actively recruited workers
in Mexico. One video, made by
a Front Range sugar compa-
ny about 1920, showed mostly
adult Mexicans working in
Colorado beet fields. But it also
showed them playing baseball,
celebrating holidays, attending
carnivals and living in well-kept
adobe cottages. Life was good for
migrant sugar-beet workers, was
the message.

Not everyone believed that,
however, and despite the failure
of the Child Labor Amendment,

for agricultural operations,
and they still allow children as
young as 10 to do non-hazardous

bor Standards Act that included work.

prohibitions on children under However, as a 2023 federal
14 working in most occupations. investigation into Guatemalan
Separate rules were adopted children working in meat-

farm work for limited hours
when not in school. Children age
14 and above are granted more
leeway in the farm jobs they can
perform and the hours they may

packing firms in 11 U.S. states
showed, problems continue. And
organizations that track worker

BOOKS

protections say federal agencies
don’t have enough resources to
enforce child labor laws.
Sources: “Children Working
on Farms in Certain Sections of
the Western Slope of Colorado,”
by Charles E. Gibbons, Na-
tional Child Labor Committee;
“Child Labor Factsheet,” by the
National Center for Farmworker
Health, Inc.; “National Child La-
bor Committee,” by Catherine A.

THE MUSEUMS OF WESTERN COLORADO

Sugar beet workers, including children, on the job in a Mesa County sugar beet field early in the 20th century.

the National Child Labor Com-
mittee continued to push for
laws to restrict child labor.
Success finally occurred in
1938, with passage of the Fair La-

Paul, www.socialwelfare.library.
veu.edu; “How U.S. immigration
laws and rules have changed
through history,” by D’Vera
Cohn, www.pewresearch.org;
“Great Western Sugar Beet-
worker’s Training Film, circa
1920.” Information was also
provided by Jacob Richards and
Tom Acker.

Bob Silbernagel’s email is
bobsilbernagel@gmail.com.

Indigenous author explores charged issue
ot blood lines in debut novel ‘Fire Exit’

By THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Morgan Talty has followed up
on the success of his prize-win-
ning story collection “Night of the
Living Rez” with a poignant first
novel that explores the charged
question of what constitutes iden-
tity — family or tribe?

“Fire Exit” is narrated by a
white man named Charles, who
lives across the river from the
Penobscot Nation in Maine. For
years he has watched from afar
as Elizabeth, the child he fathered
with a Native woman, grows
up on the reservation with her
mother, Mary, and her Native
stepfather, Roger. He longs to tell
her the truth about her paternity,
but Mary insists on keeping it a
secret.

Charles’ desire is driven in part
by a history of mental illness in
his family. When the novel opens,
his mother, Louise, who has
suffered for years from bouts of
severe depression, is also exhib-
iting symptoms of dementia. She
is at risk of losing any memory of
their shared history as a family, a
history that Charles wants Eliza-
beth to know.

Sadly for Charles, biology has
been destiny. The son of a white
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“FIRE EXIT”
Morgan Talty
(Tin House)

mother and father, he was raised
on the reservation by Louise and
her second husband, Fredrick, a
Native man. But at age 18, he had
to leave the reservation because
of a tribal law that barred anyone

who was not Native from living on
the land. It was that same law that
prompted Mary to tell him, after
she found out she was pregnant
with his child, “The baby can’t be
yours.”

Charles, however, has little use
for the complicated, controversial
“blood quantum” rules that many
tribes use to keep track of citizen-
ship, which are based on the idea
that the amount of “Indian blood”
in an individual can be quantified.
Despite his racial identity as a
white man, he feels connected to
the people and the land where he
grew up. “It was Fredrick’s love
that made me feel Native. He loved
me so much that I was, and still
am, convinced that I was from
him, part of him... That was how I
felt about Elizabeth.”

The conflict between Mary and
Charles comes to a head when
Elizabeth, who has grown up to be
a deeply troubled young wom-
an, goes missing and Charles is
enlisted to help find her during a
nor’easter of epic proportions. It
is a gripping ending to a thought-
ful, heartfelt exploration of what
it means to be part of a family
and a community. Is it a matter of
blood, biology or simply the bonds
of love?
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Event features ‘Truths of the Trail’ author

Rick Kempa, editor of Deep Wild Journal, has a new
collection of essays titled “Truths of the Trail.”

Kempa and his book will be featured at a book event at
6 p.m. Tuesday at Grand Valley Books, 350 Main St.

Kempa will read from and chat about his book, which
has “27 compact, entertaining essays about the core real-
ities of backpacking: the pains and pleasures, surprises
and simplicities, soul-satisfying rhythms and just plain
joy familiar to all who take to the trail,” according to
deepwildjournal.com.

June Poetry Night puts focus on verb use

The June Poetry Night will be from 6-7:45 p.m.
Wednesday in the Mesa Room at Mesa County Libraries’
Central Library, 443 N. Sixth St.

“Verb use in poetry” will be the topic for June.

Last month’s challenge to be brought to this meeting
was to craft a poem using details from your backyard and
a current event or elegy. Bring the poem you wrote or
another poem to share.

Info: mesacountylibraries.libcal.com/event/10050239.

Artist in residence leads creative project

Limited seats remain for “Ephemeral Inspirations:
Creating Meaning Out of the Mundane” at 10:30 a.m.
Saturday at Mesa County Libraries’ Palisade Branch, 119
S. Third St., in Palisade.

This workshop will be led by Nicole Rivas, Mesa Coun-
ty Libraries’ current artist in residence.

“Participants will explore ephemeral objects like
postcards or photographs and use provided story starter
prompts to create a poem, collage, or painting,” accord-
ing to a workshop description.

RSVP is required and can be made at mesacountyli-
braries.libcal.com/event/12200926.
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