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THE SHIRTWAIST

Based on the man’s shirt, the Shirtwaist was created in the 1890s,
originally for women to wear when playing sports (such as ten-
nis or bicycle riding). It grew to tremendous popularity through
the early part of the 20th Century and was worn by all classes of
women well into the 1920s. Although the shirtwaist didn't elim-
inate the need for the corset, it did allow women more freedom
of movement. And unlike the dresses that came before it, the
shirtwaist was easy to clean and could be mixed and matched
with different skirts, which was especially important as more
and more women were entering the workforce. The term “waist”
means a bodice or blouse. It could be tucked into the waist of a
skirt and worn under a jacket or vest.

As the shirtwaist grew in popularity, its designs became more
elaborate and intricate. Inserts of lace, tucks, and frills were add-

ed to the bodices and embroidery and detailed stitching could be : ; " e
found on collars, placards and cuffs. Newspaper advertisements SRR R P10 il
of the times touted waists in an enormous variety of colors and
styles. In 1906, an article in The Pittsburgh Press proclaimed, “A S SR e
very fashionable woman with a half a hundred waists boasts that ¢ S”“:’ . m““‘f e mw,‘,m«.,;dm"’“l o
there are no two alike.” -
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Because of its vast popularity, it is no wonder that production of
the shirtwaist became a highly competitive industry. That indus-
try, which serviced the entire country, was centered on the East
Coast, primarily in Philadelphia and New York City. In Manhattan
alone, there were over 450 textile factories, employing approxi-
mately 40,000 garment workers, many of them young immi-
grants - and many of them women. The Triangle Waist Company,
located in the top floors of the Asch building in Greenwich Village,
was one of the largest shirtwaist factories operating in Manhattan
at the time of it's tragic fire. It's gross annual income alone was
over a million dollars.
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As the American Experience notes: “This boom in industry
helped solidify New York's status as an industrial center and pro-
vided jobs to the thousands of immigrants that arrived daily at El-
lisIsland. The shirtwaist, however, came to represent more than a
momentary fashion trend; the blouse was a symbol of newfound
female independence in a time of progressive ideas. With their % ;
own jobs and wages, women were no longer dependent on men PR : i e e e s . e
and sought new privileges at home and at work. The figure of the j :
working woman, wearing the shirtwaist blouse and freed from
domestic duties, was an iconic image for the women'’s rights
movement.”
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THE TRIANGLE WAIST
COMPANY
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In 1911, The Triangle Waist Company was
among the largest shirtwaist company
in New York City. During its peak sea-
son, it could produce upwards of 2,000
garments a day, resulting in a million
dollars of waists per year and making
its owners, Max Blanck and Isaac Harris,
extremely wealthy. In fact, the Trian-
gle was just one of a group of factories
owned by Isaac Harris and Max Blanck.
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The factory occupied the top three
floors of the Asch Building — a ten sto-
ry loft structure located at the corner of
Washington Place and Greene Streets,
just east of Washington Square Park.
Considered at the time to be among
the most up-to-date and modern of
factories, Triangle employed as many as
500 workers a day, the vast majority of
whom were young immigrant women.
They functioned as finishers and button
punchers, pressers and lace inserters,
runners and bookkeepers, but most of
them operated the sewing machines.
Row upon row of them.

On the eighth floor were the cutters
who skillfully placed the waist patterns
on the layers of lawn piled thick on the
cutting tables. They used special knives
to cut through the fabric and create the
pieces to be sewn into garments. The
cutters were all men and they were at
the top of the pecking order. A skilled
cutter could demand the highest wag-
es. Also on the eighth floor were five
long tables of sewing machines and the
finishing tables where lace was insert-
ed into the shirtwaists and the threads
clipped. Around 200 workers worked
on the eighth floor.

On the ninth floor was where most of
the sewing was done. Eight 75 foot long
tables stretched across the loft space.
Each table held about 30 machines and
the women sat along the tables side by
side sewing from 7:30 in the morning
until 6:00 or 7:00 in the evening (later
during the busy season). Elbow to el-
bow they worked. Large wicker baskets
full of the never ending stacks of pieces
they were to fit together were crowded
between their chairs. The girls sitting
furthest down the rows had to climb
over chairs and baskets if they wanted

MAX BLANCK & ISAAC HARRls, to get out during the day. Talking was
OWNERS OF THE TRIANGLE WAIST COMPANY not allowed during work time and the

floorladies and the formen would see
to it that the workers followed the rules
and kept their production up. Because
of the never ending supply of willing
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THE TRIANGLE FACTO

workers, those who didn't behave were
dismissed. Also on the ninth floor in
the rear towards the air shaft were the
examining tables. About 250 workers
worked on the ninth floor.

On the tenth floor were the pressing,
packing, shipping areas and admin-
istrative offices where Mr. Blanck and
Mr. Harris had their own offices. The
showroom, where the Triangle sales-
men would occasionally stop by to pick
up the latest samples or bring a partic-
ularly important buyer, was located in
the brightest corner of the floor where
Washington Place and GCreene Street
met. Around 60 workers worked on the
tenth floor.

Although life at the Triangle was gruel-
ing, many of the women who worked
there found a way of enjoying them-
selves. Many liked the fact that they
were among their own set, they made
close friends and had a certain sense of
independence. The wages they made
often meant the difference between
survival and destitution for their fami-
lies.
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FIRE IN | F AGTI]HY KILLS I48
GIRLS LEAP T0 THEIR DEATH

Blazing Bodies Whirl to Street in Scores, Flames Pursue
Victims to Ninth and Tenth Story Windows.

ULTIMATUM BY mﬁ?ﬁsﬁiﬂ"ﬂmﬂm Shirtwaist Operators Die at Machines in New York,
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Demands Satisfactory Reply to
Note of Feb 16 by Tuesday.

Will Hold Chinese Responsible For
Dbstinacy---Situation Gravs,
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THE FIRE ESCAPE

FRAIL FIRE ESCAPE ON GUTTED BUILDING.
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CHARITIES PIER

EAST 26TH STREET
BETWEEN 15T AVE & THE EAST RIVER
AKA: “MISERY LANE™

OuUTsibe PIER MORGUE Bl zely

SSAFET FACTORY.

FIHE PRODUCT OF A

HEAR PLAY § Audio Theatre
PODCAST —




A CITY MOURNS...

APRIL, 1911. THE SEVEN UNIDENTIFED BODIES FROM THE FIRE ARE HONORED IN

T A PROCESSION THROUGH THE CITY AND ARE BURIED TOGETHER IN THE =
o ' EVERGREENS CEMETRY IN BROOKLYN. *

NEW-YORK, TUESDAY, \I\It(ll 28, 1§ .~.\,"'-I-" PAGES. *

EXPLORE MORE WITH THESE LINKS:

https://ephemeralnewyork.wordpress.com/tag/charities-pier-east-river/
https://ephemeralnewyork.wordpress.com/tag/charities-pier/
https://trianglefire.ilr.cornell.edu/

https://www.famous-trials.com/trianglefire
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