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The Killing Floor 

It was all so very businesslike that one watched it fascinated. It was 

porkmaking by machinery, porkmaking by applied mathematics. And yet 

somehow the most matter-of-fact person could not help thinking of the 

hogs; they were so innocent, they came so very trustingly; and they were 

so very human in their protests--and so perfectly within their rights! 

They had done nothing to deserve it; and it was adding insult to injury, 

as the thing was done here, swinging them up in this cold-blooded, 

impersonal way, without a pretense of apology, without the homage of 

a tear. Now and then a visitor wept, to be sure; but this slaughtering 

machine ran on, visitors or no visitors. It was like some horrible crime 

committed in a dungeon, all unseen and unheeded, buried out of sight and 

of memory. 

 

One could not stand and watch very long without becoming philosophical, 

without beginning to deal in symbols and similes, and to hear the hog 

squeal of the universe. Was it permitted to believe that there was 

nowhere upon the earth, or above the earth, a heaven for hogs, where 

they were requited for all this suffering? Each one of these hogs was a 

separate creature. Some were white hogs, some were black; some were brown, 

some were spotted; some were old, some young; some were long and lean, 

some were monstrous. And each of them had an individuality of his own, 

a will of his own, a hope and a heart's desire; each was full of self- 

confidence, of self-importance, and a sense of dignity. And trusting and 

strong in faith he had gone about his business, the while a black shadow 

hung over him and a horrid Fate waited in his pathway. Now suddenly 

it had swooped upon him, and had seized him by the leg. Relentless, 

remorseless, it was; all his protests, his screams, were nothing to it-- 

it did its cruel will with him, as if his wishes, his feelings, had simply 

no existence at all; it cut his throat and watched him gasp out his life. 

And now was one to believe that there was nowhere a god of hogs, to whom 

this hog personality was precious, to whom these hog squeals and agonies 

had a meaning? Who would take this hog into his arms and comfort him, 

reward him for his work well done, and show him the meaning of his 

sacrifice? Perhaps some glimpse of all this was in the thoughts of our 

humble-minded Jurgis, as he turned to go on with the rest of the party, 

and muttered: "Dieve--but I'm glad I'm not a hog!" 

 

The carcass hog was scooped out of the vat by machinery, and then it 

fell to the second floor, passing on the way through a wonderful machine 

with numerous scrapers, which adjusted themselves to the size and shape 

of the animal, and sent it out at the other end with nearly all of its 



bristles removed. It was then again strung up by machinery, and sent 

upon another trolley ride; this time passing between two lines of men, 

who sat upon a raised platform, each doing a certain single thing to 

the carcass as it came to him. One scraped the outside of a leg; 

another scraped the inside of the same leg. One with a swift stroke cut 

the throat; another with two swift strokes severed the head, which fell 

to the floor and vanished through a hole. Another made a slit down 

the body; a second opened the body wider; a third with a saw cut the 

breastbone; a fourth loosened the entrails; a fifth pulled them out-- 

and they also slid through a hole in the floor. There were men to scrape 

each side and men to scrape the back; there were men to clean the carcass 

inside, to trim it and wash it. Looking down this room, one saw, creeping 

slowly, a line of dangling hogs a hundred yards in length; and for every 

yard there was a man, working as if a demon were after him. At the end of 

this hog's progress every inch of the carcass had been gone over several 

times; and then it was rolled into the chilling room, where it stayed for 

twenty-four hours, and where a stranger might lose himself in a forest of 

freezing hogs. 

 

Before the carcass was admitted here, however, it had to pass a government 

inspector, who sat in the doorway and felt of the glands in the neck for 

tuberculosis. This government inspector did not have the manner of a man 

who was worked to death; he was apparently not haunted by a fear that the 

hog might get by him before he had finished his testing. If you were a 

sociable person, he was quite willing to enter into conversation with you, 

and to explain to you the deadly nature of the ptomaines which are found in 

tubercular pork; and while he was talking with you you could hardly be so 

ungrateful as to notice that a dozen carcasses were passing him untouched. 

This inspector wore a blue uniform, with brass buttons, and he gave an 

atmosphere of authority to the scene, and, as it were, put the stamp of 

official approval upon the things which were done in Durham's. 

 

Jurgis went down the line with the rest of the visitors, staring 

openmouthed, lost in wonder. He had dressed hogs himself in the forest 

of Lithuania; but he had never expected to live to see one hog dressed 

by several hundred men. It was like a wonderful poem to him, and he took 

it all in guilelessly--even to the conspicuous signs demanding immaculate 

cleanliness of the employees. Jurgis was vexed when the cynical Jokubas 

translated these signs with sarcastic comments, offering to take them to 

the secret rooms where the spoiled meats went to be doctored. 

 

The party descended to the next floor, where the various waste materials 

were treated. Here came the entrails, to be scraped and washed clean for 

sausage casings; men and women worked here in the midst of a sickening 



stench, which caused the visitors to hasten by, gasping. To another room 

came all the scraps to be "tanked," which meant boiling and pumping off 

the grease to make soap and lard; below they took out the refuse, and this, 

too, was a region in which the visitors did not linger. In still other 

places men were engaged in cutting up the carcasses that had been through 

the chilling rooms. First there were the "splitters," the most expert 

workmen in the plant, who earned as high as fifty cents an hour, and did 

not a thing all day except chop hogs down the middle. Then there were 

"cleaver men," great giants with muscles of iron; each had two men to 

attend him--to slide the half carcass in front of him on the table, 

and hold it while he chopped it, and then turn each piece so that he might 

chop it once more. His cleaver had a blade about two feet long, and he 

never made but one cut; he made it so neatly, too, that his implement 

did not smite through and dull itself--there was just enough force for a 

perfect cut, and no more. So through various yawning holes there slipped 

to the floor below--to one room hams, to another forequarters, to another 

sides of pork. One might go down to this floor and see the pickling rooms, 

where the hams were put into vats, and the great smoke rooms, with their 

airtight iron doors. In other rooms they prepared salt pork--there were 

whole cellars full of it, built up in great towers to the ceiling. In yet 

other rooms they were putting up meats in boxes and barrels, and wrapping 

hams and bacon in oiled paper, sealing and labeling and sewing them. 

From the doors of these rooms went men with loaded trucks, to the platform 

where freight cars were waiting to be filled; and one went out there and 

realized with a start that he had come at last to the ground floor of this 

enormous building. 

 

Then the party went across the street to where they did the killing of 

beef--where every hour they turned four or five hundred cattle into meat. 

Unlike the place they had left, all this work was done on one floor; 

and instead of there being one line of carcasses which moved to the 

workmen, there were fifteen or twenty lines, and the men moved from one 

to another of these. This made a scene of intense activity, a picture of 

human power wonderful to watch. It was all in one great room, like a 

circus amphitheater, with a gallery for visitors running over the center. 

 

Along one side of the room ran a narrow gallery, a few feet from 

the floor; into which gallery the cattle were driven by men with goads 

which gave them electric shocks. Once crowded in here, the creatures 

were prisoned, each in a separate pen, by gates that shut, leaving them 

no room to turn around; and while they stood bellowing and plunging, 

over the top of the pen there leaned one of the "knockers," armed with 

a sledge hammer, and watching for a chance to deal a blow. The room 

echoed with the thuds in quick succession, and the stamping and kicking 



of the steers. The instant the animal had fallen, the "knocker" passed 

on to another; while a second man raised a lever, and the side of the 

pen was raised, and the animal, still kicking and struggling, slid out 

to the "killing bed." Here a man put shackles about one leg, and pressed 

another lever, and the body was jerked up into the air. There were 

fifteen or twenty such pens, and it was a matter of only a couple of 

minutes to knock fifteen or twenty cattle and roll them out. Then once 

more the gates were opened, and another lot rushed in; and so out of 

each pen there rolled a steady stream of carcasses, which the men upon 

the killing beds had to get out of the way. 

 

The manner in which they did this was something to be seen and never 

forgotten. They worked with furious intensity, literally upon the run-- 

at a pace with which there is nothing to be compared except a football 

game. It was all highly specialized labor, each man having his task 

to do; generally this would consist of only two or three specific cuts, 

and he would pass down the line of fifteen or twenty carcasses, making 

these cuts upon each. First there came the "butcher," to bleed them; 

this meant one swift stroke, so swift that you could not see it--only the 

flash of the knife; and before you could realize it, the man had darted 

on to the next line, and a stream of bright red was pouring out upon the 

floor. This floor was half an inch deep with blood, in spite of the best 

efforts of men who kept shoveling it through holes; it must have made 

the floor slippery, but no one could have guessed this by watching the 

men at work. 

 

The carcass hung for a few minutes to bleed; there was no time lost, 

however, for there were several hanging in each line, and one was always 

ready. It was let down to the ground, and there came the "headsman," 

whose task it was to sever the head, with two or three swift strokes. 

Then came the "floorsman," to make the first cut in the skin; and then 

another to finish ripping the skin down the center; and then half a dozen 

more in swift succession, to finish the skinning. After they were through, 

the carcass was again swung up; and while a man with a stick examined the 

skin, to make sure that it had not been cut, and another rolled it tip 

and tumbled it through one of the inevitable holes in the floor, the beef 

proceeded on its journey. There were men to cut it, and men to split it, 

and men to gut it and scrape it clean inside. There were some with hose 

which threw jets of boiling water upon it, and others who removed the feet 

and added the final touches. In the end, as with the hogs, the finished 

beef was run into the chilling room, to hang its appointed time.  

 

The visitors were taken there and shown them, all neatly hung in rows, 

labeled conspicuously with the tags of the government inspectors--and 



some, which had been killed by a special process, marked with the sign 

of the kosher rabbi, certifying that it was fit for sale to the orthodox. 

And then the visitors were taken to the other parts of the building, 

to see what became of each particle of the waste material that had 

vanished through the floor; and to the pickling rooms, and the salting 

rooms, the canning rooms, and the packing rooms, where choice meat was 

prepared for shipping in refrigerator cars, destined to be eaten in all 

the four corners of civilization. Afterward they went outside, wandering 

about among the mazes of buildings in which was done the work auxiliary 

to this great industry. There was scarcely a thing needed in the business 

that Durham and Company did not make for themselves. There was a great 

steam power plant and an electricity plant. There was a barrel factory, 

and a boiler-repair shop. There was a building to which the grease was 

piped, and made into soap and lard; and then there was a factory for 

making lard cans, and another for making soap boxes. There was a building 

in which the bristles were cleaned and dried, for the making of hair 

cushions and such things; there was a building where the skins were dried 

and tanned, there was another where heads and feet were made into glue, 

and another where bones were made into fertilizer. No tiniest particle 

of organic matter was wasted in Durham's. Out of the horns of the 

cattle they made combs, buttons, hairpins, and imitation ivory; out of 

the shinbones and other big bones they cut knife and toothbrush handles, 

and mouthpieces for pipes; out of the hoofs they cut hairpins and 

buttons, before they made the rest into glue. From such things as feet, 

knuckles, hide clippings, and sinews came such strange and unlikely 

products as gelatin, isinglass, and phosphorus, bone black, shoe blacking, 

and bone oil. They had curled-hair works for the cattle tails, and a 

"wool pullery" for the sheepskins; they made pepsin from the stomachs 

of the pigs, and albumen from the blood, and violin strings from the 

ill-smelling entrails. When there was nothing else to be done with 

a thing, they first put it into a tank and got out of it all the tallow 

and grease, and then they made it into fertilizer. All these industries 

were gathered into buildings near by, connected by galleries and 

railroads with the main establishment; and it was estimated that they 

had handled nearly a quarter of a billion of animals since the founding 

of the plant by the elder Durham a generation and more ago. If you 

counted with it the other big plants--and they were now really all 

one--it was, so Jokubas informed them, the greatest aggregation of labor 

and capital ever gathered in one place. It employed thirty thousand men; 

it suppported directly two hundred and fifty thousand people in its 

neighborhood, and indirectly it supported half a million. It sent its 

products to every country in the civilized world, and it furnished the 

food for no less than thirty million people! 



 

The Killing Floor in Winter 

There was no heat upon the killing beds; the men might exactly as well 

have worked out of doors all winter. For that matter, there was very 

little heat anywhere in the building, except in the cooking rooms and 

such places--and it was the men who worked in these who ran the most 

risk of all, because whenever they had to pass to another room they 

had to go through ice-cold corridors, and sometimes with nothing on 

above the waist except a sleeveless undershirt. On the killing beds 

you were apt to be covered with blood, and it would freeze solid; if you 

leaned against a pillar, you would freeze to that, and if you put your 

hand upon the blade of your knife, you would run a chance of leaving 

your skin on it. The men would tie up their feet in newspapers and old 

sacks, and these would be soaked in blood and frozen, and then soaked 

again, and so on, until by nighttime a man would be walking on great 

lumps the size of the feet of an elephant. Now and then, when the bosses 

were not looking, you would see them plunging their feet and ankles into 

the steaming hot carcass of the steer, or darting across the room to the 

hot-water jets. The cruelest thing of all was that nearly all of them-- 

all of those who used knives--were unable to wear gloves, and their arms 

would be white with frost and their hands would grow numb, and then of 

course there would be accidents. Also the air would be full of steam, 

from the hot water and the hot blood, so that you could not see five feet 

before you; and then, with men rushing about at the speed they kept up 

on the killing beds, and all with butcher knives, like razors, in their 

hands-- well, it was to be counted as a wonder that there were not more 

men slaughtered than cattle. 

Jurgis gets injured 

A time of peril on the killing beds was when a steer broke loose. 

Sometimes, in the haste of speeding-up, they would dump one of 

the animals out on the floor before it was fully stunned, and it 

would get upon its feet and run amuck. Then there would be a yell 

of warning--the men would drop everything and dash for the nearest 

pillar, slipping here and there on the floor, and tumbling over 

each other. This was bad enough in the summer, when a man could see; 

in wintertime it was enough to make your hair stand up, for the room 

would be so full of steam that you could not make anything out five 

feet in front of you. To be sure, the steer was generally blind and 

frantic, and not especially bent on hurting any one; but think of 

the chances of running upon a knife, while nearly every man had one 

in his hand! And then, to cap the climax, the floor boss would come 



rushing up with a rifle and begin blazing away! 

 

It was in one of these melees that Jurgis fell into his trap. That is 

the only word to describe it; it was so cruel, and so utterly not to 

be foreseen. At first he hardly noticed it, it was such a slight 

accident--simply that in leaping out of the way he turned his ankle. 

There was a twinge of pain, but Jurgis was used to pain, and did not 

coddle himself. When he came to walk home, however, he realized that 

it was hurting him a great deal; and in the morning his ankle was 

swollen out nearly double its size, and he could not get his foot into 

his shoe. Still, even then, he did nothing more than swear a little, 

and wrapped his foot in old rags, and hobbled out to take the car. 

It chanced to be a rush day at Durham's, and all the long morning 

he limped about with his aching foot; by noontime the pain was so great 

that it made him faint, and after a couple of hours in the afternoon 

he was fairly beaten, and had to tell the boss. They sent for the 

company doctor, and he examined the foot and told Jurgis to go home 

to bed, adding that he had probably laid himself up for months by 

his folly. The injury was not one that Durham and Company could be 

held responsible for, and so that was all there was to it, so far as 

the doctor was concerned. 

 

Jurgis got home somehow, scarcely able to see for the pain, and with 

an awful terror in his soul, Elzbieta helped him into bed and bandaged 

his injured foot with cold water and tried hard not to let him see 

her dismay; when the rest came home at night she met them outside and 

told them, and they, too, put on a cheerful face, saying it would only 

be for a week or two, and that they would pull him through. 

 

When they had gotten him to sleep, however, they sat by the kitchen fire 

and talked it over in frightened whispers. They were in for a siege, 

that was plainly to be seen. Jurgis had only about sixty dollars in 

the bank, and the slack season was upon them. Both Jonas and Marija 

might soon be earning no more than enough to pay their board, and besides 

that there were only the wages of Ona and the pittance of the little boy. 

There was the rent to pay, and still some on the furniture; there was 

the insurance just due, and every month there was sack after sack of coal. 

It was January, midwinter, an awful time to have to face privation. 

Deep snows would come again, and who would carry Ona to her work now? 

She might lose her place--she was almost certain to lose it. And then 

little Stanislovas began to whimper--who would take care of him? 

 

It was dreadful that an accident of this sort, that no man can help, 

should have meant such suffering. The bitterness of it was the daily 



food and drink of Jurgis. It was of no use for them to try to 

deceive him; he knew as much about the situation as they did, and he 

knew that the family might literally starve to death. The worry of it 

fairly ate him up--he began to look haggard the first two or three 

days of it. In truth, it was almost maddening for a strong man 

like him, a fighter, to have to lie there helpless on his back. 

It was for all the world the old story of Prometheus bound. As Jurgis 

lay on his bed, hour after hour there came to him emotions that he 

had never known before. Before this he had met life with a welcome-- 

it had its trials, but none that a man could not face. But now, 

in the nighttime, when he lay tossing about, there would come stalking 

into his chamber a grisly phantom, the sight of which made his flesh 

curl and his hair to bristle up. It was like seeing the world fall 

away from underneath his feet; like plunging down into a bottomless 

abyss into yawning caverns of despair. It might be true, then, 

after all, what others had told him about life, that the best powers 

of a man might not be equal to it! It might be true that, strive as 

he would, toil as he would, he might fail, and go down and be destroyed! 

The thought of this was like an icy hand at his heart; the thought 

that here, in this ghastly home of all horror, he and all those who 

were dear to him might lie and perish of starvation and cold, 

and there would be no ear to hear their cry, no hand to help them! 

It was true, it was true,--that here in this huge city, with its 

stores of heaped-up wealth, human creatures might be hunted down and 

destroyed by the wild-beast powers of nature, just as truly as ever 

they were in the days of the cave men! 


