
MARVEL COOKE 
Well into her nineties, Marvel Cooke (1903-2000) would wannly greet oral histo

rians, students, and journalists who tracked her down on Edgecome Avenue in Harlem, 

recalling decades at the heart of African-American literary and journalistic life in New 

York. Richard Wright shared his manuscript for Native Son over Cooke's kitchen table; 

she was W. E. B. DuBois's deputy at his journal The Crisis; her first great love affair 

was with NAACP leader Roy Wilkins; Paul Robeson counted her a close personal 

friend As a reporter at New York's Amsterdam News Cooke organized the first 

African-American chapter of the Newspaper Guild. When the New York Compass 

hired Cooke in 1950, she became the first black woman to work as a reporter at a 

white-owned New York Mily. A member of the Communist party from her Newspaper 

Guild Mys, Cooke remained active in the Amelican-Soviet Friendship Committee. 

In the 1930s, Cooke and the NAACP's Ella Baker first investigated conditions 

facing domestic workers, focusing on what they called "The Bronx Slave Market"

the street-corner lots where affluent housewives would come to bid for casual labor. 

At the Compass, she returned to the Slave Market as an undercover reporter, job

bing herself out for eighty cents an hour. He/" stories, combining her first-person 

experiences with statistical analysis, reveal the special dynamic of black working 

women's poverty, and the Mily humiliation faced by domestic workers. 

THE BRONX SLAVE MARKET 
PART I 

From the New York Compass, 1950 

I WAS A PART OF THE BRONX SLAVE MARKET 
I was a slave. 

I was part of the "paper bag brigade," waiting patiently in front of 

Woolworth's on 170th Sr., between Jerome and Walton Aves., for 

someone to "buy" me for an hour or two, or, if I were lucky, for a day. 

That is The Bronx Slave Market, where Negro women wait, in rain 

or ~hilll', in billt'l cold or undt"! broiling SlIll, to be hired by local house

wiws lookillg IC)I 1l.lIg.lim 111 Illllll;lll l.lllol. 
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It has its counterparts in Brighton Beach, Brownsville and other areas 

of the city. 

Born in the last depression, the Slave Markets are products of poverty 

and desperation. They grow as employment falls. Today they are growing. 

They arose after the 1929 crash when thousands of Negro women, 

who before then had a "corner" on household jobs because they were 

discriminated against in other employment, found themselves among 

the army of the unemployed. Either the employer was forced to do her 

own household chores or she fired the Negro worker to make way for a 

white worker who had been let out of less menial employment. 

The Negro domestic had no place to turn. She took to the streets in 

search of employment-and the Slave Markets were born. 

Their growth was checked slightly in 1941 when Mayor LaGuardia 

ordered an investigation of charges that Negro women were being 

exploited by housewives. He opened free hiring halls in strategic 

spots in The Bronx and other areas where the Slave Markets had 

mushroomed. 

They were not entirely erased, however, until World War II diverted 

labor, skilled and unskilled, to the factories. 

Today, Slave Markets are starting up again in far-flung sections of 

the city. As yet, they are pallid replicas of the depression model; but 

as unemployment increases, as more and more Negro women are 

thrown out of work and there is less and less money earmarked for 

full-time household workers, the markets threaten to spread as they 

did in the middle '30s, when it was estimated there were 20 to 30 in 

The Bronx alone. 

The housewife in search of cheap labor can easily identify the 

women of the Slave Market. She can identify them by the dejected 

droop of their shoulders, or by their work-worn hands, or by the look 

of bitter resentment on their faces, or because they stand quietly 

leaning against store fronts or lamp posts waiting for anything- or for 

nothing at all. 

These unprotected workers arc most easily identified. however, by the 

paper bag in which they invariably cany liwir WOI k doliw\. It is .l SOil of 
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badge of their profession. It proclaims their membership in "the paper 

bag brigade"-these women who can be bought by the hour or by the 

day at depressed wages. 

The way the Slave Market operates is primitive and direct and 

simple-as simple as selling a pig or a cow or a horse in a public market. 

The housewife goes to the spot where she knows women in search of 

domestic work congregate and looks over the prospects. She almost 

undresses them with her eyes as she measures their strength, to judge 

how much work they can stand. 

If one of them pleases her, the housewife asks what her price is by the 

hour. Then she beats that price down as low as the worker will permit. 

Although the worker usually starts out demanding $6 a day and carfare, or 

$1 an hour and carfare, the price finally agreed upon is pretty low-lower 

than the wage demanded by public and private agencies, lower than the 

wage the women of the Slave Market have agreed upon among themselves. 

FEW CHANGES 

I know because I moved among these women and made friends with 

them during the late 1930s. I moved among them again several days 

ago, some ten years later. And I worked on jobs myself to obtain first

hand information. 

There is no basic change in the miserable character of the Slave 

Market. The change is merely in the rate of pay. Ten years ago, women 

worked for as little as 25 cents an hour. In 1941, before they left the 

streets to work in the factories, it was 35 cents. Now it is 75 cents. 

This may seem like an improvement. But considering how the prices 

of milk and bread and meat and coffee have jumped during the past 

decade, these higher wages mean almost no gain at all. 

And all of the other evils are still there. 

The women of the "paper bag brigade" still stand around in all sorts 

of weather in order to get a chance to work. They are still forced to do 

an unspecified amount of work undcr unspecified conditions, with no 

~u.lrantee that, at the end of the day, thcy will receive even the pittance 

.Igrl't·d llpOII . 
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They are still humiliated, day after day, by men who frequent the 

market area and make immoral advances. 

Pointing to this shameful fact, civic and social agencIes have 

warned that Slave Market areas could easily degenerate into centers of 

prostitution. 

So they could, were it not for the fact that the women themselves 

resent and reject these advances. They are looking for an honest day's 

work to keep body and soul together. 

THE BRONX SLAVE MARKET 
PART II 

WHERE MEN PROWL AND WOMEN PREY ON NEEDY JOB-SEEKERS 
1 was part of the Bronx Slave Market long enough to experience all the 

viciousness and indignity of a system which forces women to the streets 

in search of work. 

Twice I was hired by the hour at less than the wage asked by the women 

of the market. Both times I went home mad-mad for all the Negro 

women down through the ages who have been lashed by the stinging whip 

of economic oppression. 

Once I was approached by a predatory male who made unseemly and 

unmistakable advances. And I was mad allover again. 

My first job netted me absolutely nothing. My employer on this occa

sion was a slave boss and I quit cold soon after I started. 

My second job netted me $3.40 for a full day of the hardest kind of 

domestic work. My "madam"-that is how the "slaves" describe those 

who hire them-on this occasion was a gentle Mrs. Simon Legree, who 

fed me three crackers, a sliver of cream cheese, jelly and a glass of coffee 

while she ate a savory stew. 

The brush with the man was degrading and unspeakable. 

These are everyday experiences in the Bronx Slave Market and in the 

markets elsewhere in the city. 

• • 
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I took up my stand in front of Woolworth's in the early chill of a 

December morning. Other women began to gather shortly afterwards. 

Backs pressed to the store window, paper bags clutched in their hands, 

they stared bleakly, blankly, into the street. I lost my identity entirely. I 
was a member of the "paper bag brigade." 

Local housewives stalked the line we had unconsciously formed, 

picked out the most likely "slaves," bargained with them and led them 

off down the street. Finally 1 was alone. I was about to give up, when a 

short, stout, elderly woman approached. She looked me over carefully 

before asking if 1 wanted a day's work. 1 said 1 did. 

"How much you want?" 

''A dollar." (1 knew that $1 an hour is the rate the Domestic Workers 

Union, the New York State Employment Service and other bona fide 

agencies ask for work by the hour.) 

''A dollar an hour!" she exclaimed. "That's too much. I pay 70 cents." 

The bargaining began. We finally compromised on 80 cents. I 
wanted the job. 

"This way." My "madam" pointed up Townsend Ave. Silently 

we trudged up the street. My mind was filled with questions, but 

I kept my mouth shut. At 171st St., she spoke one of my unasked 

questions: 

"You wash windows?" 

'NOT DANGEROUS' 

I wasn't keen on washing windows. Noting my hesitation, she said: "It 
isn't dangerous. I live on the ground floor." 

I didn't think I'd be likely to die from a fall out a first-floor window, 

so I continued on with her. 

he watched me while I changed into my work clothes in the kitchen 

or her dark three-room, ground-floor apartment. Then she handed me 

,I pail of water and a bottle of ammonia and ordered me to follow her 

IIllO the bedroom. 

"Pirst you arc to wash this window," ~11l' ortkred. 

F.1l h 11.111 or Iht' willdow Iwl .~ ix p.II11" I '.11 Oil Iht' window ledge, 

111111("(1 Iht' lOp \n 11011 dowll 10 III 1.'11 .11111 Iwg.1I1 W.I\hlllg, Tht' old 
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woman glanced into the room several times during the 20 minutes it 

took me to finish the job. The window was shining. 

I carried my work paraphernalia into the living room, where I was 

ordered to wash the two windows and the venetian blinds. 

As I set about my work again, I saw my employer go into the bed

room. She came back into the living room, picked up a rag and disap

peared again. When she returned a few moments later, I pulled up the 

window and asked if everything was all right. 

"You didn't do the corners and you missed two panes." Her tone was 

accusmg. 

I intended to be ingratiating because I wanted to finish this job. I 

started to answer her meekly and offer to go back over the work. I 

started to explain that the windows were difficult because the corners 

were caked with paint. I started to tell her I hadn't missed a single pane. 

Of this 1 was certain. I had checked them off as 1 did them, with great 

precision-one, two, three-. 

Then 1 remembered a discussion I'd heard that very morning among 

members of the "paper bag brigade." I learned that it is a common 

device of Slave Market employers to criticize work as a build-up for not 

paying the worker the full amount of money agreed upon. 

"They'll gyp you at every turn if you let 'em," one of the women 

had said. 

"They'll even take 25 cents off your pay for the measly meal they give 

you. You have to stand up for yourself every inch of the way." 

Suddenly I was angry-angry at this slave boss-angry for all workers 

everywhere who are treated like a commodity. I slipped under the 

window and faced the old woman. The moment my feet hit the floor 

and I dropped the rag into the pail of water, I was no longer a slave. 

My voice shaking with anger, I exclaimed: "I washed every single 

pane and you know it." 

Her face showed surprise. Such defiance was something new in her 

experience. Before she could answer, I had left the pail of dirty water on 

the living room floor, marched il1lo the kilchen and put on my clothes. 

My ex·slavc boss watlhcd 111l' while I dr~·',cd . 
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''I'll pay you for the time you put in," she offered. I had only worked 

40 minutes. 1 could afford to be magnanimous. 

"Never mind. Keep it as a Christmas present from me." 

With that, I marched out of the house. It was early. With luck, I 

could pick up another job. 

Again I took up my stand in front of Woolworth's. 

THE BRONX SLAVE MARKET 
PART III 

'PAPER BAG BRIGADE' LEARNS HOW TO DEAL 
WITH GYPPING EMPLOYERS 

I had quit my first job in revolt and now, at 10:30 A.M., 1 was back in 

The Bronx Slave Market, looking for my second job of the day. 

As I took my place in front of Woolworth's, on 170th St. near 

Walton Ave., I found five members of the "paper bag brigade" still 

waiting around to be "bought" by housewives looking for cheap 

household labor. 

One of the waiting "slaves" glanced at me. I hoped she would be 

friendly enough to talk. 

"Tough out here on the street," I remarked. She nodded. 

"I had one job this morning, but I quit," I went on. She seemed interested. 

"I washed windows for a lady, but I fired myself when she told me my 

work was no good." 

It was as though she hadn't heard a thing I said. She was looking me 

ow'r appraisingly. 

"I ain't seen you up here before," she said. "You're new, ain't you?" 

ON THE OUTSIDE 

I was discovering that you just can't turn up cold on the market. The 

"paper hag brigade" is like a fraternity. You must be tried and found 

IIIIC hcCo("c you arc acceptcd. Until then, you are on the outside, 

looking ill. 
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Many of the "new" women are fresh from the South, one worker told 

me, and they don't know how to bargain. 
"They'll work for next to nothing," she said, "and that makes it hard 

for all of us." 
My new friend, probably bored with standing around, decided to for-

give my newness and asked about the job I had left. I told her how the 

fat old lady had accused me of neglecting the window I had so painstak

ingly washed. 
"Oh, that's the way they all act when they don't want to give you 

your full pay." She brushed off the incident as if it were an everyday 

occurrence. 
"Anyway, you shouldn't-a agreed to work by the hour. That's the best 

way to get gypped. Some of them only want you for an hour or so to 

clean the worst dirt out of their houses. Then they tell you you're 

through. It's too late by that time to get another job." 

"What should I have done?" 
"Just don't work by the hour," she repeated laconically. "Work by the 

day. Ask six bucks and carfare for a three-room apartment." 

EXPERT ADVICE 

My new friend proved helpful. She told me all manner of things for 

which to be on the alert. 
"Don't let them turn the clock back on you," she warned. "That's the 

easiest way to beat you out of your dough. Don't be afraid to speak up 

for yourself if they put more work on you than you bargained for." 

I asked whether she had tried to get jobs at the New York State 

Employment Service on Fordham Road. She said she had a "card," but 

that "there are just no jobs up there .... And anyway, I don't want my 

name on any records." 
When I asked what she meant by that, she became silent and turned 

her attention to another woman standing beside her. I guessed that she 

was a relief client. 
There .ccmed little likelihood or another job that morning. I d· ided 

to call it a day. As I tllrned to kavr, I S.IW .1 WIlIll.l1l Willing down tht· 
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street with the inevitable bag under her arm. She looked as if she knew 

her way around. 

"Beg your pardon," I said as I came abreast of her. ''Are you looking 

for work, too?" 

"What's it to you?" Her voice was brash and her eyes were hard as 

steel. She obviously knew her way around and how to protect herself 

No foolishness abour her. 

"Nothing," I answered. I felt crushed. 

''I'm new up here. Thought you might give me some pointers," I 

went on. 

"I'm sorry, honey," she said. "Don't mind me. I ain't had no work for 

so long, I just get cross. What you want to know?" 

When I told her about my morning's experience, she said that "they 

(the employers) are all bitches." She said it without emotion. It was 

spoken as a fact, as if she had remarked, "The sun is shining." 

"They all get as much as they can our your hide and try not to pay 

you if they can get away with it." 

She, too, worked by the job-"six bucks and carfare." I asked if she 

had ever tried the State Employment Service. 

"I can't," she answered candidly. ''I'm on relief and if the relief folks 

ever find out I'm working another job, they'll take it off my check. Lord 

knows, it's little enough now, and it's going to be next to nothing when 

they start cutting in January." 

She went on down the street. I watched her a moment before I turned 

toward the subway. I was half conscious that I was being followed. At the 

corner of 170th St. and Walton Ave., I stopped a moment to look at the 

Christmas finery in Jack Fine's window. A man passed me, walked 

around the corner a few yards on Walton Ave., retraced his steps and 

stopped by my side. 

I crossed Walton Ave. The man was so close on my heels that when I 

stopped suddenly on the far corner, he couldn't break his stride. I went back 

to Jack Fine's corner. When the man passed me again, he made a lewd, sug

gestive gt·~t\lll· , winked alld l11oliolwd 11\ • 10 ()\low him lip Walton Ave. 

I was sit I· 10 Illy ~\()Ill . lt It . I h.ld It.HI t'l\llllgit (or Ollt· d.IY. 
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