The Brass Worker

"Waterbuny's working people were at the heait of the City's industrial success.”

- Metal, Minds and Machines.

Doprinig) ther 1910 and lirst hatf of the 20th Century,
Walerbury led the world in the production of
brags, The Amercan brass industry was concan-
tfraled aleng Cenneclicut's Maugatuck Rivaer and
Waterbury was “The Brass Centar of the Wodd™,

Connecticut entrepraneurs bagan impodt-
ing skilled brass workers from Birmingharm, En-
gland atter 1820 Toolmakers, rollers, caslers, plat-
ers, die sinkers, and bumishars warg broughi 1o
the Mauvgatuck Valley . By 1850, Amarican men
had come to form a large pad of this skilled
workiorce, They predominated unlil approximately
1870 whan Irish immigrants began 1o 1ake ower.
Tha lish were lollowed by other iImmigranis repra-
santing ower lify varieties of foraigners. As brass
manufactuning processes became more mechas:
nized and the products mone vaned, companies
fonanel thay could ermgloy unskillad and semi-skillad
labar.

Each ethnic group experienced harass-
ment and discrimination,  Thay lalt isolated fnorm
their relatives back homa and from their new cul-
fure. The language barmar chused many of hem
1o have their names changed by immigration offi-
cials and soma becama disdlusioned when thay
discoverid the sineets were not “paved with gold.”

Brags waorkers tolled in conditions that
wara hat (2600 degrees for the fumaces), hazard-
ous, fillky and required inlensa physical exartion,
In 1910, the average waork week was 54-80 hours
wilh no pald vecations. Accidant rabes wene #x-
tremely hagh. “Spelter shakes,” a disease caused
by inhaling metal cxide fumas, especially zinc, was
a characteristic malady as was asihma, chronlc
anarmia, tuberculosis and old age at forty. These conditions,
combined with na healih or salety agencies, no pensions, ne
social organizations, slikes, layofls, random wage schadules
and favesitism made for a punishing work environment. Cone
dilons improvad with the advent of lator unions in the 1930s
but there was risk in joining them. The book, Brazs Valay,
statas “thair lives have been shaped by the necessity to spend
sl of heir waking hours working Tor cthers, unddor condi-
tions thay do nat control, for purposas they do nob delerrmine.
Thary live in a systern that treats them as tools.”

Dwring and aftar Workd War | the low al imrmagrants
fo the United States was largely out off dug 1o the war and 1o
restrictive legistation. The brass companies looked lor new
sources ol labar and found it in the growing number o Black
migrants frarm the Armenean South,

Yaung, single women workad as unskilled kaborars
in tha Seovill bution tectory from is eadiest days, and as pro-
duction machinery increased more women enterad the
workforee, During Word \War [l countlass woman went b work

inthe lactories adding to the fotal of over 50,000 employeas in
1hie brass indusiry In Wateroury.

The brass workers defined Waterbury. They signifi-
canthy affected the social, cultural and religicus e of Water-
bury for aver 150 years. Three-family housas within waking
distance from the facteres changed the landscape and cre-
ated ethnic neighborhoods that andure to the prasent
Churches, sodial clubs and natignalist erganizations were 5-
tablished by thase tight-knit athnic groups to help retain thair
customs and at the same lirmg, assist with assimilalion.

From 188000 1930 Wilerbury's pogulation grew from
20,000 10 100,000, The majoer lactor influenging his increase
was brass, A5 the "Boston Commaorcial Bullelin® wrole, “Brass
is the Fe of Watarbury, but Tar it the ity wiauld B no cify.. Wil
is not madae of brags would e eagier (o el than whatis, You
hear il, seell i, Seo i, leel il everywhere” Walerbury's motto
is Cluid Aere Petennius, “What & more lasting than brass?
Cua 1o the solid iowndation created by the Brass Worker, \Water-
bury is mare lasting than brags,

http://bronsonlibrary.org/filestorage/33/TheBrassWorker.gif
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