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Article on Apprentices from the Newark Daily
Advertiser, 1839.

. . . . The relation of master and apprentice was a closer and a warmer one in
former days.  The lad was willing to allow that he had a master, for a certain time
and a certain purpose, and in expectation of being one day a master himself.  He
thought this was no more disgraceful, than the surbordination of the scholar to
his teacher, or a soldier to his captain.  And, in return, the employer felt a
responsibility proportioned to his authority.  Good men were accustomed to treat
their apprentices as their sons; they gave them many little instructions out of the
line of the trade, and had an eye to their religious duties.  It is unnecessary to
say, that the state of things is very much altered.  Insubordination, radicalism,
and a false and impracticable theory of equal rights, have destroyed the gentle
authority which used to exist.  The whole affair of indentures, as my readers very
well know, is in some places becoming a mere formality.  It is less common than
it used to be for boys to serve out their whole time.  Many influences are at work
to make lads impatient, and loth to continue in one place, however good.  And
when they abscond from their proper service, it is not every employer who now
thinks it worth his while to take the legal measures for recovering their time.  It is
known to those who are conversant with mechanical establishments in our cities
that the old fashioned system is found to be ineffectual; so that master-workmen
have to try new methods of getting the requisite amount of work from their hands.
In some cases, this is effected by small remunerations for task work.  There are
many shops in which there are no regular apprentices; the employers chosing
rather to hire such labor as they can get.  I have even heard the opinion
expressed that the day is not far off when the whole system of apprenticeship will
be thrown aside. . . .

The effects of this condition of things are manifestly bad.  We are falling between
two systems.  We are slipping away from the old plan of former ages, and have
not yet alighted upon a better—one more suited to modern improvements.  If
boys and youth may serve one year to six, at their own option, if they may run
away from one employer to another, upon every whim; if they may even
exchange their trade two or three times before they become of age,_is it not as
plain as day, that the proportion of really accomplished workmen must lessen
from year to year? . . . .

But the nature of things does not alter; skilled labor, like other commodities will
find a market, and will bring the highest price.  This is beginning to show itself in
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certain kinds of manufacture, in which foreign artizans are coming in, to the
exclusion of our own countrymen.  It is as vain as it is unrighteous, for us to fold
our arms and raise an outcry against foreign labor, and form associations of
Native Americans.  If we do not secure the thorough trade-education of our own
youth, we must expect to see all the finer and more difficult branches taken out of
our hands.  As a general thing, I am glad to know that this is far from being the
case: I speak only of tendencies. . . .


