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I am going home where I shall not be obliged to rise so early in the morning, nor be dragged about by the factory bell, nor confined in a close noisy room from morning to night. I shall not stay here. . . . Up before day, at the clang of a bell and out of the mill by the clang of the bell—into the mill and at work in obedience to that ding-dong of a bell—just as though we were so many living machines.

—“The Spirit of Discontent” in the Lowell Offering.
   Author unknown.
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A Place in the Universe

The young women who lived in northern New England in the early nineteenth century seemed destined to play a passive role in American history. They spent confining lives on isolated family farms and in tranquil rural villages. They helped with the farm chores or earned their keep as house servants for prosperous neighbors and assumed that eventually they would have a home of their own. That was what society expected of them. Marriage prospects were limited; the most likely candidates were young men who also worked on the farms. So women of purpose felt the shackles of mediocrity give way when the news began spreading in 1814: A cotton mill had just opened on the Charles River in Waltham, Massachusetts, near Boston, and it needed workers—women workers.

Newspapers published stories about the new enterprise, and travelers passing through told of seeing the busy factory. They said the mill provided wonderful benefits for the workers, including comfortable boardinghouses, a library, and evenings of lectures and music. And surely more mills like it would soon be built. The women already working in the Waltham mill wrote back home to rhapsodize about their good fortune. They told of earning cash for the first time in their lives, of being on their own, of being free.

The mill was the creation of Francis Cabot Lowell, a Boston merchant whose decision to become a manufacturer was to affect the lives of millions of people through many generations. After Waltham, and after Lowell’s death, his associates built a new textile city along the Merrimack River in Massachusetts and named it Lowell in his honor. Ten miles north, they built Lawrence. In New Hampshire, they created the mill cities of Manchester and Nashua. In Maine, thousands of looms hummed in factories that sprang up in the farm towns of the Saco River Valley.

Francis Cabot Lowell had conceived of the country’s first complete factory to transform cotton bales into finished cloth. He hired unskilled “operatives” to tend machines that spun thread out of cotton, and skilled weavers to guide the thread through looms, creating finished fabrics. These women were among the first workers of the American Industrial Revolution. They were pioneers in the struggle for women’s equal pay and equal rights in the workplace. They lost many of their battles, but they never surrendered to injustice. They helped give birth to the American labor movement, and they made history.

The Yankee farm women were the first wave of mill workers. At the very time they left the mills in large numbers, in the 1840s, Ireland was devastated by a potato famine, and Irish immigrants came into the mills. At the very time the Irish left the looms for better opportunities in America, Quebec farm families gave up the struggle to subsist on their worn-out land, and French Canadians took up new lives in the New England mill cities. In ensuing decades they were joined by immigrants from Europe who heeded the call of the mill bells. For some people, the jobs offered hope. For others, the work led to ruined health, drudgery, and despair. But with all their travails, the mill workers bequeathed to New England a rich diversity of languages, religions, and cultural traditions that are still evident in hundreds of neighborhoods where their descendants live.

Tourists who travel to New England glimpse with fleeting interest the many mills still standing but now mostly empty. Once, the mills proudly roared with industrial tumult, and the roar was heard in every home, store, schoolhouse, and shop. The factory cacophony proclaimed that there was economic vitality in the town, jobs for the people, and hope for the future. Now the old redbrick buildings with their mute bell towers are crumbling vestiges of a vanished way of life. A few of them contain museums memorializing the roles that the textile workers played in American industry. Some of them house trendy shops, restaurants, condominiums, and small industries, including textile firms. Mostly they are a hulking, gloomy presence standing in silence as if ashamed that they symbolize broken promises. They have no apparent relevance to the people who speed by them on highways, or even to those who live today in their shadows. Yet millions of Americans count someone in their families who in the past century operated screeching machinery in these buildings for twelve to fourteen hours a day, six days a week, until their bodies wore out.

At first, hundreds of young women stood at the looms and other machines that Francis Cabot Lowell built. Then thousands migrated to the new mill cities. Friends and neighbors gathered in village centers to join families in bidding good-bye as stagecoaches carried the women away. Women who could not afford the coach fare mounted the family horse and clung to a father or brother as they rode to the factory doors. The poorest of them packed a bag and walked over the hills and into the valleys of New England to apply for jobs at the factory gates.

The new mill system demanded social adjustments of everyone. There had never been such a structured manufacturing system in the country. There had never been such large numbers of young women living away from their families in American cities. Managers and workers alike had to figure out how to make the textile industry succeed. The first mill women had known hard work on their family farms but had never answered to a formal boss until they took orders from overseers in the mills. Most of the men who became overseers had never before been responsible for so many workers.

When the women began speaking up for themselves on work issues, they shocked the bosses and the public. Women were discouraged from creating a public fuss about anything. People remembered Thomas Jefferson’s statement, made only a few decades earlier, that “the tender breasts of ladies were not formed for political convulsion.” The mill women marched onto the American stage while New England Puritans still subscribed to John Calvin’s sixteenth-century dictum: “Let the woman be satisfied with her state of subjection, and not take it amiss that she is made inferior to the more distinguished sex.”

It was the sons who received the best education or the best trade apprenticeships. It was the sons who inherited the family farm. In the eyes of the law, a woman was not capable of spending her own money in a responsible way—and certainly not someone else’s. Before 1840, a woman could not be the treasurer of her social club unless a male sponsor agreed to assume responsibility for her financial decisions. Women did not have the vote and they could not practice law, medicine, or any other profession. Almost all of them were dependent on men for their inferior existence. Their secondhand status suited Lyman Beecher, a prominent Calvinist clergyman of the time. He endorsed a resolution at a religious conference providing that “in social meetings of men and women for religious worship, females are not to pray.” His daughters shrugged off his primitive view and inspired American women to strive for equality. Isabella Beecher Hooker worked in the suffragist movement, Catharine Beecher pioneered in women’s education, and Harriet Beecher Stowe was the first American woman to achieve world fame as an author. The farm women heading for the new mills paid no heed, either, to those who would deny them a full role in society.

Soon, the mills were dependent on women, who became an important part of the American economy. In turn the women earned great rewards. “The thought that I am living on no one is a happy one, indeed,” Ann Swett Appleton wrote to her sister after getting a job in a New Hampshire mill.

Ann Swett Appleton had fled to the mill from a broken family; her mother was in a mental institution and her father had turned to alcohol. Women worked at her side for their own reasons. Some were unmarried and could no longer abide the charity of relatives, some were runaway wives who used false names to get their jobs so they could vanish in the new industrial cities and start new lives. There were indigent widows who wanted to be something better than a maid or seamstress. A mill worker wrote that among the women who lived in her boardinghouse was one who had fled from a miserly father; he had told her to leave home and fend for herself. Another could no longer tolerate the grim life imposed on her by a strict, religious mother. Another had been abused in several homes where she had worked as a servant.

“The cotton factory was a great opening to these lonely and dependent women,” wrote Harriet Hanson Robinson in Loom and Spindle, her account of life among the mill workers of Lowell in the 1830s. “From a condition approaching pauperism they were at once placed above want; they could earn money, and spend it as they pleased; and could gratify their tastes and desires without restraint, and without rendering an account to anybody. At last they had found a place in the universe; they were no longer obliged to finish out their faded lives mere burdens to male relatives.”

Some who entered the mills acted on noble impulses. Laura Nichols of East Haddam, Connecticut, was a teenager when she went to work in a cotton mill in Moodus, near her home. She yearned for an education, but her parents, with four other children, had come on hard times. Years later she told her own children in a memoir that while sacrificing for her family she had never stopped thinking of the future. “I had no hope of riches,” she wrote, “but felt there was something better within my reach and I must have it or die in the attempt. I began to realize that my future would be largely what I made of it, that my destiny was, as it were, in my own hands.”

In the western Massachusetts town of Adams, Daniel Anthony built a small textile mill soon after the Waltham factory opened, and he, too, hired young women to work for him. Members of his family boarded the workers in their homes and conducted evening classes for them. His eleven-year-old daughter, Susan B. Anthony, admired the skill of a woman weaver and tried to persuade her father to promote the woman to overseer, a job traditionally held by men. The father refused, and Susan became a witness to the secondary role of women in American society.

Most of the men who went into the mills earned more pay than the women. Mechanics arrived with handmade tool chests. Machinists came to keep the looms in working order. Skilled dye workers emigrated from the textile centers of England to create American calico prints. Irish laborers came to build the mills, dams, and canal systems that carried water power to the mill machines. There was work for everyone who wanted a job. A thousand mills rose along the rivers of New England. By 1850, when Laura Nichols went to work in the Moodus mill, there were one hundred thousand mill workers in New England.

Day and night they produced the woven cloth that Americans needed from cradle to grave: fabrics for infant wear, bedspreads and tablecloths, dresses and suits, wedding gowns and formal wear, work clothes for everyone, hospital frocks, and silk linings for caskets.

Mills in the old whaling town of New Bedford turned out Wamsutta sheets and pillowcases. “We Weave the World’s Worsteds,” the Lawrence woolen mills boasted. In Lewiston, Maine, the Bates mills proudly proclaimed that their bedspreads were “Loomed to be Heirloomed.” The Shelton Looms in Connecticut dressed society women in sheer negligees. The mills of Biddeford, Maine, wove “Lady Pepperell” blankets and towels for millions of American homes.

When America went to war, mill workers produced the wool for the blue uniforms that dressed the Union army at Gettysburg and Antietam, the doughboys’ khaki during World War I, and the navy whites and army olive drabs of World War II. When Americans first went west, they loaded their Conestoga wagons and prairie schooners with jeans woven in the mills of Lowell and Lawrence. Pioneer women who made clothes for their families bought bolts of brightly colored calicos at frontier stores, but not without first asking, “Will it wash?” The calicos from New England mills held their colors through many washings. One of Francis Cabot Lowell’s partners, Nathan Appleton, visited mills in Belgium and saw the manufacturing of fine lace. His New England mill workers were soon weaving lace curtains so efficiently that American women could afford a touch of class in their homes. When women peeled off their frumpy cotton hosiery for the last time, the mills wove the silk for more alluring stockings. When Jazz Age revelers threw out their petticoats, the mills produced filmy fabrics, and bold young flappers danced the 1920s away in knee length dresses. Americans could choose from a dazzling variety of garments on the racks of Bonwit Teller in New York, Marshall Field in Chicago, Neiman-Marcus in Dallas, and Filene’s of Boston. Rural customers shopped in small-town clothing stores and from the catalogs of Montgomery Ward and Sears, Roebuck.

In the early days of the industry, clipper ships loaded with New England finished cloth sailed to market ports on the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. The most recognizable trademarks carried over the Pacific to Shanghai and Singapore were the symbols of American made textiles. The image of a dragon imprinted on cloth signified that it was produced in the Pepperell Mill in Biddeford. An Indian head with three feathers told the world that the cloth was made in Nashua, New Hampshire. American merchant John Cushing wrote in 1830 that in China, “from the Emperor to the laborer,” everyone wore clothing made of cotton produced in New England. Cushing correctly predicted that the American mills would dominate the Asian market. Two decades later a British reporter in India wrote, “American cotton manufacturers are already clothing our own Indian army.” The mills had commercial customers, too, in Africa, Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Mexico, and Turkey. The looms of New England ran faster and faster to meet the demand. The mill women worked faster and harder to keep up. The mill owners made fortunes, even as social critics scorned them for exploiting their workers and abolitionists condemned them for using cotton picked by slaves.

The new industrialism inspired writers and poets. Harriet Farley, who edited a workers’ magazine in the 1840s, wrote of the Lowell mills: “One of the most beautiful sights we have ever witnessed was . . . when all these factories were lighted up for the evening’s labor. The uniform and brilliant illumination, with the lights again gleaming up from the calm Merrimack, the brightness of the city beyond, the clear blue sky above, from which the sparkling stars were sending down their glittering beams into the glassy waters of the river, all combined to form a spectacle, which might almost lead an observer to believe that our hard-working, matter-of-fact city had been transformed into a fairy land.” The poet John Green-leaf Whittier saw Lowell as “a city springing up, like the enchanted palaces of the Arabian tales, as it were in a single night—stretching far and wide its chaos of brick masonry and painted shingles.” Whittier, who lived in nearby Haverhill, was enchanted by the mill women, and his words helped form the public’s favorable opinion of them. “Acres of girlhood, beauty reckoned by the square rod,” he wrote. “The young, the graceful . . . Who shall sneer at your calling? Who shall count your vocation otherwise than noble and ennobling?”

Whittier came to realize that the mills demanded much of the women. Many of the workers became ill and had to return home. Others left with maimed bodies. Some were scalped when their hair was caught up in machinery; some lost arms, hands, and fingers that were mangled by the speeding belts and gears that drove the machines.

Visitors who toured the mills never heard the screams of the injured and did not perceive the darker aspects of the workers’ lives. Davy Crockett visited the Lowell mills in 1834, two years before he was to die at the Alamo. “I went in among the young girls and talked with many of them,” Crockett was quoted as saying. “Not one expressed herself as tired of her employment, or oppressed with work; all talked well, and looked healthy.” Charles Dickens hated the oppression of workers in the English textile mills of his time and also went to Lowell to see for himself: “Out of so large a number of females, many of whom were only then just verging upon womanhood, it may be reasonably supposed that some were delicate and fragile in appearance; no doubt there were. But I solemnly declare, that from all the crowd I saw in the different factories that day, I cannot recall or separate one young face that gave me a painful impression; not one young girl whom, assuming it to be a matter of necessity that she should gain her daily bread by the labour of her hands, I would have removed from those works if I had the power.”

Most of the women worked long enough to save money to help pay off the mortgage on the family farm. Some put their brothers through Harvard and Yale and Amherst. Some put aside money for their weddings. Some started new lives on the expanding Western frontier. Some walked out of the mills and into the schools of higher education that were the first to admit women. When Mary Lyon, the founder of Mount Holyoke College, opened the doors of her “female seminary” in South Hadley, Massachusetts, in 1837, she announced, “It is for this class principally, who are the bone and sinew and the glory of our nation that we have engaged in this undertaking.”

Laura Nichols held fast to her goal of leaving the mill in Connecticut to seek a better life. When she had managed to save fifty dollars she said good-bye to her family, took a parting glance at the beautiful old homes in East Haddam on the Connecticut River, and headed for Mary Lyon’s school. “Steamboat to Hartford, railroad to Springfield . . . and stage to South Hadley was the way of travel,” she wrote in her family memoir. “It was the first time I had ever been beyond Hartford. Can you imagine my emotion when the Seminary first dawned upon my view: a moment of joyous transport was that.” She graduated from Mount Holyoke with the Class of 1854. Like countless other mill women, she became a teacher. Eventually, as Laura Nichols Bridgman, she and her minister husband went to Africa as missionaries.

It is unlikely that her overseer missed Laura Nichols when she left the mill. Plenty of other women, starting their own lives, would have been eager to replace her because history was on the side of the mill owners. There would always be replacements—people from the unyielding farmland of Ireland and Quebec, from the butchery of European wars, from the despair of mountain villages in Greece and Hungary, from the political repression and religious persecution of Poland and Russia, from the smoky textile cities of Germany and Belgium, from the islands of poverty in Portugal, from the misty highlands of Scotland, and from the sun-soaked hills of Italy and Lebanon. The immigrants came to do the hard work that was expected of them. They endured the bigotry of native New Englanders and struggled to save their cultural heritage. When their children ached with hunger, they struck for fair wages and humane working conditions, even as their priests tried to discourage them from challenging authority. Early in the twentieth century, they finally revolted against the mill owners’ barbaric exploitation and turned for help to radical labor agitators. When they did that, police and company goons stood in their path, and National Guard machine guns took aim at them. But immigrants kept seeking jobs in the mills because they yearned to live in America. Factory gates from Maine to Connecticut continued to swing open in the predawn darkness to welcome their labor. After World War II, the mill owners coveted bigger profits in the South. They relinquished responsibility for the New England communities so dependent on them and closed the mill gates forever in the faces of their workèrs.
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The Glory of the Nation

When the first women workers arrived in the new mill cities in the 1820s and 1830s, they marveled at the biggest buildings they had ever seen. These were the immense cotton factories, longer than a village lane, where they would spend so much time. The women chatted with country twangs and looked out of place in their homespun clothes, often hand me downs. They had whimsical names like Jerusha and Hepsabeth, Prudence and Patience, Leafy and Florilla.

The first thing they did after payday was go shopping. They were raised to observe Protestant tenets that commanded them to strive for salvation in another world. But working women with hard-earned cash in hand decided that life was meant to be enjoyed, too. Earthly delights enchanted them. In the new mill city of Lowell, they swept into the stores to buy satin capes, silks, and laces at Willoughby & Hill’s on Central Street; fine hats in Mrs. A. A. Coburn’s Silk and Straw Millinery at the corner of Merrimack and Kirk streets; boots and shoes at the American House Block; and books and stationery at B. C. Sargent in the City Hall building. The boldest of them smoked Egyptian cigarettes. The afflicted found relief with Ayer’s Pills, a vegetable cathartic (dose from two to ten). The store counters brimmed with tortoiseshell combs, costume jewelry, and cosmetics for young women who had never before applied rouge to their alabaster cheeks.

After a few weeks in the city, the women did not look “country” anymore. People called them “factory girls” and “factory queens,” titles they bore with pride. Factory-girl romance stories became a staple of magazines.

“I tell you Sarah, I feel pretty ambitious,” Ann Swett Appleton wrote to her sister after getting a mill job in Manchester, New Hampshire. Referring to her overseer, she reported, “Yesterday forenoon Mr. Sage says Ann you may step out here and get your pay. He paid me four dollars for two weeks work. What do you think of that!”

Harriett Hanson Robinson remembered the excitement of young women like Ann Swett Appleton as they came to realize that others were willing to pay them for their labor: “After the first payday came, and they felt the jingle of silver in their pockets, their bowed heads were lifted, their necks seemed braced with steel, they looked you in the face, sang blithely among their looms and frames, and walked with elastic step to and from work.”

They belonged to a class of women the nation idolized. “It is difficult to imagine any creature more attractive than an American beauty between the ages of fifteen and eighteen,” James Fenimore Cooper acclaimed. “There is something in the bloom, delicacy, and innocence of one of these young things that reminds you of the conceptions which poets and painters have taken of angels.”

Michel Chevalier, a visiting lawyer from France, was struck by the chivalrous manners of the new urban societies that protected young women from men who might take advantage of them. “What amongst us [Frenchmen] would pass for a youthful imprudence or a pretty trick is severely frowned upon . . . particularly by the Americans of New England,” Chevalier wrote. It did not surprise him that farm families allowed their daughters to pursue new lives far from home because “they are under the safeguard of the public faith.” A mill executive told Chevalier that among the thousands of young women in Lowell, there were only three known cases of pregnancy and that in each case, the parties involved married immediately and “we have no cases of actual bastardy.” In Dover, New Hampshire, mill owners boasted in 1835 that “there has never been a case of bastardy in Dover.” Despite management’s obvious desire to suggest social stability in the mill towns, there is no accurate information on the number of such incidents because women usually returned to their families to deal with private matters.

The fate of young women in factory towns was on the minds of many. A workers’ magazine, The Factory Girl’s Garland, gave mill women in the Exeter, New Hampshire, area much to think about: “Young ladies, when you are surrounded by dashing men . . . when the tones of love and the words of compliment float out together . . . when a daring hand is pressing yours, or your delicate tresses are lifted by him who you fancy loves you, when the moonlight invites to trusting, and the stars seem to breathe out innocence, listen with caution to the words you hear.”

When the mill women strolled through the shopping districts, young bachelors tipped their hats to them. To the women, life must have been more exhilarating than in the old hometown; to the vastly outnumbered men, the mill cities must have seemed like paradise. Nathaniel Hawthorne thought many of the women would “mate themselves with the pride of drawing rooms and literary circles.”

The women missed their families, their many other relatives, and their friends. They worried about those they left behind because everyone constantly faced life-threatening diseases including dysentery, typhoid, tuberculosis, and diphtheria.

The families knew that the mills offered their daughters the chance for a better life, and parents encouraged them to stay on the job. Eben Jennison, a farmer in Charleston, Maine, wrote to his daughter in Lowell to say that times were tough on his rocky soil: “If you should be blessed with your health and are contented I think you will do better where you are than you could here.” Going back home raised the dire prospect of a lifetime on the farm, and as The Atlantic Monthly observed: “The most intelligent and most enterprising of the farmers’ daughters become school teachers, or tenders of shops, or factory girls. They . . . will, nine times in ten, marry a mechanic in preference to a farmer. They know that marrying a farmer is a very serious business. They remember their worn-out mothers.”

In Derry, New Hampshire, Eliza Adams, one of eight children, left the family farm for Lowell. She found shelter in a boardinghouse owned by the Lawrence Manufacturing Company. The next morning she checked in at the Lawrence Mill for a job assignment. She was twenty-six years old. Unlike most of her coworkers, Eliza Adams, for her own reasons, delayed plans for marriage or further education and spent decades in the mills. Eventually, her independent life brought her rich personal rewards.

The call of the mills lured Mary Paul, who was fifteen when she left Bridgewater, Vermont. As she set out for Lowell, she told her father, “I think it would be much better for me than to stay here.” It took years for her to find what she wanted out of life, but like most of her coworkers, she succeeded in doing so.

Sometimes it seemed that whole towns in farm areas were abandoned by young women. In 1831, a Massachusetts newspaper, the Dedham Patriot, reported that “a valuable cargo, consisting of fifty females, was recently imported into this state from Down East [Maine] by one of the Boston packets. Twenty of this number were consigned to Mann’s factory at Franklin and the remaining thirty were sent to Lowell and Nashua.”

While the women worked, their fortunes were inextricably bound to their employers, and their good fortune was that the Boston capitalists who were the first mill owners were men of social conscience. When Francis Cabot Lowell planned his first mill in Waltham, he knew that in addition to building a manufacturing enterprise, he was bringing about great social change. He had seen, both in England and in southern New England, the exploitation of textile workers and remembered it with horror. He conceived a system to avoid such abuses. He would not only provide jobs for his women workers, he would take care of them, too.

The policy of watching out for workers on and off the job seems to some, in retrospect, to be the creation of paternalistic fussbudgets. Yet the original motivation clearly was to make manufacturing a civilized enterprise based on a belief in the dignity of workers, especially the dignity of the young women whom Lowell and his associates recruited to join their enterprise. The women shared with the owners common bonds of language, place, religious heritage, and reverence for family members who had fought for independence just four decades earlier. These workers were first generation daughters of the American Revolution.

“Here was in New England a fund of labor, well educated and virtuous,” said Lowell’s business partner, Nathan Appleton. “It was not perceived how a profitable employment has any tendency to deteriorate the character . . . under these circumstances, the daughters of respectable farmers were readily induced to come into these mills for a temporary period.”

Francis Cabot Lowell had thought that the women should work in the mills for only three years or so, then move on to further their education, marry, or find new careers. He did not want thousands of women to become economically dependent on the mills all their working lives. He set their wages at two dollars a week above a small charge for their housing and meals. The pay seemed fair to the workers; two dollars a week in the early nineteenth century was enough to buy clothes and other essentials, send some money home, and build up a savings account.

The Boston merchants who founded the city of Lowell built a huge complex of mills on the banks of the Merrimack River. They planned well for the arrival of thousands of women workers. The owners’ on-site agent, Kirk Boott, contrived a social order to serve a whole new population that, almost overnight, occupied the country’s biggest industrial center. Boott built mills, housing for the women, parks, schools, a church, and almost everything else the community needed. He beautified the city with shade trees and emerald-green malls. He built the Merrimack Hotel, which provided visiting mill directors and salesmen with luxury rooms, fine cuisine, and the best of wines. He built a grand home, a Greek Revival mansion, in the middle of town.

Lowell was the city of the future, the wonder of the nation. A contemporary politician thought the nation’s first planned industrial community would “be remembered till the long lapse of ages and the vicissitudes of fortune shall reduce all of America to oblivion and decay.” Michel Chevalier found in Lowell “the peaceful hum of an industrious population, whose movements are regulated like clockwork.” He was more reserved about the future. Lowell, he wrote, “is decent, neat and peaceful. Will it always be so? Will it be so [for] long? It would be rash to affirm it.”

When the women arrived in town with their trunks and bandboxes, they discovered that there was a price for corporate paternalism. While the mills expressed concern for the workers’ welfare, they also dictated how the workers would conduct themselves off the job. The women were expected to live in company boardinghouses. Boott hired mature women to run the boardinghouses and to inform the mill managers when problems arose. These women, often widows, were called “keepers,” and the best of them became the most important figures in the lives of their homesick boarders. They did the cooking, kept an eye on the health of their charges, saw to it that they went to church on Sunday, and played the role of mother when needed. “The price of such a woman, indeed, is above rubies,” wrote Harriet Farley, editor of a mill workers’ magazine.

Sometimes newcomers to the crowded city had to scramble for shelter. Charlotte Hilbourne recounted her problems on the night she arrived in Lowell to begin work at a mill corporation. She went to several of the corporation’s boardinghouses, but all were filled up. “Wherever there was a vacancy or spare corner in a bed, there I must locate,” she wrote. “At last a vacancy was discovered, the only vacancy on the corporation.” Her place of rest was “a narrow bed appropriated by me and a fat, blowzy maiden” from New Hampshire.

The houses had six to seven bedrooms, three beds to a room, two women to a bed. In the spacious dining room, the keeper served heaping dishes rich in calories and starches. A second dining table was set up in the parlor. A sitting room offered the only privacy for women when they entertained gentlemen callers or visiting relatives.

In the evenings, peddlers came by to sell candy, shoes, books, newspapers, and flattery. The mill women, like some of the Boston elite, enjoyed dabbling in phrenology. Phrenologists analyzed their personalities—for a fee, of course—by examining the skull for its shapes and protuberances. A skeptical woman worker wrote that the phrenologists’ real role was “to pander to the vanity of those’ who are ready to believe they are possessed of every virtue and talent under the sun, because the phrenologist tells them so.” Evenings also brought the women together for song at the parlor piano. There was no drinking, no smoking of Egyptian cigarettes (not in the presence of the keeper, anyway), no cursing, and no staying out after evening curfew. The boardinghouse door was locked for the night at ten P.M. Out of the women’s heavily supervised existence came a lasting benefit: Their common experiences in the corporation homes and in the mills created a sense of solidarity that would soon manifest itself in struggles for better pay and better working conditions. Together the women would wage public battles never before witnessed in the country.

Dr. John O. Green of Lowell checked up on the women’s health and worried about their frenzied work schedule. The big meal of the day was served at noon, but the mills allowed only a half hour for the meal break. The women rushed home from the mills, wolfed down their food, and raced back to work. Green noted that there was “scarcely any rest for the commencement of a healthy digestion.” A worker complained, “They don’t give us time for manners.”

There was no indoor plumbing. In warm weather and cold, the women used a privy or outhouse in the backyard, just as they had done at home. The mills paid neighboring farmers to haul off the sewage at night. Some privies contaminated the wells that were the source of drinking water; the fear of a cholera outbreak was always present.

Visits to public bathhouses were only occasional. Evidence of the women’s stay in Lowell reflects the difficulty of maintaining personal cleanliness. Historical archaeologists digging at boardinghouse sites have found containers and jars that once held cosmetics and cologne. A report on the digs stated, “these small luxuries were probably prized possessions that aided personal hygiene. They would have helped disguise the odors and irregularities of complexion that might result from infrequent bathing.”

The women were tired after long hours on the job, but some of them attended evening lectures by such notable Americans as John Quincy Adams, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Henry David Thoreau. They also spent evenings at the “Self Improvement Circles” they organized, discussing classical literature and reading aloud from their own writings. Most of them had never advanced beyond the eighth grade, but they were determined to learn.

Professor A. P. Peabody of Harvard, who traveled to Lowell to speak before them, remembered: “When the lecturer entered, almost every girl had a book in her hand and was intent upon it. When he rose, the book was laid aside and paper and pencil taken instead. . . . I have never seen anywhere so assiduous note-taking. No, not even in a college class, as in that assembly of young women, laboring for their subsistence.”

Historian Van Wyck Brooks wrote of them: “They subscribed to the British reviews. They had classes in German; they all seemed to know Paradise Lost by heart and talked about Wordsworth . . . in the intervals of changing bobbins on the looms.” They formed debating clubs, charitable associations, and missionary societies. In Saco, Maine, the York Mill workers transformed the cultural life of the town by establishing the Saco Athenaeum, the Beethoven Society, and the Saco Lyceum.

The workers shared information about the new colleges and seminaries opening for women, including Mary Lyon’s in South Hadley, Catharine Beecher’s in Hartford, and Emma Willard’s in Troy, New York. Many attended these schools after leaving the mills. “Gain, and not bread, is the object of their pursuit,” observed a Lowell mill agent.

They were raised by churchgoing families, and most of them held to their faith in the mill cities. Some taught Sunday school along with mill supervisors. They attended revival meetings and subscribed to religious magazines. Some joined the temperance movement. They rebelled when Kirk Boott ordered them to attend the church he had built near their boardinghouses. “As Kirk Boott was an Episcopalian,” wrote a sardonic John Coolidge, “the church was naturally of the same persuasion, and as Christianity does not recognize a St. Kirk, the parish was perforce dubbed St. Anne’s in honor of the agent’s wife.” Boott required the women to pay a modest pew fee at St. Anne’s, but in the face of their resistance he stopped the practice. Within a few years, other denominations built churches for the women. Harmony was restored, and everyone returned to the business of manufacturing.

In mill towns across New England, early-morning factory bells summoned the men and women to work. The streets were filled with people walking to the mills and crossing canals on footbridges that led them to the mill yard. Townspeople still in their beds could hear the young women singing. By the light of the moon, the workers glanced at the canal’s water level. A high level told them that plenty of power was available to turn the mill wheel and run the machines; a low level meant a scarcity of power, temporary mill shutdowns, and layoffs.

The bells aroused the mill towns from slumber, rang when work started, rang to begin and end mealtimes, and rang to signal the close of the workday. Some bosses tried to squeeze more work out of their employees by sounding the last bell a few minutes later than official quitting time. “This is unprincipled conduct,” a newspaper said in an editorial scolding the cheating managers. Workers raised money to place public clocks in town squares and church steeples to verify the time kept by the mills.

The workers had large parties two times a year that sent subtle messages to the owners and to the public that the mill environment was not healthy. The celebrating centered on the whale-oil lamps placed near machinery in the fall and winter because of the early darkness. The oil fumes spread a stench throughout the buildings. When spring and its late sunsets arrived, the lamps were blown out for the last time and put aside for a few months. The relieved mill hands staged huge “blowing out” parties to celebrate. A history of Biddeford, Maine, tells of a grand ball in Central Hall that “began at 8:30 in the evening, broke off at midnight for refreshments across the street at the Biddeford House, and then resumed to go on till sunrise—and time to go into the mill for work.” When the lamps returned in the fall, the workers, resigned to endure the stench for another season, partied again to mark the time for “lighting up.” The quaint custom continued until gas illumination replaced the whale-oil lamps in the 1850s.

Women had no idea what their specific job assignments would be when they reported to the mill for the first time, but they knew at once that this was a place of order and discipline. Rules and regulations were posted on the walls. For both men and women the number-one rule was: “No persons can be employed by the Company whose known habits are or shall be dissolute, indolent, dishonest, or intemperate, or who habitually absent themselves from public worship and violate the Sabbath, or who may be addicted to gambling of any kind.” Hannah Josephson, in Golden Threads, an account of early mill days, wrote: “This moral poppycock might have been insulting to the self-respecting girls of New England had they not been accustomed to hearing such pompous platitudes from their earliest years. . . . As if habits of industry had not been drilled into them by primers and parents and preachers!”

Most of the women accepted the regulations governing their personal lives. “It was a rigid code of morality under which we lived,” recalled Lucy Larcom about her experiences in the Lowell mills. “Nobody complained about it, however, and we were doubtless better off for its strictness.” Thomas Dublin found that “though regulation in practice was never quite as harsh as it appeared in print, managers adopted a strict paternalism they assumed was needed to control the newly independent women. They constructed a social system acceptable to a rural public often antagonistic to urban life, thereby protecting Lowell’s population and assuring a steady stream of new recruits into the mills.”

Men did the heavy work; they wrestled the five hundred-pound cotton bales into sheds adjoining the mill, cut away the bale bindings, and operated machines that shook the cotton free of dirt and leaves. The snowy cotton was delivered to the mill where other machines operated by men untangled and straightened the fibers into parallel lines until they became dense strands. On the second floor the women took over, tending the spinning machines that transformed the cotton strands into yarn, or thread. When the thread broke, they quickly tied it in a small smooth knot with a rapid finger movement. As a young man, poet Robert Frost spent two years working in a Lawrence mill and saw the dazzling motion of hands on threads:

And if one broke by any chance,
The spinner saw it at a glance.
The spinner still was there to spin.
That’s where the human still came in.
Her deft hand showed with finger rings
Among the harplike spread of strings.
She caught the pieces end to end
And, with a touch that never missed,
Not so much tied as made them blend.

The thread was spooled onto bobbins; when the bobbins were filled, workers took them off the spinning machine and replaced them with empty ones. This simple task was assigned to the greenest recruits and, in some mills, to children. Full bobbins were delivered to the fourth and fifth floors and loaded into the shuttles of the looms. Skilled weavers stood at the looms. Like the spinners, they developed a delicate touch to draw the thread through the loom, an operation they repeated thousands of times during a shift, producing mile after mile of fabric. Men performed the next step in production, manipulating huge print machines that applied dyes to the cloth in many colors and patterns. In the finishing room, women inspected the cloth for defects, an exacting task that in time diminished eyesight. Finally, others folded the textiles for shipping all over the world to manufacturers of products for wear and for the home.

A few women took one look at the mills, clasped their ears against the screeching of hundreds of machines, felt the trembling of the floorboards under their feet, covered their faces from the flying lint, saw coworkers faint in the factory heat, and quit on the first day. But most felt compelled to live with the noise, the repetitive tasks, and the regimentation, and they stayed on.

Except for meal breaks, the howl of the machinery never stopped during the entire workday of twelve or thirteen or fourteen hours. “You know that people learn to sleep with the thunder of Niagara in their ears,” one of the women wrote. “And the cotton mill is no worse, though you wonder that we do not have to hold our breath in such a noise.” Lucy Larcom told how she survived: “In the sweet June weather I would lean far out the window, and try not to hear the unceasing clash of sound inside. . . . I discovered, too, that I could so accustom myself to the noise that it became like a silence to me. And I defied the machinery to make me its slave. Its incessant discords could not drown out the music of my thoughts if I would let them fly high enough.”

The women pasted scraps of poetry on their machines and on the walls. They placed flowerpots on the windowsills. In moments of rest, they drank in the words of Shelley and Keats to nourish their torpid minds; they gazed at geraniums and daisies to freshen their fatigued eyes.

Sarah Bagley, who worked in the mills before she became a leader of labor-reform efforts, recalled that it was difficult to converse in the bedlam of the mill, “but aside from the talking, where can you find a more pleasant place for contemplation? There all the powers of the mind are made active by our animating exercise, and having but one kind of labor to perform, we need not give all our thoughts to that, but leave them measurably free for reflection on other matters.”

Bagley and thousands of other women soon came to see that their compact with the mill owners was made at the cost of their health and, in some cases, their lives. The Boston capitalists had pledged to deal honorably with their employees, but as the years passed a new generation of managers placed no limits on how much work would be demanded of them; there was inattention to industrial safety and to a clean work environment. Those issues would not be resolved for more than a century, but the women in the New England mills took the first steps in America’s long journey toward labor reform.

One of the women wrote: “The daughter leaves the farm, it is said, a plump, rosey-cheeked, strong and laughing girl, and in one year comes back to [her family] better clad, ’tis true, and with refined manners and money for the discharge of their little debts and for the supply of their little wants—but alas, how changed!. . . This is a dark picture, but there are even darker realities, and these in no inconsiderable numbers.”

Plant managers nailed the windows shut to achieve the high humidity needed to keep threads pliable so that breakage would be minimized and the looms would not have to be stopped as often for thread repairs. The humidity caused respiratory ailments, including tuberculosis and influenza. Cotton lint filled the workrooms “as snow falls in winter,” one worker said, and people were covered with it head to toe. Women used snuff to limit the amount of lint they inhaled; men chewed tobacco. Weavers breathed in lint when they sucked thread through the eye of the foot-long wooden shuttles that fed the thread to the looms. They called their lip motion the “kiss of death.” A doctor who attended mill workers reported: “I have been called to cases where I suspected this to be the cause of trouble in the stomach. After getting an emetic, they have in some cases vomited little balls of cotton.” The “kiss of death” lasted in the mills for decades, until the invention of self-threading shuttles. Lung illnesses remained a plague in the mills for many years, and the textile workers were among the first Americans to be diagnosed with “brown lung” or byssinosis, which impairs lung capacity, causing coughing and shortness of breath. Eventually, 70 percent of the early mill workers died of respiratory diseases; the comparable figure for Massachusetts farmers at the time was 4 percent.

As demanding as the factory jobs were, the women were no strangers to hard work. They had done chores in their rural homes from the time they were children. They knew how to raise crops and livestock, how to cook, and how to nurse the sick. They could make clothing and soap and candles. They helped their family farms to survive. They knew privation. When they went to work in the mills, “The conscientious among them took as much pride in spinning a smooth thread . . . or in making good cloth, as they would have done if the material had been for their own wearing,” wrote Harriet Hanson Robinson. “And thus was practiced long before it was preached, that principle of true political economy—the just relation, the mutual interest, that ought to exist between employers and employed.” And, of course, a good spinner was a woman of independent means, as one of them wrote:

Despite the toil we all agree,
Out of the mill or in,
Dependent on others we ne’er will be
As long as we’re able to spin.

When the bells tolled and the shift ended, the women, their heads aching, their ears ringing, and their feet sore and swollen, shut down their machines, descended dusty staircases, crossed the mill yard in the evening darkness, and walked through the company gate and back into fresh air. The streets resounded with the talk and laughter of thousands of workers heading to their boardinghouses a few blocks away. When summer evenings offered beautiful sunsets, the women gathered on the streets where they lived to share a rare communion with nature. The silence was broken only by their softly spoken conversation and their coughing.

The most important public issue for the women, as for the rest of the country, was slavery. The women were troubled by the knowledge that the cotton they processed, the very source of their livelihood, was picked by fellow human beings held in bondage. To make matters worse, the women were required to weave what was described at the time as “negro cloth,” a coarse yarn used to make work clothes for the slaves. From spinning machine to spinning machine, from loom to loom, they passed around the abolitionist poetry of John Greenleaf Whittier:

Speed on the light to those who dwell
In Slavery’s land of woe and sin,
And through the blackness of that Hell
Let Heaven’s own light break in.

Year after year the women signed petitions demanding an end to slavery; they joined antislavery societies and contributed money to the cause. Many of them considered abolition more important than the beginning of their own labor movement.

When Senator Jeremiah Clemens of Alabama asserted that “the Southern slaves were better off than the Northern operatives,” mill worker Clementine Averill wrote a letter from Lowell to the New York Tribune charging that he was not fit to hold public office. “Are we torn from our friends and kindred, sold and driven about like cattle, chained and whipped, and not allowed to speak one word in self-defence?” she asked.

Lucy Larcom wrote that “if the vote of the mill girls had been taken, it would doubtless have been unanimous on the antislavery side.” Years after her work in the mills, she composed lines that reflected the feelings of most of her coworkers:

When I’ve thought what soil the cotton-plant
We weave is rooted in, what waters it–
The blood of souls in bondage–I have felt
That I was sinning against the light to stay
And turn the accursed fibre into cloth.

Yet the whole existence of the New England textile mills in the years preceding the Civil War depended on an uninterrupted cotton supply. The workers, the mill owners, and every business in every mill city were economically bound to the Southern plantation owners and their slaves. Business went on, the textile industry continued to grow, and slavery increasingly vexed the national conscience.

By the early 1830s, the Boston investors, with Kirk Boott as their on site supervisor, had built nineteen mills in Lowell alone. In just ten years the population of the city reached twelve thousand, and almost half the people worked in the mills. There was similar growth in the rest of New England. The vision of Francis Cabot Lowell had been realized: Manufacturing had brought great wealth to the investors and prosperity to the region. Lowell’s founding partner was pleased with his profits and with his workers. “The superior capabilities of these girls exemplified Nathan Appleton’s ideal of a manufacturing community and gave him a sense of pride in his accomplishments,” wrote a biographer.

Appleton and the other mill owners enjoyed a cheerful song about their workers:

O sing me a song of the Factory Girl
So merry and glad and free–

The bloom on her cheeks, of health it speaks!–
O a happy creature is she!

She tends the loom, she watches the spindle,
And cheerfully talketh away;

Mid the din of wheels, how her bright eyes kindle!
O a happy creature is she!

O sing me a song of the Factory Girl!
Link not her name with the SLAVES.

She is brave and free as the old elm tree,
That over her homestead waves.

There were many expressions of pride in the mill women. Banks printed paper currency with engravings depicting them at their looms. The Lowell mill owners invited President Andrew Jackson to see the workers and staged a spectacle in his honor. The owners belonged to the conservative Whig party and disliked Jackson’s Democratic, prolabor policies, but realized that a presidential visit was, for the industry, a valuable public relations event. Jackson took time out during the festivities to ask questions about wages, hours, and production. But mostly, this was to be a celebration. Militia units paraded past Jackson’s reviewing stand to the beat of drums. Citizens and schoolchildren marched by to salute him. Then came the stars of the parade, two thousand five hundred women from the mills. Costumers had outfitted them in beautiful dresses and sashes, and each of them carried a parasol. Jackson was escorted past a mile-long line of the young women, who offered him smiles and applause and fresh bouquets. He was in his glory. The tough old general declared: “Very pretty women, by the Eternal!”

When the mill women went home to visit, their sophisticated style impressed their rural neighbors, too. They had read more books, listened to more classical music, and done more to expand their horizons than just about anyone in town. Occasionally there was stuffy reaction to their working lives. A New Hampshire newspaper declared that “the ambition of woman should be to beautify and adorn the domestic circle.” Instead, the paper lamented, she has settled for the “quasi-slavery of a cotton factory.” A writer in Vermont worried about “a propensity among those in ordinary circumstances to ape the rich, and also a false taste, by which some of our country misses attempt to heighten the charms of their persons by excessive ornament in dress.” Charles Dickens disagreed. “They were all well dressed,” Dickens commented, “but not to my thinking above their condition; for I like to see the humbler classes of society careful of their dress and appearance, and even, if they please, decorated with such little trinkets as come within the compass of their means.”

With all their newfound success, the women were not always sure of themselves. In a study of letters they wrote during their years in the mills, Thomas Dublin found that they were sometimes perplexed about the right thing to do concerning their families and their own future. Mary Paul wrote to her aging father back in Vermont, “I hope sometime to be able to do something for you and sometimes feel ashamed that I have not before this.” In Clinton, Massachusetts, a mill worker remembered only as Lucy Ann wanted to attend Oberlin College in Ohio, founded in 1833 and open to both men and women. She wrote to a cousin: “I have earned enough to school me awhile, & have not I a right to do so, or must I go home, like a dutiful girl, place the money in father’s hands, & then there goes all my hard earnings. . . . But if I go to Oberlin I take comfort & forget all those long wearisome mill days & perhaps I prepare myself for usefulness in this life.” Whether Lucy Ann resolved her conflicts of personal freedom, duty, and aspiration is unknown.

Sarah Metcalf, whose mother seemed to want her to return home, wrote back to say she would hold on to her Lowell job a little longer because “I am making three dollars a week, and three and a half a week, and [the overseer] says he will do as well by me all winter long if I stay. . . . I can probably lay up fifty dollars besides having my teeth fixed, and getting my next summer’s clothes.”

Ann Swett Appleton never lost her compass and never forgot the plight of her mother, who was living her final years in a mental institution. In a letter to her sister Sarah, Ann wrote, “I went out and bought our poor mother a dress yesterday and I never can spend my earnings better to my satisfaction and I mean as far as lies in my power to keep her well-clad and comfortable.”

Although their jobs made personal accomplishments possible, the long hours the women worked, and the worsening conditions in the mills, began to breed resentment. Weavers in Pawtucket, Rhode Island, staged the first strike by American women in 1824 when eight mills in the town jointly announced a longer workweek. It was the first time that workers saw the mill managers use their power to act in concert against them. With support from the public, the women prevailed and won a compromise agreement with the mills. Other workers did not fare as well. In 1828, textile workers in Paterson, New Jersey, struck for a ten-hour day. State officials sent in the militia, and the fight for reduced work hours was lost. With the new wealth of the industrialists, wrote Caroline Ware in an early history of the mills, came “a control over the lives of working men and over the resources of the nation. . . . It was this power which came from industry and from the corporate form of organization which made of the capitalist a giant in the community whom others served and feared.”

Workers everywhere in the country’s new industries labored for low wages, unable to overcome owners of factories, mines, and foundries who rarely yielded to pleas for better working conditions and for a living wage. The worst fears of socially conscious citizens were realized as poverty and slums blighted industrial centers. Jefferson had feared such a turn of events, too. “The mob of great cities,” he wrote, “add just so much to the support of pure government as sores do to the strength of the human body. When we get piled upon one another in large cities, as in Europe, we shall become corrupt as in Europe, and go to eating one another as they do there.”

The women in New England were not familiar with the militant strike tactics used by workers in other parts of the country, but they did stage “turnouts,” walking away from their jobs in unison to protest management decisions. In 1828, labor trouble broke out among the women workers at the Cocheco cotton mill in Dover, New Hampshire, and the local newspaper criticized their militancy. The criticism was no surprise to the women because many newspapers of the time sided with the mill owners during such disputes. “A general turnout of the girls employed in the cotton factories in this town to the number of 600 or 800 took place on Friday last, on account of some imaginary grievance,” the Dover Enquirer told its readers. “It has, we believe, turned out to their cost, as well as disgrace.” The newspaper clucked that women should not air their grievances in public. “The girls, on leaving the factory yard formed a procession of nearly half a mile in length, and marched through the town with martial music,” the Enquirer reporter wrote. “The whole presented one of the most disgusting scenes ever witnessed.” The National Gaztte. in Philadelphia was less harsh but more sarcastic: “The late strike and grand public march of the female operatives in New Hampshire exhibit the Yankee sex in a new and unexpected light. By-and-by the governor may have to call out the militia to prevent a gynecocracy.” It was another futile strike, but the Dover workers through the years continued to be among the most militant in New England.

Orestes A. Brownson, a radical reformer of the time, was among the first to ask the public to think about conditions in the mills and the price of industrial progress. “The operatives are well-dressed, and we are told, well paid,” Brownson wrote. “They are said to be healthy, contented and happy. This is the fair side of the picture; the side exhibited to distinguished visitors.” Brownson contended that most of the mill women “wear out their health, spirits and morals without becoming one whit better off than when they commenced labor.”

Worker dissension spread through the mills of Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Maine during a series of depressions in the 1830s and 1840s. The mills imposed a pay cut or simply closed when they were losing money, and the workers had to go back home until operations started up again. In 1834, the owners reduced wages 15 percent. Management also ordered the boardinghouse keepers to pack eight women to a room instead of six. Hundreds of women in Lowell walked off the job. Management refused to budge, and within a few days the women had no choice but to go back to work. They returned with a different view of mill life. In the early years, they had considered the mill owners to be benevolent coadventurers in the new industry. Now, the women knew, those days were over.

The trouble spread to nearby Lawrence, where mill agent William Austin informed his Boston office, “This afternoon we have paid off several of these Amazons & presume they will leave town on Monday.” The Lawrence women lost their strike, too. In Nashua, where the mills imposed similar pay cuts, management persuaded the women not to strike on grounds that if they stayed on the job “it will be worthy of your patriotism.”

Agent James F. Curtis told the women in the Cocheco mills of Dover that their pay also would be cut by 15 percent and that they had to give two weeks’ notice before leaving their jobs. He warned them not to strike because “riotous combinations answer no good purpose and only lower in the public estimation a class otherwise respectable.” Eight hundred women brushed aside his argument and walked out. For the first time, they used public relations to further their cause. They placed a newspaper advertisement declaring that the mill owners intended “to reduce the females in their employ to that state of dependence on them in which they openly, as they now do secretly, abuse and insult them by calling them ‘slaves.’ ”

The women held mass rallies. They asked why the men in the mill, including the overseers and Curtis himself, were not taking a pay cut. They answered their own question: Management thought the only pay reductions that would succeed were those imposed on women. The Dover women invented new ways of achieving worker solidarity. They pooled their money to support workers who wanted to return home during the strike, and formed a committee to share strike strategy and information with women in other mill towns.

Agent Curtis, under attack from the women and from the public, which supported the strikers, dug in his heels. He informed all new job applicants at the mill that they had to sign agreements pledging not to join any labor organization. Furthermore, they had to accept, as a condition of employment, the wages management decided to pay, even if the wages were subsequently lowered. This was one of the country’s first labor agreements, later called yellow-dog contracts, in which the employer held all the power and the workers none.

Curtis typified the tough new managers who ran the Boston owned mills. Robert Whitehouse, a Dover historian, wrote: “Curtis was a strange and alien addition to the community, for he possessed none of the qualities that make a successful and popular business man. He was educated for the Navy, he sailed the Seven Seas, he was trained to quick execution of orders . . . he seemed to regard Dover people as so many underlings on one of Uncle Sam’s warships. He knew the whims of sailors but failed to understand the . . . prattle and foolishness, moods and grievances, jealousies and suspicions of a cotton mill’s operatives. . . . It is an unsolved mystery why those Boston directors of the Cocheco Manufacturing Company put such a man here to superintend their mills. He was a flat failure.”

Curtis quit as the mill agent shortly after the strike to become superintendent of the Boston and Worcester Railroad. While riding one of his trains he stuck his head out a window to check rail conditions. His head hit a post that was erected too close to the tracks and he was decapitated. When the news arrived in the Dover mills, the women cheered.

Lucy Larcom maintained that most of the women did not support strikes; they preferred to return home during labor disputes rather than take part in a public display in the streets. But she also wrote that “the mistaken impression went abroad that a paradise of work had at last been found. Romantic young women came from a distance with rose-colored pictures in their minds of labor turned to pastime, which were doomed to be sadly blurred by disappointment.”

The women pressed on with demands for fairer treatment despite their numerous setbacks, and with each new strike and each new setback they became more effective. In 1836, fifteen hundred of them walked out again in Lowell because management imposed a 5 percent increase in boardinghouse fees. Walkouts occurred in Dover and in Chicopee, Massachusetts, over the same issue. This time, the women formed the Factory Girls Association, and a member declared, “As our fathers resisted until blood the lordly avarice of the British ministry, so we, their daughters, will never wear the yoke which has been prepared for us.”

This time the women used persuasion to cripple mill operations. They targeted sections of the mills that were the most crucial to production and encouraged uncommitted workers to join the turnout. Two weeks after the strike began, only 20 percent of the women returned to work. It was a remarkable achievement for strike leaders who had no real union. Management took notice of their growing militancy, if not their power. A Lowell mill boss reported that they “manifest good spunk.” Still, the higher boarding fees remained in place, the Factory Girls Association disintegrated, and within a few weeks the women returned to their jobs, defeated again.

The aging mill owners in Boston grasped at the steady dividends they awarded themselves and their stockholders and let slip away the credo of social responsibility for the workers they employed and for the communities where they built their mills. They had little interest in new technology except when it could save money on labor costs. Over the decades they allowed the mills to become obsolete. They grew careless about the quality of corporate housing for their employees and uncaring about the growth of slums near their mills.

Public attention increasingly focused on the conditions of the mill workers. The New-York Weekly Tribune editorialized, “Girls of fifteen to eighteen or twenty should be most carefully shielded from the life long evils which result from excessively severe or protracted toil, not only for their own sakes but in view of their duty and destiny as the future wives and mothers of the nation.”

A Boston newspaper reported that in Lowell, some mill women had venereal disease and some worked in brothels. A doctor at Lowell Hospital filed a complaint about the “manifest disregard of cleanliness,” poor ventilation, and overcrowded conditions in the boardinghouses. Another medical survey found that from 1840 to 1849, half of the approximately sixteen hundred patients at the city hospital had been treated for typhoid fever and that the main cause was poor ventilation in the mills. Yet another doctor reported to the American Medical Association after touring the mills, “There is not a state’s prison or house of correction in New England where the hours of labor are so long, the hours for meals so short, and the ventilation so much neglected as in the cotton mills with which I am acquainted.”

Henry David Thoreau visited the mills, too. “I cannot believe that our factory system is the best mode by which men may get clothing,” he wrote. “The condition of the operatives is becoming every day more like that of the English, and it cannot be wondered at . . . since the principal object is, not that mankind may be well and honestly clad, but unquestionably, that the corporations may be enriched.”

Henry Miles, a Lowell minister, was a defender of the mill owners, and addressed the health issues in a book about mill life. “That there is sickness among the seven thousand factory girls of Lowell, cases of prostration of strength, and incapacity to bear the fatigues of confinement and toil, it would, of course, be absurd to deny,” Miles wrote. But he argued that the basic cause of illness was that some of the women were not taking care of themselves. As for a majority of them, “a walk throughout the mills must convince one, by the generally healthy and robust appearance of the girls, that their condition is not inferior, in this respect, to other working classes of their sex. Certainly, if multitudes of them went home to sicken and die, equal multitudes of their sisters and neighbors would not be very eager to take the fatal stations which are deserted.” What Miles did not say was that by the time he was writing, in the mid-l840s, most of the women coming into the mills were from destitute backgrounds and were desperate for work.

Miles surveyed some of the boardinghouses and included reports from their keepers, who, like their charges, were employees of the mills. He quoted one keeper as filling out a report this way: “Have kept a boardinghouse on the Boott [mill corporation] for nine years; have thirty-four boarders now; have had as many as five hundred in all; probably a fifth of those have been married; there has been no death in my house; three have gone home sick, and one of these died in a few months .. . two have been dismissed for bad conduct; never have had much sickness, and it is three years since a physician has been in the house; perhaps have had, in the nine years, twelve cases [of sickness] lasting a week.”

A second keeper’s report was similar in content and phrasing, suggesting that Miles offered the keepers editorial guidance: “Have kept a boardinghouse on the Lawrence [Corporation] seven years; now have twenty-seven boarders; have had in all a hundred and twenty-five; twenty-seven of my girls have been married; two have died; eight gone home sick; three dismissed from the house; have never had much sickness; a dozen cases lasting a week.”

Miles’s several explanations for sickness among the women included the idea that “there is something in the monotony of a mill life which seems to beget a morbid hankering for little artificial stimulants of the appetite, and the tone of the stomach is frequently deranged by a foolish and expensive patronage of the confectioner.” He provided no documentation for his curious assertion.

The workers in the mills believed that if anyone was going to look out for their interests it would have to be themselves. Some small strikes did bring victory. In 1845, women at the Dwight Corporation in Chicopee, Massachusetts, walked out to protest a wage cut. After the mill was idle for two days, managers asked the workers to return and gave them a raise of fifty cents a week.

Eliza Adams, who had journeyed to Lowell full of hope from the family farm in New Hampshire, was among those who embraced the principles of labor solidarity. In a poem she called “Lines Written on the Reduction of Wages in Lowell,” she wrote:

Shall we proud New England’s daughters
Bend our necks to wear the yoke
When our fathers crossed the waters
And tyrant chains of England broke . . .

Let the common cause unite us
Firm in purpose true in heart
For oppression doth invite us
Everyone to take her part.

In the early 1840s, the courts issued rulings favorable to organized labor. But creating an effective women’s union was difficult because of the circumstances of the times. Hannah Josephson wrote that women trying to organize for better pay or improved working conditions were considered “morally reprehensible.” They were also inexperienced negotiators. By their own choice, they were a transient workforce, staying in the mills only a few years. So when labor trouble first developed, none of them had been around long enough to acquire experience in negotiating with managers who were ferocious adversaries in bad times and closefisted even in good times. Despite all their disadvantages, Kathleen Barry wrote, this was a new generation of workers who were “already freer from the home than their mothers ever thought of being, and dared to act collectively for their sex.”

The most strident of the women leaders was Sarah Bagley, who came to Lowell from Candia, New Hampshire, to work in the Hamilton Mill. She was one of the organizers of the Lowell Female Labor Reform Association in 1844, with branch chapters at the Amoskeag Mills in Manchester and in the mills of Waltham, Fall River, Dover, and Nashua. She gained prominence in the New England labor movement and spoke with great power at many women’s conventions. She also took time to conduct night classes for mill women who wanted to continue their education.

Bagley was fired from her mill job after she became a labor leader, but that only gave her more time to use her gifts of oratory and organization. She began her battles on behalf of the workers during turbulent times. Susan B. Anthony was campaigning for the right of women to vote. Social reformers Horace Mann, in public education, and Dorothea Dix, in the treatment of the imprisoned and insane, were at the peak of their powers. Sojourner Truth was striving for the emancipation of slaves. Karl Marx and Frederich Engels were writing the Communist Manifesto with its call, “Workers of the world, unite!” Sarah Bagley was as significant as any of them to the women in the New England textile mills. More than anyone she opened their minds to the idea that they did not have to settle for secondhand lives.

“Is anyone such a fool as to suppose that out of six thousand factory girls in Lowell, sixty would be there if they could help it?” she wrote. “Whenever I raise the point that it is immoral to shut us up in a close-room twelve hours a day in the most monotonous and tedious of employment I am told that we have come to the mills voluntarily and we can leave when we will. Voluntarily! . . . the whip which brings us to Lowell is necessity. We must have money; a father’s debts are to be paid, an aged mother to be supported, a brother’s ambition to be aided and so the factories are supplied. Is this to act from free will? . . . Is this freedom? To my mind it is slavery.”

The Female Labor Reform Association elected Bagley president and adopted the motto “Try Again.” Her goal was to win a ten-hour work day, a growing issue in the New England mills. Skilled workers and artisans in the rest of the country had won a ten-hour day years earlier, and federal workers had done so in 1840. Now, as the women declared in a ditty, it was their turn:

If I must wend my way
Uncheered by hope’s sweet song
God grant that in the mills a day
May be but Ten Hours long.

From the start, the ten-hour day was unobtainable in an industry where managers demanded maximum production from the workers every precious second of every precious minute. Now Bagley was demanding the elimination of two and three hours from the workday. The manufacturers rejected the demand. One of them spoke of the women as if they were helpless wards of the industry: “The morals of the operatives will necessarily suffer if longer absent from the wholesome discipline of factory life, and leaving them thus to their will and liberty, without a warrant that this time will be well employed.” It is doubtful that the manufacturer would have risked sharing his thoughts in the presence of the fiery Bagley.

Bagley visited prisons to study the work days of inmates. At the Massachusetts state prison she saw a splendid library used by convicts who had plenty of leisure time to read. “They work four hours less per day than the operatives of Lowell,” she told a newspaper. At the New Hampshire state prison she found that the inmates also worked fewer hours. Taunting the capitalists she was battling, she told of meeting a distinguished looking inmate who could have been mistaken for a mill owner because he was “respected without regard” for how he got rich. He was behind bars for forgery.

Thousand of workers in Lowell, led by Bagley, petitioned the Massachusetts legislature for more civilized working hours: “We the undersigned peaceable, industrious and hardworking men and women of Lowell, in view of our condition–the evils already come upon us by toiling from thirteen to fourteen hours per day, confined in unhealthy apartments, exposed to the poisonous contagion of air . . . hastening us on through pain, disease and privation, down to a premature grave, pray the legislature to institute a ten-hour working day in all the factories of the state.”

Bagley led a group of women up Beacon Hill to the State House in Boston to speak at a hearing that was one of the first official investigations of labor conditions in America. The women were described as self-possessed and articulate as they testified about management abuses, but they failed to persuade the legislators. Referring to the woeful working conditions in the mills, the committee said, “We acknowledge all this, but we say, the remedy is not with us.” The legislators told the women to deal directly with their bosses. “Labor is intelligent enough to make its own bargains, and look out for its own interests without any interference from us,” the committee said. The women accused the legislators of acting in “cringing servility to corporate monopolies.”

The workers responded to an indifferent legislature with political retribution. Although the women did not have the vote, the men in the mills did, and they used it on the women’s behalf to defeat a Lowell member of the legislature, William Schouler, because he did not adequately support the women’s struggle for reduced hours. The women thanked the voters “for consigning William Schouler to the obscurity he so justly deserves.” With his defeat at the polls, Schouler may have been the first American politician to experience the collective wrath of women.

New Hampshire enacted a ten-hour law in 1847, but the mill owners found a way to circumvent the intent of the law: They simply fired everyone. Those who wanted their jobs back had to sign personal contracts that exempted them from the ten-hour provision, and this allowed the mills to work them for the same long hours as before. The New Hampshire workers staged mass protests all over the state, and less than half the women signed the contracts. The mills had to close until they could find enough women willing to work under the owners’ conditions. By this time even Great Britain, home of William Blake’s “dark Satanic Mills,” had enacted a law to limit women’s work to ten hours a day. Bowing to public pressure, New England states established an eleven-hour day in 1853. The ten-hour day was a lost cause in most of American industry until 1874. By then the Yankee women who had fought for it had long disappeared from the mills. It took decades more before the labor movement won the eight-hour day.

Through most of the years of conflict over working conditions in the mid-nineteenth century, the economy was robust, and the industry reaped profits. Still, management insisted on greater output, and the workers complained of the “speedup.” Weavers who once tended one or two looms were now required to tend three or four. The mills did this each time the designers of spinning machines and looms built new laborsaving features into their products. The women argued that piling more work on them was unfair, especially when their pay, after deductions for room and board, went from $2.60 a week down to $2.23. Women shoe workers in Lynn, Massachusetts, were earning one or two dollars more than that.

The women were obdurate when it came to the wage issue. Their bosses, even bosses who sympathized with them, were just as stiff-necked about holding the line on the payroll. Samuel Rodman, treasurer of the New Bedford Steam Company, a textile mill, kept a log during the contentious summer of 1847:

July 9. Some trouble with the girls at the factory today on account of the wages. Six of them left. A. C. Snell [another company official] and I talked kindly to them, showed that wages paid here were still higher than in most establishments, and that the reduction was on our part the result of necessity and not of choice.

July 13. There is some trouble at the factory with the weavers, indicating dissatisfaction with the price per cut. On the whole, things look very discouraging there.

July 14. [after the weavers quit]. Conferred with some of the stockholders who united in the opinion that we should not yield to their demand and measures were taken to obtain others if they should hold out, but in the afternoon I was glad to learn they had returned on learning from the superintendent that no more would be paid.

Overseers in many textile mills were awarded bonuses when the women produced more; consequently, they drove the workers harder and harder. “The girls were afraid to stay away when they fell sick,” Hannah Josephson said, “fearful of falling behind one another, as some of the newer overseers were brutal and tyrannical, and took advantage of their position to play favorites.” Women were fired on overseers’ charges of labor agitation, disobedience, lying, and misconduct. The mills established a quasi-military justice system to deal with insurrection. Workers who were “dishonorably discharged” were blackballed by the other mills in town. Some got around the problem by using aliases when applying for new jobs. If workers left voluntarily they had to secure a formal certificate of honorable discharge in order to get a job anywhere else. “Mine,” wrote Harriet Hanson Robinson, “of which I am still quite proud, is dated the year of my marriage, and is as follows: ‘HARRIET J. HANSON has been employed in the Boott Cotton Mills . . . and is honorably discharged. (Signed) J. F. TROTT.’ ”

Henry Miles cited entries from a Lowell company log of 1839 that recorded firings:

Jan. 3, Lydia, No. 1 spinning room, “obtained an honorable discharge by false pretenses. Her name has been sent round to the other Corporations as a thief and a liar.”

Jan. 3, Harriet in the No. 4 spinning room and Judith in No. 5 weaving room, “discharged as worthless characters.”

March 14, Ann, No. 2 spinning room, “discharged for reading in the mill.”

The company log recorded one especially lawless day:

March 25, Harriet in No. 4 carding room, Laura in No. 4 spinning room, Ellen in No. 1 carding room and George from the repair shop, “all discharged for improper conduct.”

Expressing unhappiness with the pay was enough to warrant firing. Other reasons, mill bosses said, included hysteria, levity, impudence, madness, and drunkenness. Charlotte Foster was dismissed by the Hamilton Mill on a charge that she was a “night walker.” Mary Moses and Lucy Richardson were fired for dancing in the spinning room of the mill. Elizabeth Wilson was let go by managers at the Hamilton because she was “a devil in petticoats.” In a study of the mill’s records, Carl Gersuny found that “no distinction was made between what workers did on company time and what they did on their own. Being ‘reported’ was grounds for dismissal even if the report had no bearing on work performance.”

John Greenleaf Whittier observed the declining condition of the women he had idealized during their happier years. Now he saw them under attack and lost in a sea of industrial strife. He was no longer in awe of Lowell as the paragon of American industry. “There have been a good many foolish essays written upon the beauty and divinity of labor by those who have never known what it really is to earn one’s livelihood by the sweat of the brow,” the poet wrote. “Let such be silent.”

The public’s image of the women worsened as reports spread that there were problems in the mills. The women, upset by the reports, searched for ways to tell their side of the story and to communicate with each other. They wanted to share their experiences in the mills, their longing for home, and their love of literature. With the help of Abel Thomas, minister of the Second Universalist Church, they founded a magazine in 1840 that they called the Lowell Offering. Thomas was editor for the first two years, then turned over the operation to the workers, and the Offering became the first magazine in America wholly run by women. Harriet Farley from Claremont, New Hampshire, began editing the magazine in 1842. Whittier was an editorial adviser. The Offering became the most admired employee magazine in the country.

The contributors, observing contemporary conventions of modesty, usually signed pen names or initials to their poems, stories, and essays. Their subjects ranged from childhood memories of family life to their views of the workplace and women’s role in industry. No one had ever read this kind of writing in America. More than fifty women wrote for the magazine over the five years of its existence, including Lucy Larcom and Sarah Bagley before she became an advocate for labor reform. Thousands of women in the mills all over New England read the magazine.

At first, the articles were glowing descriptions of life in the mill, but the tone of the essays soon changed. “Susan” wrote: “The girls here are not contented; and there is no disadvantage in their situation which they do not perceive as quickly, and lament as loudly, as the sternest opponents of the factory system do. They would scorn to say they were contented, if asked the question, for it would compromise their Yankee spirit—their pride,. . . independence, and love of ‘freedom and equality’ to say that they were contented with such a life as this.”

Another writer for the Offering was Betsey Chamberlain, a widow who settled in Lowell with her three children. Chamberlain wrote a piece that touched on many of the issues bothering the workers. She recounted a factory girl’s dream in which “A New Society” is created by the adoption of a set of resolutions, including:

Resolved, That no member of this society shall exact more than eight hours of labor, out of every twenty-four, of any person in his or her employment.

Resolved, That, as the laborer is worthy of his hire, the price for labor shall be sufficient to enable the working people to pay a proper attention to scientific and literary pursuits.

Resolved, That the wages of females shall be equal to the wages of males, that they may be enabled to maintain proper independence of character, and virtuous deportment.

Resolved, That industry, virtue and knowledge, (not wealth and titles,) shall be the standard of respectability for this society.

But then, Betsey Chamberlain wrote, the factory girl awoke to find it was only a dream.

Another worker publication, more blunt in its criticism, soon came on the scene. The Voice of Industry told the public that the mill system was “one of slow and legal assassination.” The paper was cofounded by Sarah Bagley, and her militancy was a presence on every page. “This talk about the continued prosperity, happy condition, and future independence of the producing class of this country, as a class, is all fiction, moonshine,” the Voice declared. “There is at this very moment a great strife between capital and labor, and capital is fast gaining the mastery.” The Voice charged that the continuing conflict robbed the women of their health. It said that the skeletal system of young women who were just coming into full development and strength was traumatized by long hours of physical exertion. The result often was scrofula, or tuberculosis of the lymphatic glands, and spinal ailments. The Voice confronted mill owner Abbott Lawrence in its pages, hurling verbal daggers at him in an open letter. The paper condemned him for tolerating overcrowding in boardinghouses that were infested with rats and bloodsucking bedbugs: “Your factory system is worse by far than that of Europe,” the paper told Lawrence. “You furnish your operatives with no more healthy sleeping apartments than the cellars and garrets of the English poor. . . . You shut up your operatives two or three hours longer a day in your factory prisons than is done in Europe. . . . You compel them to stand so long at the machinery . . . that varicose veins . . . swelling of the feet and limbs, and prolapsus uter, diseases that end only with [death], are not rare but common occurrences.”

A worker signing her poem as “Pheney” submitted these lines to the Voice:

And amidst the clashing noise and din
Of the ever heating loom,
Stood a fair young girl with throbbing brow,
Working her way to the tomb.

If words could kill, the Voice might have achieved at least some reforms. But Abbott Lawrence, unscathed by mere words, did not change any thing.

Women slaves in the cotton states suffered some of the same ailments as the New England mill women, including scrofula and prolapsus uter. They were plagued with spontaneous abortions, stillbirths, and death in childbirth. They contracted lung diseases, just as the women in the North did, and suffered an affliction exclusive to them: sore and infected fingers from picking cotton from sunrise to sunset, day after day, year after year. Frederick Douglass and Sojourner Truth, among the few African Americans in a position to speak out on behalf of the slaves, saw their suffering; when Douglass became dispirited, Sojourner Truth sought to comfort him. “Frederick,” she asked, “is God dead?”

The Yankee women continued their exodus from the mills. Some joined emigration societies that were taking people to the West to clear the forests and raise crops on soil that was richer than the rock strewn land at home. The mills hired men to roam the countryside in horse-drawn wagons to find women desperate enough to work in the mills. The long, low “slavers” carried a dozen or more women and all their belongings and all their remaining hopes for the future. The mills paid the drivers a dollar for each woman they recruited, more if the woman came from such a long distance that it would be difficult for her to quit once she was in the mill city. So the drivers traveled to economically depressed rural areas in the northern tiers of Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont for their human harvest, misleading the women about wages and working conditions. The women scrambled to escape from their bleak surroundings and so were easily misled. They climbed into the eerie-looking slaver wagons, not in joyous pursuit of adventure like the first mill women, but just to get a job and to survive. One driver who transported a Maine woman oversold the attractions of mill life. When the young woman arrived in Lowell, heard the racket of the mills and finally realized what her fate was to be, she demanded that the driver take her back home, and he did.

A Portland, Maine, newspaper decried the trade in human misery. “There are hundreds of young females shipped from this State every year to the factory prison-houses, like cattle, sheep and pigs sent to slaughter,” the newspaper said, and their destiny was to labor in “the polluted and polluting manufacturing towns where they are prepared for a miserable life and a horrible death in the abodes of infamy.”

As wage cuts continued, Irish immigrants began coming into the mills. For the Yankee women, the adventure in American industry was at an end. “You could not count on high-spirited and intelligent New England girls to accept such a drop in their standards tamely,” Hannah Josephson wrote. “They were not deceived by the sanctimoniousness of corporate paternalism.” In a final break with the past, the exhausted Yankee women quit the Self Improvement Circles. “A time came when the speedup threatened to drain them of all energy for intellectual pursuits after working hours,” Josephson said. They “fought a dignified campaign to regain their old standards. Once this was lost, they did not renew the struggle. They simply retired from the scene.”

As conditions worsened, the Lowell Offering came under increasing criticism for being too optimistic, and too friendly with the owners, while not speaking out enough on behalf of the workers. Bagley called editor Harriett Farley a “mouthpiece for the corporations.” Farley contended that the best way to achieve better working conditions was to “do good by stealth,” to persuade mill owners with civil language, not bombast. She denied that the magazine’s contributors were the “poor, caged birds” their critics called them, “singing of the flowers which surround our prison bars, and apparently unconscious that those bars exist.” To the end of her years as editor she maintained that position. “I have never felt disposed to croak or whine about my factory life,” she said, “and have endeavored to impose a cheerful spirit into the little magazine I edit.” With subscriptions falling off, the Offering put out its last issue in 1845.

Sarah Bagley mysteriously and suddenly dropped out of the labor movement and took a new turn in her life. She became among the first women telegraph operators in the country, opening the Lowell telegraph office in 1846. The Female Labor Reform Association she had led faded in significance. There is no substantial biographical information on this early pioneer in the struggle for women’s rights. Writer Helena Wright said that Bagley “was a pivotal figure, representing the entry of women into the industrial work force in the United States, their attempts to join with men in the labor reform movement of the 1840s, and the ultimate failure of women’s influence without a political power base. Bagley’s problems and frustrations were symptomatic of those of all leaders rendered impotent by the circumstances of defeat. We can only admire what she was able to accomplish in spite of her position and wish that we knew more about the forces which shaped her life.” Her struggles with management often ended in frustration, but Sarah Bagley ignited fires of labor rebellion that the mill owners never smothered.

As other women vanished from the mill cities, they also left behind scant details of their lives, except for their record as pioneers in American labor history. They were what Mary Lyon had hoped they would be—the bone and sinew and glory of the nation.

Mary Paul returned to her native Vermont and established a garment shop in Brattleboro. Then, perhaps because of hard experiences in the mills, she explored the possibilities of more equitable labor in a utopian community. She left after a year and eventually she married.

Some women fulfilled Nathaniel Hawthorne’s prophecy and mated themselves “with the pride of drawing rooms and literary circles.” They married mill executives and other professionals, and became society matrons in the towns where they had begun their working lives.

Other women took different paths out of Lowell. Harriett Farley gave up her literary career, married, and moved to New York City. Margaret Fuller became a sculptor in Boston. Eliza Jane Cate wrote eight books. Sarah Shedd saved her earnings as a mill worker and then as a teacher and left twenty-five hundred dollars for the establishment of a library in her home town of Washington, New Hampshire.

Lucy Larcom, who had pasted poems on the wall near her workstation in the mill, never let the factory system consume her soul. Like so many of her coworkers, she knew there was something better, and when she revealed the thoughts that flooded her mind during her mill years, she seemed to speak for them all: “I felt that I belonged to the world, that there was something for me to do in it, though I had not yet found out what.” She found her destiny as a writer and poet, and then as a teacher at the school that became Wheaton College near Boston.

Eliza Adams of Derry, New Hampshire, stayed in Lowell much longer than her coworkers. Then she moved to Ipswich, Massachusetts, so she could both work in a mill and study at the academy in town. She moved from mill to mill a few more years and finally had saved enough money to buy a farm in South Hadley, the town where Mary Lyon had established Mount Holyoke. She adopted three girls and as a single mother prospered on the farm.

When John Tyler was president, he, like Andrew Jackson, visited Lowell to learn about the remarkable New Englanders who had helped launch America’s Industrial Revolution. Eliza Adams was still living in the city, and she took time off from work to be among the thousands of people who went to the railroad station to see Tyler. But neither she nor any ot her factory women paraded before the president, as they had done for Jackson. Most of the Yankee-bred, rosy cheeked, independent-minded young women were gone, leaving Irish immigrants to work in their place. It would not be good public relations for the mill owners to show President Tyler their new workforce. It would not be prudent to stage a parade of overworked, underpaid people who were not much better off than the wretches of the British mill system who had so horrified Francis Cabot Lowell.
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