
Alberta Kaseman 
Oral History from March 1995 with Alberta Kaseman, who worked at Shindel's Silk Mills from 1929 -1933. 

 

 
 
I began working at Shindel's Silk Mills in 1929, when I was fourteen years old. Work involved 
redrawing, winding, and spinning, involving raw materials. Work was not difficult, but you spent the 
entire day on your feet. You had to stand for nine hours, back and forth. The machine was run by a 
big motor, and you had to take care of it by hand, winding the raw materials onto this machine. 

To learn how to operate the machinery, you were shown what you had to do and watched while you 
did it on your own, and you went from there. It was difficult at first to get the hang of it. We worked 
six days a week, including Saturday mornings. Workers kept mostly to themselves. There were 
friendships, of course. Everyone did the same amount of work. We were paid hourly wages, making 
ten dollars a week. The management weighed the work, interacted with the workers, and made sure 
we didn't goof off. Everyone was contented. We lived the same life. Nobody lorded over us, and there 
were few conflicts. 

Women were separated from the men in the mills. The men worked with the real heavy work and the 
equipment women couldn't handle. The factories worked in three shifts: Young men and women 
worked the first shift. The second shift was older women and some of the men. The night shift was all 
men. That was the heavier work. 

I began working because my family needed the money. It was during the Depression. My father was 
a carpenter and my mother was a housewife, so I decided I would go to work to help out. I enjoyed 
work. I felt like I was doing something, accomplishing something. I felt satisfied. Most of my wages 
went to my mother and dad. We only got ten dollars a week, and you had to buy your food, your 
clothing. We didn't have too much. Of course, you didn't pay what you do today either. You could 
get a loaf of bread for six cents. Everyone had to work for a living, and the more we worked the better 
living we had and we all knew that. We all had a goal: if you wanted to live, you had to work. As a 
woman, you either worked in a factory or scrubbed somebody's floors. Scrubbing floors didn't pay 
well. 
	    



When I got married in 1933, it was still the Depression. We couldn't buy anything. We had to save our 
money. We both worked, putting our money together. My husband earned a lot more than I did, but 
mine helped, too. I had one son, and quit work until he went to school. Then I went into the sewing 
factories. When he was in school, I could work. I was still there for him, no baby-sitters. I don't 
approve of daycare. That is why kids are confused today; they don't know who to listen to. The 
mothers aren't there. 

The mill closed in 1933, due to financial problems. I worked for awhile helping other people with 
housecleaning and scrubbing floors. Then I went to work in a sewing factory, putting collars and 
cuffs on shirts and dresses. I worked in sewing factories for most of the rest of my life. I enjoyed 
sewing. Although there was no competition in the mills, there was in the sewing factories. Everyone 
wanted a better paying job. You had to prove yourself.  We were paid by piecework, so the faster and 
the better you worked, the more you were paid. You couldn't hand in sloppy work. The managers 
watched over you. If a piece wasn't done right, they ripped it apart, and you did it over without pay. It 
pushed you to work harder. I was satisfied with working. It made me feel I was accomplishing 
something. At that time, everyone lived the same working life. You did what you had to do to get by, 
and you were satisfied with what you had. 


