Working in a tobacco factory

Interview with Laura Cox in the Durham Morning Herald, January 17, 1926.
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As you read...

In 1926 the Durham Morning Herald printed this interview with Laura Cox, who had started working for the
Dukes in the early 1880s. She described how cigarettes were rolled by hand at that time. This method would
have been the same method used by the Jewish cigarette rollers who had moved to Durham in 1884 and
who taught native North Carolinians how to roll cigarettes.

The interviewer wrote,

Miss Laura Cox has 39 days absence from work against her record during 42
successive years in the tobacco business; she began working in the one-room cabin
which constituted Washington Duke’s first factory; with the growth of the company
she moved into the other buildings and today she works at Liggett & Myers Tobacco
Company; strict application to duty during work hours and complete relaxation is her
prescription for continued good health.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

1. Based on Laura Cox’s description, do you think rolling cigarettes by hand required skill?

2. If workers were able to roll 3 cigarettes per minute, how many hours would it take for them to roll 2,000
cigarettes, which was the expected amount per day?

3. The picture above can reveal clues about the division of labor in factories according to gender and race.
Study the picture and answer the following questions: What race are the employees working in the
cigarette rolling room? Who is actually rolling cigarettes? What do you think the men are doing?

4. Like many other factory workers at the time, cigarette rollers were working 6 days a week, for 10 to 12
hours at a time. Try to imagine what your life would be like today if you had to work 60 to 72 hours per
week. What activities would you have to give up?
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Figure 1. This illustration from the Jan. 15, 1887, issue of Harper's Weekly

shows women hand rolling cigarettes in a Virginia factory, following the
same process that Duke employee Laura Cox described in her interview.

Yes I have been working for the Duke concern for about 42 years with never a vacation. I
went there from home at the age of eight years, and have been there ever since. I was
employed by Washington Duke, upon the recommendation of my sister, who was at the
time working in the one-room factory. At the time of my employment, there were about
200 people employed at the factory and the majority of these were women.

The factory occupied a small plot of ground just this side of the present West Main
street and just a little west of the present Liggett and Myers tobacco factory.

A two-story wooden building located not far from the factory was used for the storing
and “beating out” the raw product. The “beating out” process consisted of taking the
tobacco as it came direct from the farms and beating it into pieces small enough to be
rolled into cigarettes. The parts that were too coarse to be used in cigarettes were used in
making smoking tobacco for pipes and were put up in bags. From this storage house the
tobacco was carried in boxes on the shoulders of a few men to the little one-room factory.
Here it was placed on a table and the people employed in the factory had to get their
tobacco from the table to roll into cigarettes.

The equipment of the factory consisted of a few tables divided into partitions of about
four feet each. At each of these tables were employed six girls who rolled the cigarettes by
hand. At that time the majority of the employees were Jews from the North.

The brands made at this time and also for a good while after the factory made its first
expansion were “Duke of Durham,” Crosscut, and “Pinhead.” There was also the “Velvet
Mouthpiece” brand which was considered to be a product very much superior to the other
brands. For making the three inferior brands an employee was paid at the rate of 55 cents
per thousand, and for the superior “Velvet Mouthpiece” brand 65 cents per thousand was
paid...

Then one started the day’s work off by getting a supply of tobacco on her table. A good
day’s work was considered to be the production of about 2,000 cigarettes, and it took about
two pounds and three ounces of tobacco for every thousand cigarettes, so you see one
person could not work out but about an average of four pounds a day.

After getting the tobacco on the table the employee took a portion of it and put it
under a damp cloth. This was done in order that the tobacco would return its freshness
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until it was used up. After getting the tobacco all under the cloth it was pressed flat so as to
get it in better form to work with.

When all was ready, the employees would take a portion of the tobacco from under the
cloth and place it on the table directly in front of her. This small portion of tobacco was, for
some unknown reason, called a “monkey” was in amount about enough for one cigarette.
Directly in front of the employee was a small pasteboard square called the “kleunky” on
which the actual rolling was done. Taking the tobacco up in one hand, it was placed on the
paper very carefully particularly attention being given to its smoothness and the clean
appearance of the paper it was being wrapped in. After the cigarette had been rolled it was
stuck together with paste which every operator had in easy reach. It was here that the skill
was required for too much paste on a cigarette would make it have a black appearance and
thereby prevent its being marketed.

When the employee had made a good number of cigarettes, she would stack nine of
them between her fingers and trim the ends with a pair of shears. This operation also
required great skill for it was very easy to ruin several cigarettes with one miscut with the
shears.

While employed here, we were at liberty to quit work any time during the day and to
stay out for any length of time. Often some of the employees would go home during the
day and not return until the next day, or perhaps for several days. Of course, deduction was
made for the time lost, but when the employee returned, she went to work, back at her
table, and with a new supply of tobacco. One could then go anywhere at anytime and stay
as long as they desired, but there sure is a change in conditions now.
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More information about these images and higher-resolution files are linked from the original web
version of this document.

Figure 1 (page 2)
From Harper's Weekly, January 15, 1887. This image is believed to be in the public domain.
Users are advised to make their own copyright assessment.

Working in a tobacco factory | 3


/search?phrase=Durham+County
/search?phrase=North+Carolina
/search?phrase=factories
/search?phrase=history
/search?phrase=industry
/search?phrase=labor
/search?phrase=tobacco

	Working in a tobacco factory
	As you read...
	Questions to consider

	On the web
	Image credits


