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      The city woke up to the sound of horses’ hooves clopping over cobblestone streets, trolley bells dinging their way through intersections, and the low rumble of voices rising from crowded sidewalks. It was Saturday, and even though it was technically the weekend, it wasn’t a day off for most workers. Especially not the ones headed toward the tall brick building at 23–29 Washington Place in Manhattan’s Greenwich Village. The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory was on the top three floors of that building, and for the girls and young women who worked there, this was just another long day ahead.

      The sidewalks were already full by early morning. Newsboys shouted headlines. Street vendors lit their little corner stoves to sell roasted chestnuts or sweet buns. The air smelled like smoke, horses, and springtime, all mixed together. There was still a chill in the wind, but the sun had started to shine more boldly now that March was almost over. People wore light jackets and wide-brimmed hats. Some women walked with parasols to block the sunlight from their faces.

      High above all the noise and movement, the Triangle Factory loomed. It wasn’t the tallest building in New York—not by a long shot—but it still felt big to the girls who worked there. They had to take an elevator or climb many flights of stairs to get to their sewing machines. Inside, the factory was already buzzing. Machines clacked and rattled as rows of young workers settled into their seats. Long tables stretched across the room, covered in cloth, patterns, and tools. Blouses called “shirtwaists” were being stitched together piece by piece.

      The girls didn’t have time to talk much once work began. A quick hello to a friend, a wink across the room, maybe a whispered joke—but mostly it was heads down, hands fast, eyes focused. The bosses expected speed. There were quotas to meet. That meant hundreds of shirtwaists needed to be made each day. Threads flew. Needles hummed. And from the windows, if anyone happened to glance outside, the view of New York stretched out wide and high. But no one really had time to enjoy it.

      Down on the street, the city never stopped moving. A band of boys ran by playing stickball, ducking out of the way of a horse-drawn carriage. A police officer on the corner blew his whistle to direct the flow of carts and cars. A delivery boy balanced a crate of bread as he weaved through the crowd, nearly knocking over a lady with a basket of eggs. But up in the Triangle Factory, the world was smaller—just the room, the machines, and the ever-ticking clock.

      By early afternoon, many of the girls were starting to feel tired. Their backs ached from leaning forward. Their fingers were sore from guiding fabric through the machines. Some wiped sweat from their brows. Others tried to hide yawns. A few thought about the weekend ahead and whether they might get Sunday off to rest or take a walk in the park. Others thought about the few coins they’d earn that day and how much their families needed them.

      In the corner, a worker named Yetta made sure her little sister Rose was keeping up. Nearby, a girl named Kate double-checked the stitching on her shirtwaists, hoping her supervisor wouldn’t scold her again. These girls were mostly teenagers—some as young as 14. Many had come from faraway places like Russia, Italy, and Poland. Their parents had brought them to America hoping for a better life. And now, here they were, packed into a crowded room filled with fabric scraps, lint floating through the air, and almost no fresh breeze from the windows.

      One floor down, in the cutting room, large piles of cloth were stacked near tables. Men with big shears sliced through layers of fabric, preparing pieces for sewing. The room smelled strongly of cotton and oil from the machines. Trash bins overflowed with scraps. The floor had little trails of thread that stuck to shoes. Nobody thought much about it. That’s just how factories were.

      Fire escapes clung to the outside walls like narrow metal ladders. But not all the exits worked the way they should. One door was usually locked. Another was hard to open. The elevators were slow and often broke down. These things weren’t secrets. Everyone who worked there knew. But what could they do? They needed the job. They needed the money. Complaining too much could mean getting fired.

      Just before 4:45 p.m., the sun started casting long shadows across the city. Down in Washington Square Park, people were beginning to gather for a stroll. Some sat on benches to rest their feet. Street performers tuned their instruments. Families shared sandwiches. Children chased pigeons.

      Back up on the ninth floor, the workers at Triangle were rushing to finish the day’s final orders. The bell that signaled the end of the shift would ring any minute. Fingers moved even faster now, trying to meet the daily count. Some girls chatted about weekend plans. A few stuffed unfinished work into bins to deal with Monday. One or two were already standing, stretching their legs, ready to grab their coats and head out.

      They didn’t know what was coming. No one did.

      A gust of wind came through a cracked window. The papers on a nearby desk rustled. A machine sputtered and stopped. Someone laughed. Someone else sneezed. Then someone screamed.

      Not from pain. Not yet. Just a sound—a high, sharp sound—that cut through the hum of machines and snapped heads around.

      It was 4:47 p.m.

      A normal Saturday was about to become anything but.

      What a typical workday looked like for young factory workers

      The day started early—sometimes before the sun even peeked over the rooftops. For the girls who worked at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory, mornings didn’t come with breakfast in bed or slow, sleepy stretches. Instead, there was a loud clanging alarm clock or a shout from their mother telling them to hurry. In tiny apartments with too many people and not enough space, getting dressed meant squeezing into the same clothes they wore every day—usually a simple dress, an apron, and maybe a ribbon if they wanted to feel fancy.

      Many of the girls had already helped out before even leaving the house. Maybe they had younger brothers or sisters to feed. Maybe they helped pack a lunch—if there was anything to pack. Some didn’t eat anything before work. There just wasn’t enough food. A quick wash, a comb through tangled hair, and out the door they went.

      Walking to the factory meant dodging streetcars and weaving through noisy crowds. It could take ten, twenty, even thirty minutes depending on where they lived. Some rode the trolley if they could afford it, but most walked. Even on cold days. Even in the rain. The streets of New York weren’t clean. There were puddles that never seemed to dry, horse manure, and trash piling up near the curbs. But you got used to it. You had to.

      When they arrived at the building on Washington Place, there wasn’t time to chat. There was barely time to catch your breath. Workers clocked in by the minute, and if you were even a little late, the foreman might dock your pay—or yell at you in front of everyone. Inside the factory, the air was warm, but not cozy. It was stuffy, thick with the smell of oil, sweat, and cotton dust. The machines were already running. You could hear them before you even stepped onto the floor.

      Each girl had her spot—one chair, one part of a long wooden table, one machine. Not every worker sewed. Some trimmed threads. Some folded fabric. Some carried heavy bundles back and forth. But the sewing machines were the heart of the place, and the girls who ran them had to move fast. Shirtwaists didn’t sew themselves. Each one had many pieces: collars, sleeves, buttons, pleats. You might spend the whole day doing the same tiny part over and over, like stitching one side seam. It was boring, but you had to stay focused. If you made a mistake, you’d hear about it.

      The noise was constant. Not just a little hum, but a roar. Machines clattered. Metal clanged. People shouted to be heard, but their voices got swallowed by the din. Talking wasn’t really allowed anyway. Supervisors walked up and down the aisles, watching. Sometimes they barked orders. Other times they just stood and stared, arms folded, eyes sharp. You never knew if they’d scold you for working too slowly or for wiping your nose.

      There weren’t many breaks. Maybe a few minutes here and there to use the restroom—but even that was difficult. The restrooms were far away, and there weren’t enough. Girls often held it as long as they could, not wanting to lose time or face another scolding. You ate lunch at your station or in a hallway. If you had something to eat, you ate it quickly. If you didn’t, you waited for the bell to ring again and went back to sewing on an empty stomach.

      Time moved strangely in the factory. Hours could crawl and race all at once. Your fingers might go numb, your back might ache, your head might pound from the noise—but you kept working. There wasn’t much choice. Every shirtwaist finished meant a little closer to your daily quota. Every finished pile meant a few more pennies earned. And every penny mattered.

      There wasn’t much light inside, either. The big windows let in sunlight, but only when the weather was clear. On cloudy days, the room felt dim, and the corners seemed to disappear into gray. The electric lights overhead flickered sometimes, but they weren’t strong. You had to squint to see the tiny stitches, and your eyes would sting by midafternoon.

      Some girls tried to make the best of it. A flower tucked behind an ear. A pin from home. A little song hummed under their breath. Others counted the minutes until quitting time. Some were only thirteen or fourteen. Others were in their twenties and had worked in factories for years. A few had dreams of saving up for night school, of becoming teachers or nurses. Most just wanted to help their families survive.

      If a machine broke down, it was a big deal. Not because someone might get hurt—though they often did—but because it meant lost time. You didn’t get paid for sitting around. The mechanic might come to fix it, but he usually took his time. And while you waited, you might get blamed for the delay, even if it wasn’t your fault.

      Sometimes accidents happened. A needle could go through a finger. A belt might snap. A worker might collapse from heat or hunger. But the machines didn’t stop. They kept turning. There were always more shirtwaists to make. Always more work to do.

      Toward the end of the day, the room started to feel even heavier. The air, the heat, the dust—it all built up. People moved slower, shoulders drooping. A few dared to whisper a joke or pass a note. One last sleeve to hem. One last button to sew. The bell would ring soon.

      Triangle Shirtwaist Factory and the kinds of clothes it made

      The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory didn’t look that different from other factories in New York City. It took up the top three floors of a tall building made of brick and stone, right in the middle of a busy neighborhood. Outside, it looked like a regular office building. Inside, it was packed with rows of sewing machines, tables covered in cloth, and workers bent over their work. But Triangle wasn’t just any factory. It was one of the biggest shirtwaist manufacturers in the entire city—and at the time, that meant it was part of something big.

      Shirtwaists were everywhere. In the early 1900s, they were the most popular type of blouse for women and girls. You could wear one with a skirt to school, to work, or even to a fancy dinner if it had lace or ruffles. They were kind of like the t-shirts of the day—basic, useful, and worn by nearly everyone. Some were plain white. Others had small details like puffed sleeves or pleated fronts. They usually buttoned up the back or down the front, and many were made from thin, crisp cotton or soft linen. Shirtwaists helped women feel like they were keeping up with modern style.

      That made the people who made them pretty important—at least to the clothing business. But the Triangle Factory owners didn’t treat their workers like they were important. They treated them like parts of a machine. Max Blanck and Isaac Harris, the two men who owned Triangle, were known for being tough bosses. They cared about fast production, high profits, and cutting costs wherever they could. That meant hiring a lot of workers, cramming them into tight spaces, and pushing them to sew faster and faster.

      Still, Triangle was a well-known name in the garment world. If you walked into a store and saw a crisp new shirtwaist hanging in the window, there was a good chance it had been made in that very building. The factory turned out thousands every week. They sold them to big department
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