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INTRODUCTORY NOTE 

THE work of women for wages under a competitive 
organization of industry presents a problem of com- 
pelling interest. Women have, of course, always 
worked. The invention of the processes essential to 
orderly and secure group life was the contribution of 
primitive women.= Under the organization of labor 
developed by the Greeks and Romans; in the work- 
shops of the monasteries and convents of the Middle 
Ages; as members of the crafts in which they took 
an honorable positioq4 governed by the regulations 

l Bucher, "Industrial Evolution," Chaps. I, 11; Thomas, "Sex 
and Society," p. 126; Pearson, "Chances of Death," ii, 49. 
"The civilization of woman handed down a mass of useful cus- 
tom and knowledge; it was for after generations to accept that and 
eradicate the rest. When I watch to-day the peasant women of 
Southern Germany and of Norway toiling in the house and field, 
while the male looks on, I do not think the one a downtrodden 
slave of the other. She appears to me the bearer of a civilization 
to which he has not yet attained. She may be the fossil of the 
mother age, but he is a fossil of a still lower stratum-barbarism 
pure and simple." 

Leroy-Beaulieu, "Le travail des femmes au dix-neuvibme 
sitcle," p. 5. 

S Eckenstein, "Woman Under Monasticism," Chap. VII. 
a For example, in Paris, see Dixon, " Craftswomen in the Livre 

des M6tierslW Economic Journal, v, 209. 
vii 
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as to hours, wages, fines, apprentices, and promotion, 
identical with those under which men worked; in the 
English " factories " of the fourteenth century; in 
the domestic or cottage system of industry which pre- 
vailed largely in England prior to the industrial rev- 
olution; * in the work of household production in 
America during the colonial and early republican 
period ; under every industrial system, women have 
had a recognized position. 

The dignity and honor of their relation to their 
work have varied with the dignity and honor with 
which they have been generally regarded. When they 
were slaves their occupation assumed a servile char- 
acter; and it may be that the dishonor often appar- 
ently attaching to labor grows out of the fact that 
production was first exclusively in the hands of wom- 
en.3 On the other hand, under some systems the posi- 
tion of women in relation to their work has been one 
of real power. In such a system as characterized 
American life during the earliest period described in 
the following study, when goods were made in and for 
the household from raw materials furnished by the 
household, the woman determined what should be made 
and how the product should be distributed. In  fact 
the extent to which the spending function is conceded 
her by the family group to-day when the family has 

l Taylor, "The Modern Factory System," p. 53. 
Taylor, pp. 57, 58; Toynbee, "Industrial Revolution," p. 53. 

a Veblen, " Barbarian Status of Women," American Journal 
of Sociology, iv, 501. . . . 

Vl l l  

become simply a center of consumption, is a survival 
of the control which was hers when the family was 
still a producing unit. 

Women have not, however, always worked for 
wages. Without dwelling upon the fact that, under 
simple forms of organization, the return for labor is 
often combined with payment for the use of tools and 
for materials, i t  might be noted that in the period 
just preceding the introduction of the factory system 
both in England and Aaerica, production was often 
so carried on as to allow the return for the labor 
of the entire family to be collected by the head of the 
family who had the legal right to the time and earn- 
ings both of his wife and of his minor children.= 

The family wage was common then, and i t  was de- 
termined in part by the standard of the group, and in 
part by the bargaining power of the man who collected 
it. To-day there is a group wage in so far  as various 
classes are paid "supplementary wages," but these 
are determined not by the bargaining power of the 
man, but often by the helplessness of the woman and 
of the minor children who have become the apparent 
collectors of their own wages. 

Objections are, therefore, raised and difficulties en- 
countered, due not to any novel industrial activity on 
the part of women, but to the disturbance created by 

l See in a later discussion, for illustrations of the way in which 
the man collected the wage for the group well into the nine- 
teenth century and even after the members of the group had 
followed their work to the factory. 

ix 
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for all members of the community. The following 
study is, therefore, offered in the belief that i t  has 
real significance for those concerned with the problem 
of wage-earning women. 

I t  has, however, a wider interest than this. A field 
in American economic history hitherto substantially 
untouched is here disclosed. Moreover, with the his- 
tory of the growth of our great manufacturing indus- 
tries for the most part still unwritten, the difficulties 
in the way of such an inquiry as the present are very 
great. But  there is for the same reason greater value 
in the contribution which is made by this study to our 
knowledge of early economic conditions and rela- 
tionships, of the technical development of the indus- 
tries discussed, of early governmental policy relating 
to industry, as well as to our correct understanding 
of the industrial opportunity of the working woman 
of an earlier time and the progress which she has 
made up to the present day. 

S. P. BRECKINRIDOE. 
THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO. 

PREFACE 

THE following investigation was begun in 1905 when 
I published jointly with Dr. S. P. Breckinridge, of 
the University of Chicago, with whom I was then 
studying, an analysis of recent census statistics deal- 
ing with the employment of women. The result of 
our statistical inquiry was to show that, while the 
present tendency was toward an increase in gainful 
employment among women, that increase had been 
only normal, considering the rate of increase in the 
population, in the group of industrial occupations 
designated in the census as " manufacturing and me- 
chanical pursuits " while there had been a dispropor- 
tionately large increase only in the occupational 
group " trade and t ran~por ta t ion .~~ With nearly a 
million and a half women in our manufacturing in- 
dustries and no recent influx into the occupations in 
this group, it was evident that the presence of women 
in our mills and factories was not a new phenomenon; 
and i t  became a matter of interest to discover just 
how long and how far  women had been an industrial 
factor of importance. 

The employment of women, therefore, became a 
xiii 
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problem in economic history, and although we realized 
that, a t  a time when so many questions concerning 
the working woman were pressing for immediate solu- 
tion, it might well seem academic and impractical to 
deal only with her past, we believed that a truthful 
account of that past might throw some light on pres- 
ent-day problems. 

This volume is, therefore, an attempt to carry on 
the investigation from the point at  which it was left 
four years ago. The continuation of the study was 
made possible in the first instance through the assist- 
ance of the Carnegie Institution of Washington, and 
to the late Carroll D. Wright, then at  the head of the 
Department of Economics and Sociology, grateful 
acknowledgment must be made. 

I have already said that Dr. Breckinridge and I 
began this study as a joint investigation, and although 
my absence from Chicago for three years made i t  im- 
possible for us to continue the work together, I have 
throughout that time worked under her general direc- 
tion and I have had always the benefit of her gen- 
erous and sympathetic counsel. I t  has been my privi- 
lege during the past year to be again closely asso- 
ciated with her, so that in the work of revision and 
in preparation for the press, these chapters have been 
constantly submitted to her for criticism. It is not 
possible for me to say just what or how much the book 
owes to her, but without her assistance i t  would never 
have been written. 

I t  is a pleasure also to acknowledge the debt which 
s iv  

I owe to two other friends, to Miss Clara E. Collet, 
M.A., Iionorary Fellow of University College, Lon- 
don, and senior investigator of women's industries in 
the Board of Trade (Labour Department), and to Dr. 
Frances Gardiner Davenport of the Department of 
Historical Research in the Carnegie Institution of 
Washington. 

To Miss Coilet I am indebted, not for direct help in 
connection with the preparation of these chapters, 
but, in common with all students of the history and 
statistics of women's employment, for the invaluable 
work which she has done in this field. Four years 
ago, in our first published study, Dr. Breckinridge 
and I made public acknowledgment of the stimulus 
and help we had received from a study of Miss Col- 
let's reports to the Board of Trade on the " Employ- 
ment of Women and Girls." Not only for these but 
for her reports on the same subject prepared for the 
Royal Commission on Labour as we11 as for her earlier 
investigations in connection with the preparation of 
Booth's " Life and Labour of the People," and for 
her other brilliant and suggestive studies of women's 
work, all later students of the subject are under obli- 
gation to her. 

The debt to Miss Davenport is of quite another sort, 
for her own studies have been in a more remote field 
of history. But i t  has been my privilege, a t  differ- 
ent times, to submit several of these chapters to her 
for criticism, and the book does, therefore, embody 
some of her suggestions. I t  has, moreover, been a 
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constant source of reassurance, during the four years 
in which this volume has been in preparation to know 
that she believed the subject worthy of investiga- 
tion as  a neglected chapter in our economic history. 

A large part of the material presented in this book 
has appeared from time to time since 1906 in the 
form of a series of articles in the Journal of Political 
Economy, and acknowledgment should be made to 
the editors for their courtesy in placing this ma- 
terial again a t  my disposal. While i t  has been in  
large part revised and rewritten, chapters V11 and 
V111 are reprinted substantially as they appeared. 
I have also to thank the editors of the AmZrican Jour- 
ltal of  Sociology and of the Publications o f  the Asso- 
ciation o f  Collegiate Alumnm for kindly allowing me 
to use again some of the material published in their 
magazines. 

E. A. 
HULL HOUSE, C ~ C A Q O ,  

October 1, 1909. 
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WOMEN IN  INDUSTRY 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

PUBLIC opinion in this country has been recently 
concerned with the increase in gainful employment 
among women, and misapprehension has arisen from 
a failure to understand the complexity of the problem; 
for the employment of women presents not one ques- 
tion but many questions. There is, for example, the 
familiar problem of domestic service which is, nu- 
merically, the most important women's occupation. 
Quite different problems appear in connection with 
agriculture and the other extractive occupations such 
as mining and smelting. In  the professions there are 
still to face the old questions of restriction of oppor- 
tunity, of equal work for unequal pay, as well as the 
new and larger question of the way in which new 
power acquired by women through the removal of 
educational and social barriers may be most easily 
turned to social ends. 

I n  the group of occupations, including stenography, 
typewriting, bookkeeping, and sklesmanship, which 
are connected not with the industrial but with the 
business organization of the day, there is a long series 
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INTRODUCTION 

of problems of which perhaps the most pressing is 
the effect of the pin-money worker who makes of her 
occupation a " parasitic trade." And finally, therc is 
the question of the employment of women in indus- 
trial occupations, about which there is some prejudice 
and a good deal of misunderstanding. 

An increase, therefore, in gainful employment 
among women becomes a distinct question for each 
of these several groups. While i t  is true that the 
public mind does, unconsciously perhaps, differen- 
tiate them, this is done for the most part illogically 
and unscientifically. With regard to the number of 
women entering two of the five occupational groups, 
agriculture, in which the women employed are chiefly 
the negro women of the South, and domestic service, 
public opinion has little concern. There is no fear 
of a disproportionate increase in either of them. But 
i t  is, on the other hand, generally assumed that the 
number of gainfully employed women has increased 
alike in the professions, in " trade and transporta- 
tion," and in manufacturing industries. The pro- 
fessional woman and the woman commercially em- 
ployed are, however, almost exclusively characteristic 
of the present day, while the woman in inclustry is 
older than the factory system itself. I n  the first half 
of the nineteenth century, at  a time when educated 
and uneducated women alike worked in mills and fac- 
tories, the employment of women in the professions 
or in clerical positions was comparatively rare. As 
late as 1855, for example, the employment of women 

2 

as clerks was unusual. An article in Hunt's Mer- 
chant's Magazine for that year called attention to the 
" employment of ladies as clerks in stores " as an 
item of special interest, and a contemporary news- 
paper commented as follows: " The New York Times 
is earnestly advocating the employment of females as 
clerks in stores-particularly all retail dry goods 
stores. I t  is an employment for which they are well 
fitted, and would properly enlarge their sphere of 
action and occupation and it is a business that they 
can do better than men. . . . It would give employ- 
ment to a great many young ladies, and would be 
degrading no one willing to earn a living." 

Between the year 1870, when the census first pre- 
sented statistical data on the subject, and the year 
1900, the percentage which women formed of the total 
number of persons employed in " professional serv- 
ice " had increased from 1.6 per cent to 10.5 per 
cent, in " trade and transportation " from 24.8 per 
cent to 43.2 per cent, in the manufactures group from 
13 per cent to 19 per cent.l Census statistics for the 
last decade of the nineteenth century make more 
clear, perhaps, the fact that in recent years the in- 
crease in gainful cniployment among women has not 

l This is the increase according to the Census of Occupations. 
According to the Census of Manufactures it would be from 
16 per cent to 19 per cent. The former percentages are used 
here for the sake of uniformity since those for the other occu- 
pational groups can be obtained only from Census of Occupations. 
But those from the Census of Manufactures are believed to be more 
reliable. On this point, however, see Appendix B. 
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been in the industrial group. A study of the table 
given below will make this point more clear. Tliis 
table shows the number of women and the number 
of men employed in the five large occupational groups 
of the census classification in 1890 and in 1900. The 
table also makes possible a comparison not of absolute 
numbers and percentages alone, but of the number of 
persons in each ten thousand of the total number of 
persons over ten years of age who were employed in 
these different groups of occupations in 1900 and 
1890, and the resulting increases or decreases. 

From this table it appears,l (1) that the most strik- 
ing increases both for men and women are in the 
group " trade and transportation," (2)  that for wom- 
en three of the other groups-" professional service," 
' ' manufacturing and mechanical pursuits, ' ' ' ' domes- 
tic and personal service "-show fairly equal gains 
and the group " agriculture " is not far  behind; (3 )  
that the increase in the number of men who are going 
into " manufacturing and mechanical pursuits " is 
greater than the increase in the number of women 
entering the same group ; that is, 19 more women and 
34 more men out of every ten thousand of each sex in 
the population went into the manufacturing group 
in 1900 than had entered in 1890. I t  should be 
pointed out that the percentage increase would bc 

-. 

For a more elaborate discussion of this table, sce an arc icle 
on the "Employment of Women," Twelfth Census Statistics, by 
Sophonisba P. Breckinridge and Edith Abbott in the Journal 
of Political Economy, Vol. xiv, pp. 14-41. 

4 

slightly larger for women than men, 27.7 against 24.1, 
but such percentages cannot, of course, be properly 
compared, for a comparatively small increase in a 

Apliculture. . . . . . . . . . . l 977.336 ( 769.845 / 9,404,429 / 8,378,603 
professional service.. . . 430,597 311,687 827,941 632,646 
DomesJic and personal 

servlce. . . . . . . . . . . . . / 2,095,449 1,667,651 3,485,298 2,553,161 

mechanical p U I-) l l 1 
suits.. . . . . . . . . . . . . 464.7 445.7 19.0 1943.4,1909.6/ 33.8 

All occupations.. . . . . 1883.2 1736.9 146.3 7997.0,7930.3 66.7 
I 

Trade and transporta- 
t ion..  . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Manufacturing and me- 
chanical pursmts. . . . 

All Population occupations. over . . . . . tell . . 
years. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Agriculture.. . . . . . . . . 
Professional service . . 
Donlestic and per- 

sonal service . . . . . . 
Trade and transpor- 

tation..  . . . . . . . . . . 
Manufacturing and 

small number will show a larger percentage of in- 

228,421 

1,027,928 

4,005,532 

23,060,900 

503.347 

1,312,668 

5,319,397 

28,246,384 

crease than a much larger increase in a large number. 
For women, then, trade and transportation alone 

shows a disportionate increase; i t  is into this group 
5 

346.0 
152.4 

741.8 

178.1 

4,263,617 ' 3,097,701 

5,772,641 

23,753,836 

29,703,440 

333.8 
135.1 

723.1 

99.0 

4,650,540 

19,312,651 
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of occupations that the new recruits to the ranks of 
gainfully employed women have largely gone; and 
whatever the problem of women in industry may be, 
it is clearly not a new one within the last ten, or even 
the last thirty, years. 

The point of departure to-day in most discussions 
regarding women in industry is the home. It is as- 
sumed that the presence of women in industrial life 
is a new phenomencin and one to be viewed with 
alarm. The employment of women, i t  is feared, will 
mean greater competition and ultimately the displace- 
ment of men. Because the labor of women is cheaper, 
the woman, i t  is said, will usurp the place of the 
breadwinner; and the home will be ruined. Much at- 
tention has been given in late years to the employ- 
ment of women in our manufacturing establishments 
of the present day, to questions concerning the physi- 
cal and moral surroundings under which they work, 
their wages, the length of the working day. But no 
attempt has as yet been made to deal with the historic 
background out of which these questions emerge ; and 
upon the student of economic history, therefore, de- 
volves the task of tracing out from the records of our 
industrial development, such an account of the work- 
ing woman's past as may throw light on the problems 
of to-day. 

The present study is, therefore, not an investiga- 
tion into present corditions of women's work and 
wages, but an inquiry into the history and statistics 
of the employment of women in America. Without 
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such a study i t  is impossible to examine properly cer- 
tain fundamental questions relating to women's work. 
How far  is the gainful employment of women, either 
in the home or away from it, peculiarly characteristic 
of the nineteenth century? Has the growth of our 
manufacturing industries provided a new field for 
the employment of women? Or has there only been 
an increase in the opportunity for work in those 
employments which have long existed? And has 
the result of i t  all been that what was former- 
ly " men's work " has passed into the hands of 
women 9 

It is believed that an inquiry into the history of 
women's work and a consideration of the early atti- 
tude toward such work, together with a study of the 
statistics of their employment during the last century, 
may be worth while, not only as a contribution toward 
the history of an important subject, but because of 
the practical bearing i t  may have upon the problems 
connected with the employment of women to-day. 
Women's work is often considered too exclusively in 
its theoretical aspects. Statistics for the first half 
of the century are not brought into their proper re- 
lation with those of the latter half. The early atti- 
tude toward the employment of women is not only 
outgrown but forgotten. Moreover, attempts to dis- 
cover how far  women have taken the places of men 
as factory employees by a study of census statistics 
for the last few decades have been, and must neces- 
sarily be, futile; for that is merely touching in a 
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superficial way a problem that is as old as the factory 
system itself. 

It will appear that it is essential to any profitable 
discussion of women's work that a line of delimita- 
tion be drawn between questions concerning the em- 
ployment of professional women and those relating 
to the employment of women in industry. While the 
problems of all gainfully employed women, whether 
professionally trained and educated or untrained and 
unskilled, are fundamentally interdependent, yet for 
many purposes they must be considered separate ques- 
tions; and the working woman has undoubtedly been 
wronged in the past because of the pseudo-democratic 
refusal to recognize class distinctions in discussions 
of the woman question. Moreover, a failure to see 
important points of unlikeness has led, a t  times, to 
confusion in theory and to unfortunate practical re- 
sults. I t  is, for example, a part of the history of the 
struggle for factory legislation in England that an 
unwillingness to grant that the working woman had 
peculiar grievances delayed the progress of very neces- 
sary reforms.= 

I t  has, finally, been too often assumed that the con- 
spicuous broadening of the field of opportunities and 
activities for educated women during the latter half 
of the nineteenth century has been a progress without 
class distinctions in which all women have shared 

alike. But the history of the employment of women 
in professional and industrial life has been radically 
different, and the fruits of that long struggle of the 
last century for what is perhaps nebulously described 
as " women's rights," have gone, almost exclusively, 
to the women of the professional group. 

l See the chapter on "The Women's Rights Opposition," 
Hutchins and Hamison, "History of Factory Legislation," pp. 
183, 184. 
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CHAPTER l1 

THE COLONIAL PERIOD 

A STUDY of the relation of the woman wage earner 
to the factory system in this country involves some 
preliminary inquiry regarding her share in the work 
done under more primitive methods of production. 
Industrially we were a backward nation and, for a 
considerable time after our political independence had 
been secured, we remained economically dependent 
upon England. At the close of the first decade of 
the nineteenth century development of our manu- 
facturing industries had scarcely begun. 

A detailed survey of the field of employment for 
women during this earlier period is impossible be- 
cause of the scarcity of records. bloreover, such a 
study would be on the whole unprofitable. I t  has, 
however, seemed justifiable to present the following 
body of material dealing with the employment of 
women during the seventeenth and eighteenth cen- 
turies, because though somewhat fragmentary, cov- 
ering a considerable period of time dealing with a 
large and miscellaneous group of occupations, and 
confined chiefly to a single section of the country, i t  

10 

is believed to contribute to an understanding 
of the relation of women to the later industrial 
system. 

Our primary interests during this early period 
were agriculture and commerce, and there was very 
little field for the industrial employment either of 
men or women. Such manufactures as were carried 
on in these early centuries were chiefly household 
industries and the work was necessarily done in the 
main by women. Indeed, i t  would not be far wrong 
to say that, during the colonial period, agriculture 
was in the hands of men, and manufacturing, for the 
most part, in the hands of women. Men were, to be 
sure, sometimes weavers, shoemakers, or tailors; and 
here and there women of notable executive ability, 
such as the famous Eliza Lucas of South Carolina,' 
managed farms and plantations. 

I t  is of interest to note, too, in this connection that 
in the case of land allotments in early New England, 
women who were heads of families received their pro- 
portion of planting land; and in Salem, Plymouth, 
and the Cape Cod towns women could not get enough 
land. Although spinsters did not fare so well, i t  is a 
matter of record that in Salem even unmarried wom- 
en were at first given a small allotment. The custom 
of granting " maid's lotts," however, was soon dis- 
continued in order to avoid " all presedents and evil 
events of graunting lotts unto single maidens not dis- 

l See Harriott Ravenel, " Life of Eliza Pinckney." 
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posed of. " l I n  accordance with this ungallant de- 
cision, the " Salem Town Records " show one 
" Deborah Nolmes refused Land being a maid but 
hath four bushels of corn granted her . . . and would 
be a bad presedent to keep house alone." I n  1665, 
in Pennsylvania, 75 acres of land were promised to 
every female over fourteen years of age, and while 
this does not mean that the management of the lands 
was necessarily in their hands, in many cases this 
must have happened. 

But although daughters and wives often helped 
a t  home with what was rather rough work, cutting 
wood, milking, and the like, and the girl in service 
did similar " chores," i t  was not customary to em- 
ploy women to any large extent for regular farm 
work. This was, of course, in contrast to the practice 
in England and on the Continent, where women, at  
this time, were regularly hired as reapers, mowers, 
and haymakers. An early account of Virginia says 
with regard to this point that " the women are not, 
as is reported, put into the ground to worke but 
occupie such domestique employments as in England. 
. . . Yet some wenches that are not fit to be so em- 
ployed are put into the ground." It seems, there- 

' These details are found in Professor Herbert B. Adarn's in- 
teresting study in the " Johns Hopkins University Studies," First 
Series, vols. ix-X, " Allotments of Land in Salem to Men, Women 
and Maids," pp. 34, 35. 

"ammond, "Leah and Rachel" (London, 1656). Re- 
printed in Force, Tracts, iii. 
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fore, clear that, with the exception of such cases as 
have been reported, the work on the f a r m  was done 
by men. 

Women on the other hand, were, for the most part 
engaged in the domestic cares of the household, which 
included at  that time the manufacture within the 
home of a large proportion of the articles needed 
for household use. And besides the occupations of 
a domestic kind, there were, in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, various other employments open 
to them which it may be worth while to notice with- 
out attempting to apply the classification growing 
out of the more complex organization of the present 
day. An attempt will be made, therefore, to give a 
brief account of all gainful occupations in  which wom- 
en were engaged without attempting to classify them. 

One of the oldest of these was the keeping of tav- 
erns and " ordinaries." I n  1643, the General Court 
of Massachusetts granted Goody Armitage permission 
to " keepe the ordinary, but not to drawe wine," l 

and throughout this century and the next the Boston 
town records show repeated! instances of the granting 
of such licenses to women. I n  1669, for example, 
" Widdow Snow and Widdow Upshall were ' ap- 
proved of to sell beere and wine for the yeare 
ensuinge and keep houses of publique entertain- 
ment '," and there are records of the granting of 
similar permissions to other women on condition that 

'"Massachusetts Colonial Records," ii, 46. 
13 
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they " have a careful and sufficient man to manage the 
house." Such licenses were granted most frequently 
to widows, but occasionally to wives. Thus the wife 

of Thomas Hawkins was given permission to sell 
licluors " by retayle" only because of " the selectmen 
consideringe the necessitie and weake condition of her 
Husband. ' ' 

Shopkeeping was another of the early gainful em- 
ployment~ for women in this country. The " New 
Haven Colonial Records " contain a most interesting 
account of a woman shopkeeper who flourished for a 
time during the first half of the seventeenth century, 
and then became involved in serious difficulties be- 
cause of her method of systematic overcharging. I n  
1643 an indignant customer appealed to the court, 
charging that he had " heard of the dearnes of her 
commodities, the excessive gaynes she tooke, was dis- 
couradged from proceedinge and accordingly bid his 
man tel her he would have none of her cloth." He 
asked the court to deal with her " as an oppressor 
of the commonweale" and offered ten specific charges; 
among them, " that she sold primmers at  9 pense a 
piece which cost but 4 pence here in New England " 
and that " she sold a peece of cloth to the two Mecars 
at  23s. 4d. per yard in wompom, the cloth cost her 
about 12s. per yard and sold when wompom was in 
great request." l I t  is of interest that Higginson 
refers to this employment for women in asking pat- 

" New Haven Colonial Records," i, 174-176, 147. 
14 

ronage for " sister Wharton's two daughters to help 
forward their shop-keeping "; and, he adds signifi- 
cantly that they " are like to continue as ancient 
maids I know not how long, Sarah being 25 or 26 
years old ! " 

Other kinds of business attracted women in this 
same period. The raising of garden seeds and similar 
products seems to have been a common occupat1on.l 
Women were sometimes shrewd traders and, often, 
particularly in  the seaboard towns, venturesome 
enough to be speculators. An interesting example 
of the way in which women along the coast some- 
times risked their savings is to be found in an old 
memorandum of one Margaret Barton which belongs 
to the year 1703 and is preserved in the Boston Pub- 
lic Library's collection of manuscripts. This woman, 
who claimed to have served a full apprenticeship in 
the trade of " chair frame making " and to have 
worked a t  i t  for a time, seems to have made quite a 
fortune for those days in " ventures a t  sea." She 
was, however, a rather disreputable person, for the 
" Boston Selectmen's Records " show that she was 
" warned out of town," and her testimony may not 
be altogether reliable. 

Among the other gainful employments for women 
in  this period which were not industrial might be 
mentioned keeping a " dame's school " which, though 

' See, for example, advertisements in the Boston Evening Post, 
January 25, 1745; Boston Gazette, April 19, 1748; New England 
Weekly Journal, March 10, 1741. 
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a very unremunerative occupation, was often resorted 
to.' There were, too, many notable nurses and mid- 
wives; in Bristol a woman was ringer of the bell and 
kept a meeting-house, and in New Haven a woman 
was appointed to " sweepe and dresse the meeting 
house every weeke and have 1s. a weeke for her 
pains." The common way, however, for a woman to 
earn her board and a few pounds a year was by going 
out to service. But i t  should be noted that the domes- 
tic servant in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen- 
turies was employed for a considerable part of her 
time in processes of manufacture and that, with- 
out going far  wrong, one might classify this as an 
industrial occupation. A servant, for example, who 
was a good spinner or a good tailoress, was val- 
ued accordingly, and advertisements in eighteenth- 
century newspapers frequently mention this as a 
qualification. 

There remain, however, a number of instances, in 
which women were employed in and were even at  the 
head of what might, strictly speaking, be called in- 
dustrial establishments. A woman, for example, oc- 
casionally ran a mill, carried on a distillery, or even 
worked in a sawmill. The " Plymouth Colony 
Records " note in 1644 that " Mistress Jenny, upon 
the presentment against her, promiseth to amend the 

l There is a record of a woman keeping such a school in New 
Haven before 1656. See Blake, "Chronicles of New Haven 
Green," p. 184; and see also Sewall, "History of Woburn," p. 52, 
for a further note on such work. 
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grinding at  the mill, and to keep morters cleane, and 
baggs of corne from spoyleing and looseing." At 
Mason's settlement at  Piscataqua, " eight Danes and 
twenty two women " were employed in sawing lum- 
ber and making potash.' I n  1693 a woman appears 
with two men on the pages of the " Boston Town 
Records ' l  " desiring leave to build a slaughter 
house. l '  But all of these seem to have been unusual 
employments. 

There were, however, a great many women printers 
in the eighteenth century, and these women were both 
compositors and worked at the press. Several colon- 
ial newspapers were published by women and they 
printed books and pamphlets as well. Women were 
also employed in the early paper mills, where they 
were paid something like the equivalent of seventy- 
five cents a week and board. 

Although there is no doubt of the fact that women 
were gainfully employed away from home a t  this 
time, such employment was quite unimportant com- 
pared with work which they did in their own homes. 

I n  considering minor industrial occupations within 
the home we find that a few women were bakers2 
and some were engaged in similar work, such as mak- 

Weeden, "Social and Economic History of New England," 
i, 168; and see p. 310 for note of a woman who bolted flour for 
her neighbors. 

See, for example, Felt, "Annals of Salem," ii, 152; and see 
also the mention of Widow Gray in Boston News Letter, January 
21, 1711. 

17 



WOMEN I N  INDUSTRY THE COLONIAL PERIOD 

ing and selling of preserves or wine.l But the great 
majority of women in this group were employed in 
the manufacture of textiles, which in its broadest 
sense includes knitting, lacemaking, the making of 
cards for combing cotton and wool, as well as sewing, 
spinning and weaving. 

Some women must have found knitting a profitable 
by-employment. Knit stockings sold for two shillings 
a pair, and occasionally for much more. One old ac- 
count book records that " Ann " sold a " pare of 
stockens for 16s." Sewing and tailoring were stand- 
ard occupations and were variously remunerated,- 
one woman made " shirts for the Indians " at  eight- 
pence each, and " men's breeches " for a shilling and 
sixpence a pair, and in addition to this work of tailor- 
ing she taught school, did spinning and weaving for 
good pay, managed her house, was twice married and 
had fourteen ~ h i l d r e n . ~  

Spinning and weaving, the processes upon which 
the making of cloth depended, absorbed a great deal 
of the time the women and girls of the period. 
This work was not uniformly organized according to 
any one industrial system. I n  the seventeenth cen- 
tury, the work was household industry; the raw ma- 
terials were furnished by the household and the fin- 
ished product was for household use; but so far  as 

The Nrw England Weekly Journal, July 5, 1731, advertises 
a shop kept by a woman for the exclusive sale of preserves and 
similar products. 

See Temple and Sheldon, "History of Northfield," p. 163. 
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any part of i t  was marketed or exchanged a t  the vil- 
lage store, the system became closely akin to handi- 
craft. The commodity that was exchanged or sold 
belonged to the woman as a true craftswoman, the 
material had been hers and the product, until she 
disposed of it, was her own capital. When the ar- 
ticle was sold directly to the consumer, as frequently 
happened, even the final characteristic of handi- 
craft, the fact of its being " custom work," was 
present.l 

With the expansion of the industry, especially in 
the latter half of the eighteenth century, a considerable 
part of the work was done more in the manner of what 
is known as the commission system. As yarn came to 
be in great demand, many women were regularly em- 
ployed spinning at  home for purchasers who were 
really commission merchants. These men sometimes 
sold the yarn but often they put i t  out again to be 
woven and then sold the cloth. 

The most important occupations for women, there- 
fore, before the establishment of the factory system, 
were spinning and weaving. I t  is impossible to make 
any estimate of the number of women who did such 
work, or of their earnings, of the proportion of home- 

' This discussion of industrial systems follows in the main 
Bucher's analysis in his "Industrial Evolution" (Wickett's 
translation), Chap. IV, and the introductory chapter in Unwin, 
"Industrial Organization in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 
Centuries," in which Bucher's interpretation is related to  the 
industrial organization of to-day. 
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spun which .cllent to market, or of what part of it, even 
when exchanged by the husband, was manufactured 
by the wife and daughters. But i t  is quite safe to 

say that spinning for the household was a universal 
occupation for women and that the number of those 
who used this, and later, weaving also, as a " gainful 
employment " was very large. 

Every effort was made to encourage children as 
well as women to engage in this work. As early as 
1640, a court order in Massachusetts directed an in- 
quiry into the possibilities of manufacturing cotton 
cloth, " what men and woemen are skilful in the brak- 
ing, spinning and weaving . . . . what course may 
be taken for teaching the boyes and girles in all 
towns the spinning of the yarne." A similar order 
in 1656 called upon every town to see that the 
" woemen, boyes and girles . . . . spin according to 
tlieir skill and ability." I n  the same year Hull 
recorded in his Diary of Public Occurre?~ces that 
" twenty persons, or about such a number, did agree 
to raise a stock to procure a house and materials 
to improve the children and youth of the town of 
Boston (which want employment) in the several 
manufactures. " 

There is, in short, no lack of evidence to show that 
it was regarded as a public duty in the colony of 
AIassachusetts to provide fo r  the training of chil- 
dren, not only in learning, but in the words of one of 
the old court orders in " labor and other imployments 
which may bee profitable to the commonwealth." 

20 

This experiment in Boston, of which John Hull 
made record in 1656, was the prototype of many 

in the following century to make children 
useful in developing the cloth manufacture. I n  
1720, the same town appointed a committee to con- 
sider the establishment of spinning schools for the 
instruction of the children of the town in spinning, 
and one of the Committee's recommendations was a 
s-lggestion that twenty spinning wheels be provided 
"for such children as should be sent from the alms- 
house "; while a generous philanthropist of the time 
erected a t  his own expense the " Spinning School 
House," which ten years later he bequeathed to the 
town " for the education of the children of the poor.'' 
There was much enthusiasm over the opening of this 
school, and the women of Boston, rich and poor, as- 
sembled on the Common for a public exhibition of 
their skill while an " immense concourse assembled 
to encourage them." 

In  the latter half of the eighteenth century, more 
persistent efforts were made to further the cloth- 
making industry, and much interest was manifested 
in the possibility of making children useful to this 
end. Two Boston newspapers announced in 1750 
that it was proposed " to open several spinning 
schools in this Town where children may be taught 
gmtis." In  the following year the " Society for 
Encouraging Industry and Employing the Poor " 
was organized with the double purpose of promoting 
the manufacture of woolen and other cloth, and of 

21 



WOMEN I N  INDUSTRY THE COLONIAL PER101 

employing " our own women and children who axe 
now in a great measure idle." 

The Province Laws of the session of 1753-54 pro- 
vided for a tax on carriages for the support of a 
linen manufactory which, i t  was hoped, would pro- 
vide employment for  the poor. The preamble 
of the law recites that the " number of poor 
is greatly increased . . . . and many persons, es- 
pecially women, and children, are destitute of 
employment and in  danger of becoming a public 
charge. " 

Although this scheme did not realize all the hopes 
of its promoters the policy was not abandoned. I n  
1770, Mr. William Molineux of Boston petitioned the 
legislature to assist him in his plan for " manufac- 
turing the children's labour into wearing apparel " 
and " employing young females from eight years old 
and upward in earning their own support;" and the 
public opinion of his day commended him because, 
in the words of a contemporary, " The female chil- 
dren of this town . . . . are not only useful to the 
community but the poorer sort are able in some 
measure to assist their parents in getting a liveli- 
hood. " 

I t  was claimed that, as a result of the work of 
the spinning schools, at least three hundred women 
and children had been thoroughly instri~cted in the 
ar t  of spinning and that they had earned a large sum 
as wages. Domestic industries became increasingly 
important during this period, and children as well 
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as women were employed in the various processes of 
manufacture carried on in the household. The re- 
port of Governor Moore of New York in 1767 to the 
Lords of Trade, said with regard to his province, 
" every home swarms with children, who are set to 
spin and card." 

Spinning, however, for some time before this had 
been an employment which was fairly steady and re- 
munerative. The " Salem Records, " for example, 
show that in 1685, one John Wareing was loaned 
money " to pay spinners." I n  the eighteenth cen- 
tury, as the cloth manufacture developed, there was 
an increased and reasonably steady demand for yarn, 
so that the earnings of women spinners were by no 
means inconsiderable for those days. In  some local- 
ities women were paid eight cents a day and their 
" keep " for spinning. In the Wyoming Valley, six 
shillings a week seems to have been the standard wage 
of a good spinner. 

The best idea, however, of what home work in the 
different processes of cloth manufacture meant to the 
individual, can probably be gained by a study of 
some extracts from two old memorandum books, one 
belonging to the seventeenth and the other to the 
eighteenth century. The first of these is from an 
old account book of a Boston shopkeeper which has 
been preserved in the manuscript collections of the 
Boston Public Library and which records to the 
credit of Mrs. Mary Avery during the years 1685-89, 
the following items : 

23 
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By 2 yard 3 of buntin att.. .................... 
By yard 3 of ditto att 14d.. .................... 

..... By 3 yards of half thick Kersey att 3s.3d.. 
A coverlid.. .................................. 

. By 16 yards of druggett att - and a broom 3d.. 
By 20 yds. black searge a t  48. 61.2.. .............. 
By 20 yds. aearge at 3s. 6d.. ................... 
By 3 yds. of buntin at 3d.. .................... 
By 183 yards searge at 3 /8 . .  ................... 
By a hatt 5-6.. .............................. 
By 53 yds. of cotton and linnin a t  2-9.. ......... 
By 3 doz. of ? a carpett 30. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
By 7 hatts att 5-sd.. .......................... 
By 4 yds. searge att 1. ........................ 
By 2 ditto at 1 . .  ............................. 
By 4 yds. black searge.. ....................... 
By searge.. .................................. 
By 34 yds. searge a t  3s. 6d..  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
By 24 yards searge at ?. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

I t  should be said with regard to this account of 
Mrs. Avery that two or three of the entries are in 
her husband's name, which may mean either that 
they worked together or that he merely acted for 
her. 

The illegibility of some of the entries makes i t  im- 
possible to state accurately the sum total of Mrs. 
Avery's credit account during these years, but fifty 
pounds would seem to be a very safe estimate. There 
is, moreover, every reason to believe that this is a fair- 
ly typical account and that such work was commonly 
done by women throughout this period. Other ac- 
count books for the same period show similar credits 
and the book from which Mrs. Avery7s account is 
quoted records the names of several other women and 
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the payments made to them for the same kind of 
work, although no record compares with hers in in- 
terest. 

The eighteenth century account which is selected 
as of special interest, is one taken from the credit 
side of a merchant's book for 1781 and shows the 
earnings for the year of a " spinner," Theodora 

Orcutt, who was probably, judging from her pur- 
chases, a wife and mother. 

1751. B 
September (1780 1 ) .  By spinning 11 Runs a t  

7/&3 runs 7d..  . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 
February 11. By spinning 4 Runs for hand- 

.................. kerchiefs.. 0 
March 2. By spinning 8 Runs linen yarn 

at 7d..  ..................... 0 
I' . .  By spinnillg 5 Runs tow yarn.. 0 
L &  6. By spinning 1 Run fine tow 

yarn a t  7d.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 
II 13. By spinning 2 Runs woolen 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  yarn 0 
April 8.  By spinning 13 Runs tow yarn 

a t  8d. .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 
I I  By spinning 14 Runs linen yarn.. 0 
II 29. By spinning 9$ Runs fine tow 

yarn a t  8d ................... 0 

'Temple, "History of Whately," pp. 71, 72. "A 'run' of 
yarn consisted of 20 knots. A 'knot' was composed of 40 
threads, and a thread was 74 inches in length or once round the 
reel. A 'skein' of yarn consisted of 7 knots. An ordinary 
day's work was 4 skeins when the spinner carded her own wool; 
when the wool was carded by a merchant she could easily spin 
6 in a day." 
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June 

" 

July 

'I 

July 

I 1  

August 

L! 
BROUGHT FORWARD 2 

13. By spinning 2 Runs fine thread 
for stockings a t  8d.. .......... 0 

By spinning 4 Runs tow yarn 
a t  8d.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 

By spinning 3 Runs coarse tow 
yarn a t  4/ (0. T.). . . . . . . . . . . .  0 

By spinning 3 Runs coarse linen 
yarna t6d  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 

19. By spinning 8 Runs fine yarn for 
Lawn.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 

By spinning 22 Runs coarse linen 
yarna t6d  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 

24. By spinning 2 Runs linen yarn 
a t 8 d  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 

5. By spinning 10 Runs tow yarn 
a t  4/ (0. T.). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 

9 .  By spinning 33 Runs tow yarn 
a t  4/ (0. T.). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 

11. By spinning 10 Runs tow yarn 
at6d.(O.T.)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 

25. By spinning 3 Runs fine linen 
yarn at  8d.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 

By spinning 2 Runs coarse linen 
yarn at  6d.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 

By spinning 2 Runs fine tow 
yarn a t  8d.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 

31. By spinning 1 Run fine tow 
yarna t8d  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 

24. By spinning 19 Runs coarse linen 
chain . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 

September 11. By spinning 9 Runs coarse tow 
yarn . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 

By spinning 2 Runs sent to Miss 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Graves 

By spinning 4 Runs tow By Do 
8 Runs tow.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

This account of Theodora Orcutt is especially in- 
teresting because i t  shows how many different kinds 
of yarn had a marketable value a t  this time, and 
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how much women must have earned by trading the 
product of their labor at  country stores, as well as 
by selling i t  directly to the professional weavers and 
the small " manufactories." 

Another interesting example of the way in which 
women exchanged the cloth which they made to pur- 
chase other articles is the list of goods which one 
Susannah Shepard of Wrentham tendered in part 
payment for a chaise. The contract and the credit 
were as follows : l 
" Agreed with Mrs. Susannah Shepard, of Wren- 

tham, to make her a chaise for £55, she finding the 
harness, the wheels, leather for top and lining, re- 
mainder to be had in goods, at wholesale cash price, 
of her manufacture. 

" (Signed) STEPHEN OLNEY." 

PROVIDENCE, November 13, 1795. 

Received of Mrs. Shepard on account of ehaise. 
........... 5) yards of thick-set a t  4s. 8d . .  + . E l  5s. 8d. 
............. 23 yards of velveret, a t  4s. 8d.. 10s. 8d. 

........... 29 yards of satin bever, a t  4s. 8d.. 12s. 10d. 
....... 1 yard & 2 nails of carpeting, a t  3 s . .  3s. 43d. 

...................... 13 yards carpeting.. .E l  18s. 73d. 
2 handkerchiefs.. ......................... 7s.  

E4 18s. 2d. 

There was, too, at  this time no small amount of 
spinning and weaving done by women as custom 

See Bagnall, "Textile Industries of the United States," i, 
173-174. 
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work. I n  one New England community, near North- 
field, Massachusetts, a weaver by the name of Olive 
Moffatt, who was a descendant of the early Scotch 
immigrants, was famous for such work. She was em- 
ployed by most of the well-to-do families in town, and 
for many years her loom was considered indispensable 
for wedding outfits. Her linsey-woolsey cloth was 
considered inimitable for evenness of texture; and no 
one else in town could weave such patterns of linen 
damask. She also understood perfectly how to color 
fine lamb's wool yarns a beautiful shade of red with 
madder. The use of logwood on indigo was common 
enough, but a " good red " like Olive Moffatt's was 
difficult to obtain. Her earnings must have been 
very considerable for that period for she charged 
six pence and seven pence a skein for fine linen 
thread and three pence a skein or eight pence a 
6 < run " for fine woolen thread. I n  general the work 
of women spinners became more profitable after the 
early " manufactories " were started, but an account 
of these primitive establishments and of their women 
spinners is reserved for the succeeding chapter. 

I n  England, weaving was a man's occupation, but 
" spinning and the preliminary processes of clean- 
ing, carding and roving were conducted in the early 
times by the women and children." I n  this country, 
although professional weavers seem to have been most 
frequently men, yet it is clear that weaving was not 
an uncommon occupation for women even in the early 

l Chapman, "The Lancashire Cotton Industry," p. 12. 
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days.' As the cloth manufacture developed, it be- 
came a very important one, and, as a later chapter 
will show, it continued to give employment to a great 
many women well into the nineteenth century. 

I t  is perhaps scarcely necessary to say by way of 
summary, that the gainful employment of women in 
different processes of manufacture in their own 
homes,2 was common enough in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. I n  so f a r  as the early spinners 
and weavers furnished their own material and dis- 
posed of their own product as custom work, they were 
true craftswomen, belonging to a system that has not 
survived to any extent in modern industry. When 
the product was disposed of a t  a country store, one 
of the essential elements of handicraft, " custom 
work," was lacking. But  under whatever system they 
worked, these " women in industry " were an im- 
portant factor in the industrial life of the period. 

' An extract from an old account book, for example, shows a 
credit to "Sarah Badkuk (Babcock) for weven and coaming 
wistid," Weeden, i, 301; see also zbid., ii, 855. Mrs. Holt's re- 
ceipt for E l  5s.lld. for spinning is a relic in Bailey, "History of 
Andover," p. 578. In the Moravian settlement in Pennsylvania, 
the light weaving was entirely "woman's work" (Bagnall, i, 27), 
and Virginia cloth wss described as "Having been made of 
cotton and woven with great taste by the women in the country 
parts." Bishop, "History of American Manufactures," i, 343. 

a Two other household manufactures of which mention might 
be made here, are the making of lace and the manufacture of 
the hand cards used for combing cotton and wool; that is, the 
preparing the fiber for spinning. Both of these industries, how- 
ever, will be referred to again in a later chapter. 
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As the gainful employment of women during this 
period grew so largely out of their household duties, 
such training as they received for their work was, in 
a sense, part of their general education. Although 
girls as well as boys were apprenticed when they were 
very young, the girl's indenture, unlike that of the 
boy, failed to specify that she was to be taught a trade. 
Early laws provided for the binding out of the chil- 
dren of the poor, and in some towns where the cus- 
tom of bidding off the poor prevailed, children were 
put to live " with some suitable person " until they 
were fourteen, at  which age they were to be bound 
until they became free by law, but i t  was especially 
specified that " if boys [they be] put to some useful 
trade." l The poor law of Connecticut provided 
that poor children whose parents allowed them to 
" live idly or niisspend their time in loitering " 
were to be bound out, a " man child until he shall 
come to the age of twenty-one years; and a woman 
child to the age of eighteen years, or time of mar- 
riage. " 

The girl's indenture seems to have been for the 
most part a mere binding out to service. She was 
trained doubtless to perform the domestic tasks of 
the housewife, and sometimes it was agreed that 
she was to be taught " the trade, art, or mystery of 
spinning woollen and linen " or knitting and sewing 
as well. Her indenture might require, too, that she 

l Capen, "Historical Development of the Poor Law of Con- 
necticut," p. 55. 
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was to be " learned to read," which was again un- 
like that of the boy, who was also to be taught writing 
and occasionally even " cypering." The Province 
Laws of Massachusetts which provided that poor 
girls as well as boys were to be bound out contain 
the provision that " males [be taught] to read and 
write, females to read as they shall respectively be 
capable." It is of further interest with regard to the 
training of girls and boys that the General Court of 
Massachusetts desired that boys as well as girls be 
taught how to spin and that both girls and boys who 
were set to keep cattle in the various towns,l should 
" bee set to some other impliment withall, as spinning 
up on the rock, kniting, weveing tape.2 

I t  seems clear, however, that although girls were 
called apprentices during the colonial period, this did 
not mean that they were consciously given any indus- 
trial training.= But  i t  should, perhaps, be repeated 
that the ordinary experience of the girl in the colonial 

' See "Massachusetts Colonial Records," i, 294; ii, 9. 
Attention may be called in passing to the fact that after two 

hundred and fifty years the opportunity of an apprenticed girl 
has increased very slightly. An industrial census to-day shows 
a very considerable number of girl apprentices, but the great pro- 
portion of them are in dressmaking or millinery shops where they 
are general service girls, learning only what will make them tem- 
porarily useful in the shop and not what is necessary t o  make 
them skilled workers in the trade. See, for example, the Bulle- 
tin "Sex and Industry," issued by the M&ssachusetts Bureau of 
Labor in 1903, which showed (p. 210) that only eighty-seven 
girls were serving any apprenticeship except in dressmakers' and 
milliners' shops. The number of apprenticed boys was 5,320. 
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together with the new labor-saving machinery, rapidly 
transformed the textile industries. Great factory 
towns grew up in the industrial districts, and wom- 
en and children went to the factories to tend the ma- 
chines instead of carrying on the processes in their 
own homes. 

Although we attempted to introduce the new ma- 
chine system in this country, our progress was slow 
and laborious. England's ambition was to become the 
" workshop of the world " and her way to accomplish 
this seemed clear if a monopoly of these inventions 
could be secured. The exportation of any of the ma- 
chinery used in manufacturing and the emigration of 
work people who had learned to operate the machines 
were alike prohibited. We were, therefore, cut off 
from profiting by the work of English inventors and 
we were greatly handicapped in making similar ex- 
periments for ourselves because of the lack of capital 
and the scarcity of skilled workmen here. After 
1775, persistent attempts were made to build machines 
like those in use in England, but i t  was not until 
1789, when Samuel Slater's first cotton mill was es- 
tablished in Rhode Island, that all of the machinery 
necessary for spinning was successfully installed and 
operated in this country. 

But for nearly a quarter of a century before this 
mill of Slater's was established, attempts were being 
made to organize and extend the cloth-making indus- 
try by the old methods. Societies " for Encouraging 
Manufactures " were formed in Boston, New York, 

36 

Philadelphia, and Baltimore; and so-called " manu- 
factories " were established, which, although not very 
numerous, were useful in stimulating public interest 
in our industrial development. I n  them, how- 
ever, neither the new machinery nor power was used 
and they are, on that account, to  be carefully dis- 
tinguished from the factories of the later period. 

Most of these " manufactories " were merely rooms 
where several looms were gathered and where a place 
of business could be maintained. The spinning was 
done by women in their own homes, and they deliv- 
ered the yarn a t  the establishments and were paid 
there for their work. Sometimes the yarn which was 
returned was woven in the home and the finished 
cloth was then returned as the yarn had been. Some 
establishments seem to have marketed the yarn as a 
finished product without having i t  woven and they 
were, therefore, mereIy commercial agencies. 

while the great bulk of the cloth making was still 
carried on, as i t  had been, without any. connection 
with the " manufactories," yet they must altogether 
have employed a considerable number of women. 
Thus i t  was said that in 1764 a Philadelphia estab- 
lishment :or the manufacture of linen employed more 
than one hundred persons in spinning and weaving, 
and certainly a large proportion, if not all, of the 
spinners were employed at  home. The New York 
" Society for the Promotion of Arts, Agriculture 
and Economy " whose linen " manufactory " waa 
cornmended because i t  had relieved " numbers of dis- 
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tressed women now in the poor house," employed, in 
1767-68, " above three hundred poor and necessitous 
persons " spinning and weaving. I n  Philadelphia, 

in 1775, the first joint stock manufacturing company 
was established in this country. This " United Com- 
pany of Philadelphia for Promoting American Man- 
ufactures " employed some four hundred women, 
most of whom seem to have worked in their own 
homes. I n  an interesting advertisement l this com- 
pany offered to " employ every good spinner that 
can apply, however remote from the factory, and, 
as many women in the country may supply them- 
selves with the materials there and may have leisure 
to spin in considerable quantities, they are hereby in- 
formed that ready money will be given a t  the factory, 
up Market Street, for any parcel, either great or 
small, of hemp, flax, or woolen yarn. The managers 
return their thanks to all those industrious women 
who are now employed in spinning for the factory." 

I n  1777 a Rhode Island paper noted that " one 
gentleman at  Barnstable has set up a woolen manufac- 
tory and receives from the spinners 500 skeins of 
yarn one day with another." The cotton " manufac- 
tory " a t  Bethlehem, Connecticut, advertised for good 
linen yarn " from three to seven runs to the pound, 

1 Pennsylvania Packet and Gazette, quoted in Bagnall's "Tex- 
tile Industries of the United States," i, 70, 71; and see pages 52, 
53-54, and 63-70,78, in regard to the other companies mentioned. 

2 Recopied in the Boston Newsletter and City Record, Decem- 
ber 31, 1825. 

38 

for which merchant 'S price will be paid from 9 pence 
to one shilling per run." l 

The Pennsylvania " Society for the Encouragement 
of Manufactures and the useful Arts" in 1787 also 
kept two to three hundred women a t  work spinning 
linen yarn, and the New York " Society for Encour- 
aging American Manufactures " was employing one 
hundred and thirty spinners in 1789. 

I n  some of the " manufactories " part of the wom- 
en and girls worked on the premises instead of in 
their own homes. One of the best examples of such an 
establishment is the sail duck manufactory, established 
in Boston in 1788. I n  that year the Boston Centittel 
noted that the " manufactory of sail cloth and glass " 
would soon be completed and " give employment to 
a great number of persons especially females who now 

eat the bread of idleness." I n  1789, a New York 
paper,2 the Gazette of the United States, in describ- 
ing the same factory, referred to the fact that " six- 
teen young women and as many girls under the direc- 
tion of a steady matron are here employed "; and 
later in the year, when Washington visited the es- 
tablishment, he recorded in his diary that he saw 
there " girls spinning with both hands " and with 

smaller girls to turn the wheels for them. I n  con- 
trast with the arrangements of this factory, he noted 
on the same trip that, at Haverhill, he found a simi- 
lar establishment, where " one small person " turned 

' Bagnall, i, 197. 
"bid., 113-114. 
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a wheel which employed eight spinners; " whereas 
a t  the Boston manufactory of this article each spin- 
ner " he said, " had a small girl to turn the wheel." 

This Boston factory was a large and unique estab- 
lishment, and i t  is not surprising that i t  attracted 
Washington's attention. A two-story building, one 

hundred and eighty feet long, had been erected on 
Frog Lane by the company, and i t  was said that in 
1792 there were four hundred persons employed. 
Many of the spinners must have worked in their own 
homes, but there was an unusual feeling of solidar- 
ity among the work people wherever they were em- 
ployed. Mutual aid societies were formed both among 
the weavers and the spinners. " The spinners ad- 

mitted none into their company except by vote " ; and 
it was said that " their measures to promote industry 
and self-government were very successful. " Presi- 

dent Washington at  the time of his visit said of them: 
" They are daughters of decayed families, and are 
girls of character-none others are admitted. " ' 

Another interesting example of an early " manu- 
factory ': with a large number of employees, was an 
establishment also situated in  Boston, which made 
the " cards " used for combing wool and cotton. The 
making of these cards had become a well-organized 
industry toward the close of the eighteenth century, 
but even after the establishment of " manufactories " 
the most tedious part of the work continued to be 

l Quoted in Bishop, "story of American Manufactures," 
i, 419, 420. 
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done by women at  home. New machinery had been 
introduced for cutting the leather and making, even 
cutting and bending, the wire for the teeth, which 
were inserted separately by hand. The materials 
were then distributed, and the women and children 
in the neighborhood worked a t  " setting teeth." In 
some places whole families were dependent on this 

work as their only means of support. The Boston 
card factory, however, was the largest one in ex- 
istence and i t  was considered of great value to the 
community, because i t  employed " not less than twelve 
hundred persons, chiefly women and children."' 
When the cards were returned to the factory the 
women were paid a t  a fixed rate for every dozen they 
made. A few women were employed in the factory, 
too, examining the cards that were returned and cor- 
recting the imperfect work. 

Records of careful descriptions of these early 
" manufactories " are extremely difficult to find, but 
it is evident that they were conducted according to 
a variety of methods. Some of them were equipped 
only with looms, while others carried on all of the 
processes of cloth making, and, in these, women seem 

to have been employed in various capacities. In  gen- 

"Topographical and Historical Description of Boston,*' 
Massachusetts Historical Society Collections, First Series, ii, 
279. Professor Levasseur in a reference to this establishment 
("The American Workman," Adams's translation, p. 337) seems 
to magnify the importance of the industry and to assume that 
because these women were employed by the factory they were 
employed in the factory. 
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eral, however, a small number of women worked on 
the premises of the employer and a very much larger 
number were employed to work in their own homes. 
After the introduction of the machine system and the 
substitution of the modern factory for the primitive 
manufactory, the situation was reversed. Women 

continued i n  the same occupations, but the great ma- 
jority of them worked away from home. It should 

be noticed, however, that the factory system was in- 
troduced much more slowly into some industries than 
others. The application of labor-saving machinery 
to the manufacture of shoes, for example, was made 
nearly three quarters of a century after the revolu- 
tion in the textile industries. 

It should be noted here that throughout the nine- 
teenth century and even at  the present time, large 
numbers of women have continued to work very much 
as they did in the days of the " manufactories." The 

tenement workers in the so-called " sweated trades " 
to-day are, so far  as the method of their employment 
is concerned, the direct descendants of the women who 
were employed in weaving, or in making cards for 
the " manufactory " of the eighteenth century. Al- 

though the women of the earlier period did their work 
at home, their materials were often furnished and 
they were employed by a manufacturer to whom 
they returned the product when finished and by whom 
they were paid for what they had done. It should 
be said too that while the primitive manufactories 
which have been described had little in  common with 
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the factory system of the succeeding century, yet the 
factory and the " manufactory " were alike depend- 
ent on women's lahoi*. 

Jn the earliest mills in whicll successful experi- 
ments were made with the new machines, women were 
among the operatives and the establishments were in 

part encouraged for this reason. I n  1789, a petition 
in behalf of the first cotton factory of Massachusetts, 
that of Beverly, stated that i t  would " afford em- 
ployment to a great number of women and children, 
many of whom will be otherwise useless, if not bur- 
densome to society." I n  this earliest prototype of 
the modern cotton mill there were forty employees- 
both men and women. In a letter written in 1790 
by one of the proprietors,' complaint was made that 
both the Worcester and the Rhode Island " under- 
takers " had bribed the Beverly women that had 
been t a ~ ~ g h t  to use the machines to leave a t  a time 
when they were most needed,-an interesting letter, 
because it indicates that Beverly was not the only 
place where women were employed as operatives: 

It has already been pointed out that in Rhode 
Island, Samuel Slater, the " father of American 
manufactures," established the first mill in which a 
complete Set of the new machinery was used. An in- 
teresting story is told of his method of obtaining the 
labor which he needed. A man by the name of Ar- 

l "George Cabot to Benjamin Goodhue," in Rantoul, "The 
First Cotton Mill," Collections of Essex Institute, xxxiii, 37, and 
see also p. 40. 
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nold was living with his wife and ten or twelve chil- 
dren, a few miles away in the woods, in a den formed 
by two rocks and some rough slabs of wood. When 

the woman was asked by Alr. Slater if she would come 
and work with her children in his new mill she con- 
sented upon the express condition that she should be 
provided with as good a house as the one in which she 
then lived. The first time lists for the mill, for the 
winter 1790-91, which have fortunately been pre- 
served, contained the names, therefore, of Ann, Tor- 
pen, Charles, and Eunice Amold.' Smith Wilkinson's 
account of this mill, which was published many years 
later, describes all of Slater's operatives as being be- 
tween seven and twelve years of age. " I was then," 
lie says, " in my tenth year and went to work for him 
tending the breaker.'' 

Another interesting factory of the period was Dick- 
son's, a t  Hell Gates, near New York. When Henry 
Wansey, an English manufacturer, visited i t  in 1794, 
he found a good equipment in the way of machinery, 
and noted in his " Journal of an Excursion to the 
United States," " they are training up women and 

1 White, " Memoir of Samuel Slatern(1836), p. 99. I n  the early 

factory with which Moses Brown experimented before Slater's 
arrival, the billies and jennies were driven by men, but "cotton 
for this experiment was carded by hand and roped on a wooden 
wheel by a female." Batchelder, "Introduction and Early 
Progrcss of the Cotton Manufacture in the United States" (1863), 
p. 19). 

See Bagnall, "Samuel Slater and the Early Development of 
Manufactures," pp. 44, 45. 
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children to the business, of whom I saw twenty or 
thirty a t  work." The same factory advertised in 
l793 for " apprentices either boys or girls " who 
" will be found in everything during their appren- 
ticeship and taught the different branches of the cot- 
ton business. " 

With regard to all of these early establishments, 
i t  should be clearly understood that they were only 
spinning mills and that their product was not cloth, 
but yarn. This yarn was put out in webs and woven 
by hand-loom weavers for the factory, or sold in coun- 
t ry stores for purposes of household manufacture. 
The processes carried on in the first factories were 
those of carding and spinning, and the women and 
girls, tilerefore, who went into the factories to operate 
the new machines, were doing what had always been 
women's work. They had taken over no new em- 
ployment, but the manner of carrying on the old had 
been changed. 

Weaving did not become a factory occupation in this 
country until after 1814, when the power loom was 
first used here.l But the flying shuttle, which was 
used in Providence, Rhode Island, as early as 1788, 
and which greatly facilitated hand weaving, had come 
- 

See Appleton, "The Introduction of the Power Loom and 
the Origin of Lowell," (1858). The power loom had been in- 
vented in 1785 by the Rev. Dr. Edmund Cartwright, but it 
was a long time before it  was perfected and its superiority to  
the hand loom proved. See Taylor, "The Modern Factory 
System," pp. 431, 433. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE FACTORY SYSTEM 

THE relation of women and children to the early 
factory system can be understood only in connection 
with the whole Iabor situation as it existed at  the 
close of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nine- 
teenth century. The labor problem of that period 
was fundamentally different from ours of to-day. 
The ease with which any n1a.n could become a f r e e  
holder and the superior chances of success in agricul- 
ture made it dif'ficult to find men who were willing 
to work in manufacturing establishments and it was 
questionable whether sufficient labor could be found 
to run the new mills when they were constructed. 
Moreover, as a question of national economy, fear 
was expressed regarding the possible injury to 
our agricultural interests if much labor were 
diverted frorn the land. Manufactures, if they 
were to be established, must not, it was emphati- 
cally said, be built up at the expense of agricul- 
ture. 

It has already been pointed out that, in many re- 
spects, the situation in England was quite different 
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from our own. There the manufacture of cloth had 
become an industry of large proportions before the 
industrial revolution; and the establishment of the 
factory system created a disaffected class of unem- 
ployed workmen who were jealous of the new ma- 
chinery which could be easily managed by women 
and children and which was taking the work away 
from them. I n  this country, however, a compara- 
tively small number of persons were employed. and 
because of the absorption of our male laborers in 
agriculture, in so f a r  as there was such an industry, 
i t  was for the most part in the hands of women and 
girls. 

The establishment of the factory system, therefore, 
substantially meant, with us, the creation of new 
work, and made imperative a large increase in our 
wage-earning population. Moreover, this new work 
was identical with the work which women had long 
been doing in their own homes, and it was inevitable 
that the difficulties caused by the scarcity and high 
cost of male Iabor should be met by the employment 
of women. So long as land remained cheap and 
agriculture profitable, i t  was taken for granted that 
men could not be induced to work in the new mills 
and factories; and just as confidently i t  was expected 
that women could be counted on to continue, in 
the mills, the work t l ~ c y  hut1 formerly done a t  
home. 

The economic ideals of our early statesmen must 
also be taken into account as a factor of importance. 

49 



WOMEN I N  INDUSTRY 

Hamilton and his followers had visions of the com- 
plete development of the virgin resources of the new 
republic; and they hoped to formulate a policy for 
obtaining the maximum utility, not only from our 
territory, but from our population. It was logical, 

therefore, that Hamilton, in his famous " Report 
on Manufactures," should argue that one great 
advantage of the establishment of manufactures 
was " the employment of persons who would other- 
wise be idle. . . . In  general," he said, " women 
and children are rendered more useful by manu- 
facturing establishments than they otherwise would 
be." He also pointed out that " the husband- 
man himself [would experience] a new source of 
profit and support from the increased industry 
of his wife and daughters, invited and stimulated 
by the demands of the neighboring manufac- 
tories. " 

I n  1794, when Trench Coxe found it necessary to 
reply to the argument that labor was so dear as to 
make i t  impossible for us to succeed as a manufactur- 
ing nation and that the pursuit of agriculture should 
occupy all our citizens, he at  once called attention to 
the fact that the importance of women's labor must 
not be overlooked, since manufactures furnished tlie 
most profitable field for its employment. And in tlic 

early part of the last century, a new factory was 
called a " blessing to the community," l among other 

"History of Dorchester " by a Committee of the Dorchester 
Antiquarian and Historical Society (1859), p. 632. 

50 

ESTABLISHMENT OF FACTORY SYSTEM 

reasons, because it would furnish employment for the 

women of the neighborhood. Later i t  was said that 
women were " kept out of vice simply by be- 
ing employed and instead of being destitute pro- 
vided with an abundance for a comfortable sub- 
sistence. ' ' 

The availability of women's labor to meet tlie de- 
mand for hands to police the new machines was one 
of the arguments with which the early protectionists 

most frequently met their opponents. The objection 
that American labor was more profitably employed in 
agriculture than in manufactures and that to " ab- 
stract " this labor from the soil would be unwise and 
unprofitable, was answered by pointing to the women 
and children. I n  the pages of Niles's Register this is 
done again and again. The work of manufactures 
does not demand able-bodied men, it is claimed, but 
" is now better done by Iittle girls from six to twelve 
years old." To the " Friends of Industry " as the 
early protectionists loved to call themselves, it was, 
therefore, a useful argument to be able to say that 
of all the employees in our manufacturing establish- 
ments not one fourth were able-bodied men fit for 
farming; l and the cluestion was raised, Would agri- 
culture be benefited if " on the stopping of the cot- 

' M. Carey, " Address of the Philadelphia Society," " Essays in 
Political Economy," p. 69. The "Report on Protection to the 
Manufactures of Cotton Fabrics " said, " not one-ninth or perhaps 
one-tenth are able-bodied men," "American State Papers: 
Finance," iii, 34. See also Nzles's Regzster, ix, 365. 
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WOMEN IN IXDUSTRY 

ton and woolen manufactures, these women returned 
to idleness? " 

During the period following the close of the War 
of 1812, when the tariff was, for a time, the most 
important subject of public discussion, the fact that 
women formed so large a proportion of the employees 
in the " infant industries " proved a valuable pro- 
tectionist argument, Niles and JIatthew Carey fre- 
quently made use of it, and memorials to Congress 
during the period called attention to the additions to 
the national wealth and prosperity made possible by 
the utilization in factories of women's labor which 
had hitherto been less advantageously employed.Vn 
1815, a group of manufacturers, in a petition to Con- 
gress urging the prohibition of the importation of 
coarse cottons, pointed out that their establishments 
had afforded " the means of employment to thou- 
sands of poor women and children for whom the or- 
dinary business of agriculture [supplied] no oppor- 
tunities for earning a livelihood," and that any loss 

l Nzles's Register, xi, 367. In  X, 99, manufactures arc lauded 
because of their "subserviency to the public defense; their em- 
ployment of women and ch~ldren, machinery, cattle, fire, fuel, 
steam, water, and even wind-instead of our ploughmen and 
male lnborers." 

Sec, for cxamplc, a petition from Connecticut citi~cns, 1520, 
" .imcrlcan State I'apcrs: Fiuaocr," 111, 453, ".icltlrrus of the 
American Society," IblG, p. 11, " l'll~laclclphia M e ~ ~ i o ~ ~ a l , "  h ~ l e s ' ~  
Reguter, xlii, 177, "Address of the Kew York Convention," 
1831, p. 138, "Petition from Citizens of the United States En- 
gaged in Manufactories on Brandywine" (pamphlet, 1815), pp. 
4, 5. 
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to manufacturing interests would mean that hundreds 
of poor women would be " thrown back on the com- 

munity for support." Thus the charge that manu- 
factures would produce pauperism had already been 
met and it was only necessary to repeat that the num- 
ber of those unable to earn their own subsistence was 
decreased when new or more remunerative occupa- 
tions for women were pr0vided.l 

During the tariff controversy of the early thirties, 
free traders and protectionists alilre agreed in com- 
mending the manufacturing industries nhich had 

furnished employment for women. I t  was no new 
thing for the " Friends of Industry " to argue that 
the decline of our manufacturing interests would 
mean that the women employees would become " the 
tenants of charitable institutions or be consigned to 
prisons and penitentiaries by the vices contracted dur- 
ing idleness." But to have their opponents obliged 
to yield this point, was, in its way, a considerable 
victory. 

Precisely this happened, however, in 1831, when in 
the " Memorial for the Free-Trade Convention " of 
that year, Gallatin frankly admitted that although 
labor generally was less productive in manufactures 
than if applied to other pursaits, there was one es- 

ception which sremed " to alleviate the ~vi l . "  Wom- 
en's work in the cotton and ~voolen iri,i~~strie- was, 1~ 
said, " r n ~ ~ c h  more productive than ~f applieci to the 
p- --- 
' "Report of the Committee on Commerce and Flanuiacturcs, 

1821," "American State Papers: Finance," iii, 601. 
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ordinary occupations of women." And, he added, 

that with the fund out of which they had been pre- 
viously supported thus set free, large accumulations 
might be annually added to the wealth and capital of 
the country. Gallatin even proceeded to make a 
precise computation as to the additional quantity of 
productive labor put in motion, and concluded that 
the surplus product obtained by the employment of 
women in a single cotton mill of two hundred em- 
ployees was $14,000 annualIy? 

That the convention, in its official memorial, should 
be obliged to make an exception which included so 
large a proportion of the total number of employees, 
was a distinct concession to the protectionists. 

The committee on cotton of the " Convention of 
the Friends of Industry " which was held in New 
York in 1831, reported similarly that " thirty-nine 
thousand females " were employed in the various 

' Gallatin made his estimate on the following basis: "Their 
wages vary from $2 to $3 a week; and to estimate the difference 
between this and what might be earned in their usual occupations 
a t  $1.50 a week, or $78 a year, is certainly a large allowance. . . . 
In  a flourishing cotton factory a t  Lowell, hIassachusetts, where 
annual sales amount to $210,000, there are 20 men and 180 
women employed. The surplus product obtained by the labor of 
[the women] beyond what it  would otherwise have been, amounts 
therefore, to $14,000, or 61 per cent. upon the annual amount of 
sales. The ratio, as deduced in the same manner from the Com- 
mittee on Manufactures, of the amount of the annual sales and 
the number and wages of women employees in the Taft, S h e p  
herd, Wolcott, and Pierce's woolen manufactories is 6 t  per cent. 
on the annual sales." (Gallatin in Taussig, "State Papers and 
Speeches on the Tariff," p. 130). 

54 

cotton factories of the United States, their aggregate 
wages amounting to " upwards of four million dol- 
lars annually." In  the words of the committee: 
" This immense sum paid for the wages of females 
may be considered so much clear gain to the country. 
Before the establishment of these and other domestic 
manufactures, this labor was almost without employ- 
ment. Daughters are now emphatically a blessing to 
the farmer. Many instances have occurred within 
the personal knowledge of individuals of this com- 
mittee in which the earnings of daughters have been 
scrupulously hoarded to enable them to pay off mort- 
gages on the parental farm." l 

It was in short, easy to point out that there was 
a clear economic gain to the community in the es- 
tablishment of factories in  which women's labor, 
which was very unproductive in agriculture, could be 
advantageously employed. Thus a writer in  the Bos- 
ton Centinel attempted to summarize the situation. 
" I n  Europe as in America," he said, " machinery 
not only facilitates labor in a tenfold ratio, but en- 
ables women and children who are unable to culti- 
vate the earth to make us independent of foreign 

"Address and Proceedings of the Convention of the Friends 
of Domestic Industry," 1831, p. 110. One of the resolutions 
passed a t  a Philadelphia tariff meeting declared that any injury 
to  "the manufacture of hats, caps and bonnets destroys a large 
amount of labor generally considered a clear gain to  the country, 
viz., that of females which in these art~cles alone produces an 
annual value of nearly three million dollars." Nzles's Register, 
xliii, 277. 
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supplies." Matthew Carey argued similarly : " The 
services of females of the specified ages (10-16-25) 
employed in agriculture, for which above one half of 
them are too young or too delicate, are very unproduc- 
tive. At  manufactures they are far  more valuable 
and command higher wages." 

I n  brief, it was claimed that " thousands of per- 
sons were turned from the consuming to the produc- 
ing class "; that a maximum return was more nearly 
obtained from the country's labor force; that the 
national prosperity was increased by making women 
" a source of wealth, rather than an incumbrance "; 
and that their work represented so much clear gain 
to society, an argument to which, as we have seen, 
even so able a free-trader as Gallatin could not 
reply. 

Another point of interest in connection with the 
employment of women in the early mills and fac- 
tories is that their work in these establishments was 
approved on social as well as on econoinic grounds. 
I t  has already been pointed out that in the colonial 
period great apprehension existed lest women and 
children, particularly those who were poor and in 
danger of becoming a public charge, should fall into 
the sin of idleness. This old Puritan fetich of the 
virtue of industry survived long into the nineteenth 
century and in some quarters the introduction of cot- 
ton machinery was regarded with disfavor " from the 
fear that the female part of the population by the dis- 
use of the distaff should become idle." 
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Public attention was, therefore, frequently called 
to the fact that women found increased rather than 
diminished opportunities for employment as a result 
of the introduction of machinery and the establish- 
ment of factories. The new system, it was thought, 
not only gave women a chance of earning their liveli- 
hood, but educated them in habits of honest industry. 
The rise of manufactures was said to have " elevated 
the females belonging to the families of the cultiva- 
tors of the soil in their vicinity from a state of pen- 
ury and idleness to competence and industry." It 
was pointed out that young women who, before the 
introduction of the factory system, were " with their 
parents in a state of poverty and idleness, bare-footed 
and living in wretched hovels," had " since that 
period been comfortably fed and clothed, their habits 
and manners and dwellings greatly improved "; and 
they had in general become " useful members of so- 
ciety." 

In  the same spirit of unreasoning exaggeration the 
women in villages remote from manufacturing cen- 
ters were described as " doomed to idleness and its 
inseparable attendants, vice and guilt." l A picture 
of a village where " free, independent and happy 
workmen with their wives and children were em- 
ployed," * was a sign of prosperity that seemed to 

l "Petition from Citizens of Pennsylvania (1820)," in "Ameri- 
can State Papers: Finance," iii, 456. 

"Address of the Philadelphia Society for the Promotion of 
Domestic Industry, " 1819, p. 27. 
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arouse no misgivings in the first quarter of the last 
century. 

Matthew Carey, one of the well-known philan- 
thropists of his day, declared in a public address, in 
1824, before the Philadelphia " Society for Promoting 
Agriculture " that one half of the " young females " 
in the cotton mills, " would be absolutely or wholly 
idle but for this branch of business," and although 
his account of the beneficial effects of their work 
there was absurdly extravagant, it is an interesting 
illustration of the point of view of the times. " They 
contract," lie said, "habits of order, regularity and 
industry, which lay a broad and deep foundation of 
public and private future usefulness. They become 
eligible partners for life for young men, to whom 
they will be able to afford substantial aid in the sup- 
port of families. Thus," his crowning argument was, 
" the inducement to early marriages . . . is greatly 
increased . . . and immensely important effects pro- 
duced on the welfare of society." 

The employnlent of children in the early factories 
was regarded from much the same point of view 
as the employment of women. Philanthropists, who 
still cherished colonial traditions of ihe value of 
an industrious childhood, supported statesmen and 
economists in warmly praising the establishment of 
manufactures because of the new opportunities of 
employment for children. They pointed out the 
additional value that could be got from the six hun- 
dred thousand girls in the country, between the ages 
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of ten and sixteen, most of whom were " too young or 
too delicate for agriculture," and in contrast called 
attention to the " vice and immorality " to which 
children were " exposed by a career of idleness." 

The approval of child labor was, in short, met 
with on all sides. Early inventors worked to dis- 
cover possible means of using the labor of children 
as well as women. Commendation was solicited for 
Baxter's machines on the ground that they could be 
turned, one sort by children from five to ten years 
and the other by girls from ten to twenty years.' 

Governor Davis of Massachusetts called attention, 
in a message in 1835, to the fact that not only 
machines in the textile manufactures but " thousands 
of others equally important, were managed and 
worked easily by females and children." Mr. E. B. 
Bigelow of Boston, in 1842, patented a series of de- 
vices " for making the carpet loom automatic, so 
that the costly labor of man might be dispensed with, 
and the whole process of weaving be conducted by 
women and boys." 

Tariff arguments, too, made use of the fact that 
children as well as women were employed in large 
numbers in the new mills. One protectionist care- 
fully worked out in the pages of Niles's Register the 

See Niles's Register, vi, 16, where it is claimed as a great advan- 
tage that the carding, roving and spinning machines are separate 
and distinct machines; "the first (carding), worked by a girl or 
woman and fed by a child; the second (roving), worked by a 
child; the third worked by a child or girl." 
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exact gain that came to a typical village from the 
fact that its children could find work in  neighboring 
textile factories. He came to the conclusion that " if 
we suppose that before the establishment of these 
factories, there were two hundred children between 
seven and sixteen years of age, that contributed noth- 
ing toward their maintenance and that they are 
now employed, it makes an immediate difference of 
$13,500 a year to the value produced in the town!" 

Now and then an interesting document is found 
which throws light on conditions which prevailed at  
this time. The memorandum from the " Poignaud 
and Plant Papers " showing the wages paid to Dennis 
Rier for himself and his family of children and to 
Abigail Smith and " her daughter Sally, 8 years of 
age and son, Samuel, 13 years of age," which is quoted 
in a later chapter dealing with wages, is of interest 
from this point of view. Of similar interest is a wages 
book for the year 1821, still in the possession 
of the agent of the Waltham cotton mills, which 
shows that one Gideon EIaynes in that year, came 
regularly to collect the wages of his children; for 
Cynthia Haynes, who worked in the cloth room, two 
dollars and a quarter a week; for the three chil- 
dren who were employed in the card room, Ann, 
one dollar and a half a week, Sabre, two dollars, and 

l Nibs's Register, xi, 86. Children under seven are carefully 
excluded from the computation on the ground that, at this age, 
they are "incapable of any employment other than the little ser- 
vices they can render in domestic affairs!" 
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Sophia, two dollars and eight cents. Samuel Long- 
ley also came to collect the three dollars and a half, 
which represented the joint weekly earnings of his 
daughters Sarah and Rebecca. 

In  general, however, it should be said that a rela- 
tively larger number of women and fewer children 
were employed in the mills of eastern lllassachusetts 
and in New Hampshire than in Rhode Island and 
Connecticut, where the so-called " family system " 
prevailed. This point, however, will be dealt with in 
some detail in a later chapter dealing with the early 
mill towns. 

A brief summary. of the industrial situation dur- 
ing the first part of the last century so far  as i t  
concerned the employment of women may be useful, 
even at the risk of repetition. The introduction of 
machinery had created new and great industrial pos- 
sibilities, but we were confronted with the problem of 
establishing manufactures in a country where labor 
was scarce and dear and where there was a strong 
national prejudice against " diverting labor from 
the land." This problem was solved by the employ- 
ment of women and children to police the new ma- 
chines, a natural solution since the machines were 
doing work which women had been doing in their own 
homes. Moreover, to have the women of the country 
fully employed meant the more complete utilization 
of the country's labor force, which was a clear eco- 
nomic gain to the nation and in line with the policy 
of achieving the maximum utility not only from our 
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boundless and unexplored territory, but from our 
population. I t  should be noted, too, that in addition 
to the fact that an economic justification was found 
for the employment of women in the new mills and 
factories, there was no social prejudice against it. 
Following in the wake of Puritan tradition which 
loathed idleness as a vice and cherished ideals of in- 
dustry and thrift, anything which offered new op- 
portunities of employment for either women or chil- 
dren was eagerly welcomed. 

CHAPTER V 

THE EARLY FIELD OF EMPLOYMENT 

ALTHOUGH the first factories in which labor-saving 
machinery was used in this country were established 
in the closing decade of the eighteenth century, these 
early establishments were crude and experimental, 
and employed very few hands, and i t  has been pointed 
out that i t  was not until the year 1808 that any real 
impetus was given to the " infant industries " of this 
country. 

The years from 1808 to 1840 have been well de- 
scribed as the period of the domestication of the fac- 
tory system.l Machinery was gradually applied to 
a large number of different industries. The Patent 
Office registered from year to year a constantly in- 
creasing series of new inventions; the number of our 
manufacturing establishments grew with equal rapid- 
i ty ;  and the value of our manufactured products, 
which was estimated in 1834 to be equal to three hun- 
dred and twenty-five million dollars a year, bore wit- 
ness to our industrial progress. 

But we are concerned here only with one phase of 

l See the very interesting chapter with this title in Bogart, 
"Economic History of the United States," pp. 142-154. 
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the economic history of this period,-the effect of the 
development of the factory system upon the position 
of women in industry. Succeeding chapters will 
trace in detail the history of the most important 
changes in several different industries in so far  as 
they have affected women's work, and, as a prepara- 
tion for these special studies, a general survey will be 
attempted of the field of employment for women at 
this time, together with some account of the occupa- 
tions in which they were engaged and some discussion 
of the extent to which factory work had superseded 
employment in the home. 

No list of the industries in which women were em- 
ployed during the period following the industrial 
revolution that can lay the smallest claim to com- 
pleteness has been heretofore accessible, and i t  has 
been easy to be misled into believing that we are un- 
able to obtain any such information for a period 
earlier than 1860. A prize monograph of the Ameri- 
can Economic Association, published in 1891, con- 
fessed " defeat and discouragement " with regard to 
" well-nigh every step of the attempt to reach any 
conclusions regarding women workers in the early 
years of the century "; and announced that i t  was 
" to the United States Census of 1860 that we must 
look for the first really definite statement as to the 
occupations of women and children." l 

l Helen Campbell, "Women Wage Earners," pp. 95, 96. For 
a similar statement, see Mabel Hurd Willett, "Women in the 
Clothing Trades," p. 24. 
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One statement, however, regarding the early em- 
ployment of women which is frequently met with, 
is misquoted from Harriet Martineau's " Society in 
America,'' to the effect that, when she visited America 
in 1836, but seven occupations were open to women. 
This alleged enumeration contains teaching, needle- 
work, keeping boarders, work in the cotton mills, 
typesetting, bookbinding, and domestic service.l Miss 
Martineau's statement, however, was that for the 
poor woman, " before the opening of the factories, 
there were but three resources-teaching needle-work 
and keeping boarding-houses or hotels. Now," she 
said, " there are the mills; and women are employed 
in printing offices as compositors as well as folders 
and stitchers." * 

There can, clearly, be no doubt of the fact that 
this was merely a casual obiter dictum on the part of 
Miss Martineau, and that she had no thought of mak- 
ing a careful enumeration of women's occupations. 
She did not, for example, include domestic service 
in  the list, although she so often refers to it in other 
parts of the book, and she also omitted shoe binding, 
which she mentions in a chapter on manufacturing 
labor, and which she must have known to be an occu- 
pation much more important than bookbinding or 
typesetting. 

' See Wright, " Industrial Evolution of the United States," 
p. 202; and Levasseur, "The American Workman," p. 337. 
' Harriet Martineau, "Society in America" (1837), fourth edi- 

tion, ii, 257. 
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But this casual statement of the meager op- 
portunities of employment for working women in 1836 
has come in recent years to be treated as a final word 
on the subject of the early employment of women and 
has lent convenient color to vague and comforting 
generalizations regarding the multiplication of indus- 
trial openings for women that has come with our 
years of pro, oress. 

Fortunately i t  is not so impossible to secure in- 
formation regarding occupations for women in this 
early period as i t  has been represented to be, and, in 
particular, some of the official reports on manufac- 
turing industries are useful for this purpose. From 
a study of three such reports belonging to the period 
from 1820 to 1840 i t  appears that, instead of seven, 
there were more than one hundred industrial occupa- 
tions open to women at  this time. One of these re- 
ports is the United States industrial census of 1822; 
another is a series of " Documents Relative to the 
Manufactures of the United States," collected in 1832, 
by the Secretary of the Treasury; the third is the 
industrial census of Massachusetts for 1836-37.3 

l "Digest of the Manufacturing Establishments in the United 
States," issued as a n  additional volume of the "Fourth Census" 
1823, conveniently available in "American State Papers: Fi- 
nance," iv, 28-224. 
' " House Executive Documents," Twenty-second Congress, 

First Session, i and ii. 
8 "Statistical Tables Exhibiting the Condition and Products 

of Certain Branches of Industry in Massachusetts for the Year 
Ending April 1, 1837. " 
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Both the " Digest " of 1822, aid the " Docu- 
ments " of 1832 were disappointing as attempts a t  
a census of man~fac tures ,~  but from the three reports 
together, however unsatisfactory each may be alone, 
it is possible to obtain some interesting information 
relating to the employment of women during these 
years. The total number of women employed in  all 
of our industrial establishments, or even in any one 
industry, cannot be ascertained; neither can a com- 
plete list of occupations be compiled; but the data 
furnished by these documents affords abundant evi- 
dence of the fact that the employment of women in 
such industries as had been established at  that time, 
was common enough. 

l Of these the 1832 collection is unquestionably the most im- 
portant. As a census of manufacturing industries it  was a fail- 
ure, and no attempt was made to tabulate the data or prepare a 
summary of the results. Save in the New England States, little 
information is given, except for a few leading industries like 
cotton, wool, glass, and iron, and even for these the returns are 
fragmentary; but for the New England States some valuable and 
detailed information is given. In  1822, the attempt to  prepare 
a "digest" of the manufacturing industries had been similarly 
disappointing. Niles called it  a "miserable exhibit " (Niles's 
Register, May 3, 1823), and said that "to bring forth a summary 
for general purposes of reference and remark we esteem as an 
impossibility and were not, therefore, surprised that none is 
given." For our purpose, however, these reports are extremely 
valuable, because of the fact that the schedules called for the 
number of "men, women and children" instead of the baffling 
" number of persons " employed. Frequently the designation in 
the schedules was disregarded and only the fact that the number 
of employees " returned; but in a large proportion of cases it  was 
faithfully observed. 
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For example, the " Digest " of 1822 shows that in  
that year women were employed in the manufacture 
of anchors, beer, brass nails, books, barrels, boats, 
button molds, buttons, brushes, bagging (hemp), 
bakery products, beds, boots and shoes, candles and 
soap, coaches, cheese, combs, cigars, cotton cloth, cor- 
dage and twine, chairs, clocks, cards, cooper's ware, 
clothing, carts, earthenware, furniture, flour, floor 
cloth, gloves, goldleaf, gunpowder, gun stocks, fur  
and wool hats, hardware, leather, lace, lumber, ma- 
chinery, maple sugar, morocco leather, medicines, 
millstones, oil (flaxseed), paper, rope, salt, saddles, 
saddletrees, stoves, straw hats, shovels, silver and gold 
ware, saltpeter, tinware, tobacco and snuff, types, 
woolen goods, yarn, whips, whisky and gin. While a 
list of this sort is tedious, i t  does, perhaps, enable one 
to realize more vividly in how large a variety of in- 
dustries women worked in the first quarter of the 
nineteenth century. 

I n  the " Documents " of 1832, the New Hampshire 
returns show that they were employed in the manu- 
facture of brushes, bobbins, books, batting, cigars and 
snuff, gum, garden seeds, glass bottles, fur  and wool 
hats, leather and morocco leather, musical instru- 
ments, paper, starch, straw hats, roots and herbs, tin- 
plating, wire, wheelheads, whips; as well as in print- 
ing, tailoring, and cloth dressing, and of course in 
cotton and woolen mills and in the manufacture of 
boots and shoes. 

The Connecticut investigation found women also 
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employed in brass foundries, in silversmith work, in 
the manufacture of buttons and combs, cabinetware, 
coaches and wagons, caps, clocks, cotton webbing 
and cotton wicks, iron nails, jewelry, line twine, 
metal clasps, razor strops, stoneware, suspenders, and 
pocketbooks. 

Putting together such returns for Massachusetts as 
are included in the " Documents " and the state in- 
dustrial census of 1837, the list of industries may be 
extended to include the manufacture of boxes, bed- 
cords and clothes lines, blacking, children's carriages, 
cards, chocolate, cordage and twine, candles and soap, 
cork cutters, cigars and tobacco, chairs, chair stuff, 
crackers, carpets, curtains, cheese and butter, cop- 
peras, furs, furniture, flax, flint glass, fishing nets, 
gimlets, hair cloth and hair beds, hosiery, hooks and 
eyes, india rubber, lead, lead pencils, lace, letter boxes, 
locks, looking glasses, paper hangings, pails, rakes, 
stocks, tacks, types, thread and sewing silk, umbrellas, 
window blinds; and women were also engaged in mil- 
linery, tailoring, and mantua-making, making of in- 
struments, wool-pulling, gold-beating, silk and wool 
dyeing, lithographing, bed-binding and upholstering ; 
and they were also employed as silversmiths, and in 
publishing houses. 

Returns from other States were not detailed enough 
to add any other industries to this list, which would 
have been greatly extended if the documents relat- 
ing to New York had even approached in complete- 
ness those of Massachusetts. 

69 



WOMEN I N  INDUSTRY 

The exact number of industries given in all of these 
lists cannot be accurately estimated, for some of the 
expressions used are clearly redundant and the same 
industry may be counted more than once. On the 

other hand, i t  is clear that with such very incom- 
plete returns from important manufacturing states 
like New York and Pennsylvania, any estimate will 
be under the correct number. The lists, too, might 
have been considerably extended, if, instead of keep- 
ing within the limits of these official reports, contem- 
porary newspapers had been resorted to for supple- 
mentary information. I t  may, therefore, be repeated 
there were more than one hundred different indus- 
tries which had women enlployees at  this time, and that 
the field of employment for women in industry was 
much wider than'has been generally supposed. 

The reports from which this enumeration of indus- 
tries was compiled included returns from industries 
in various stages of development, and i t  is of interest 
that women were employed not only in a large num- 
ber of industries, but in industries carried on accord- 
ing to a variety of methods. 

Some of them were still hand trades in which much 
of the work was done in the homes or in small shops 
and was probably " given out " by manufacturers in 
the larger towns; others were carried on in small 
factories, which had little or no machinery, and em- 
ployed very few hands. This is evident from the 

fact that in answer to the schedule inquiry regarding 
the " value of tools, machinery, etc.," as apart from 
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real estate, buildings, and fixtures, sums under fifty 
dollars were frequently reported and in other cases 
their value was merely described as " inconsiderable. " 
There were, of course, some large establishments, but 
save in the cotton and woolen industries the number 
of these was relatively small. 

As late as the decade 1830-40 several large wom- 
en's industries were carried on very much as cloth- 
making had been before the introduction of the fac- 
tory system. The most important of these were the 
various branches of the clothing industry, especially 
the manufacture of men's shirts and trousers, the 
work done in connection with boot and shoe making, 
and the making of straw hats and bonnets-the last 
an industry which flourished in Massachusetts. Spe- 
cial chapters will deal later with the manufacture of 
clothing, and of boots and shoes, so that i t  has seemed 
worth while to select straw hat making as an  illustra- 
tion of the extent and importance of home work a t  
this period. 

The manufacture of straw braid for hats and bon- 
nets was begun as early as 1798, in Dedham, hlassa- 
chusetts, where a twelve-year-old girl by the name of 
Betsey Metcalf discovered a method of making braid 
for bonnets " from oat straw, smoothed with her 

scissors and split with her thumbnail." A bonnet of 
seven braids " with bobbin inserted like open work, 
. . . in imitation of the English straw bonnets, 
then fashionable and of high price," was much 
admired and many duplicates were demanded, 
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since a bonnet like Betsey's could be sold a t  half the 
price of a similar imported one. Young women came 
from neighboring towns to be " instructed in the ar t  " 
of straw braiding and the foundation of a floudshing 
industry was laid, not only in Massachusetts but in 
other New England States, and at the close of the first 
quarter of the nineteenth century making straw braid 
and bonnets and palm-leaf hats, had become an oceu- 
pation numerically very important for women. 

I n  1821, a Connecticut woman received from the 
London Society of Arts, a silver medal and twenty 
guineas " on condition that she would put the society 
in  possession of some of the seed and the process of 
bleaching with a description of the whole treatment of 
culm." In 1827, the " Report of the Harrisburg 
Convention in the Interests of Domestic Industry " 
contained the statement that " 25,000 persons (nearly 
all females) make straw hats and braid in Massachu- 
setts. " The statement was probably an exaggerated 
one, but there can be no question of the fact that the 
industry had grown prosperous. I n  1830, the annual 
value of the product was said to be more than a mil- 
lion and a half dollars. 

Some New Hampshire women claimed the secret 
of making leghorn bonnets, and one of their samples 
sold in Boston at  auction for fifty dollars. The fine 

bonnets were generally expensive. Those which were 
made from rye in Boxford, Massachusetts, sold regu- 
larly in the large cities at  from ten to fourteen dollars 
each, although the cost was but two or three ; and fine 
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straw and grass bonnets in imitation of leghorn often 
sold for thirty or forty dollars each. 

The industry was given some attention in other 

parts of the country. I n  1824 a school was estab- 
lished at  Baltimore " for the instruction of poor 
girls in the various branches of straw-plaiting from 
simple braid to finished bonnets "; but i t  was in New 
England, and particularly in Massachusetts, that the 

industry centered. The " Documents " of 1832 con- 
tain many reports with regard to straw hat making 

in Nassacliusetts towns. F'oxborough reported that 
" as to straw and palm leaf hats, they say that a large 
proportion of the braid is collected from the neighbor- 
ing towns, and probably 8,000 females are employed 
in the business." Dealers in Franklin were said to 
employ " 1,333 females in various places "; Wren- 
tham reported 4,000 women engaged in this work, 
Medfield 500, Milford 500, Upton 400, Ware 500.' 

' Many of the towns in which a considerable amount of work 
was done, did not attempt to  estimate the number employed be- 
cause of the irregularity with which many of the women worked. 
Thus the town of Enfield reported: "There are brought annually 
to  three traders in this town by females in this or the adjoining 
towns, 50,000 palm leaf hats, which manufacture, like that of 
covered buttons, has sprung up within about six years; in which 
time i t  has driven the foreign article from our market and sup- 
plied us with a substitute of greater beauty and value for less 
than one-third the price formerly paid. The hats are made in 
private families, the coarser kind by quite small children. It 
is impossible to estimate, with perfect accuracy, the extent of 
this manufacture. . . . The number of females employed in this 
and the adjacent towns amount to about two hundred." 
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Other towns made no attempt to estimate the num- 
ber of persons employed and there are many such 
returns as the following: " Made by females eight 
years of age and upward for eighteen cents a hat "; 
or, " Braided in families at seventeen cents each ' l ;  

or, perhaps, " Made by women and children for goods 
at retail price." This latter form of payment seems 
to have been common enough when the manufacturer 
or contractor also kept a retail store.' 

Straw hat making was, however, by no means ex- 
clusively home work, although the number of wom- 
en employed in factories was small compared with 
the number who worked at  home. The largest es- 
tablishment of the time was probably that of the 
ilfessrs. Montague in Boston, who had from 150 to 
200 looms and kept about 300 women constantly em- 
ployed in the weaving of silk warp with filling of im- 
ported Tuscan straw.2 I n  1837 the value of the palm 

Some towns reported not the actual number of women who 
did this work but the number who would have worked if the 
employment had been regular and constant, and sometimes more 
detailed reports are given. North Bridgewater, for example, 
added the following explanatory note regarding the industry: 
"Considerable straw is braided in this town, say to  the amount 
of fifteen thousand dollars, which is done by women and young 
girls; and it  is very difficult to obtain any very accurate account 
of it, or of the number of persons employed in it. . . . It is done 
in almost every family occasionally, and by part only of the day, 
week. month or year, when not occupied in household and 
family cares." 

2 Bishop, ii, 393. These were probably hand looms in which 
the straw was woven after the Tuscan fashion. I n  the issue of 
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leaf hats and straw bonnets made in Massachusetts 

was estimated a t  nearly two thousand dollars.' In 
1846, in an account of the industry in Pisher's Na- 
tionnl Magazine and Indzlstl-ial Record, i t  was said 
that " the best workwomen " could not earn more 
than fifty cents a day and that the average was only 
twenty-five cents; and it was added, " the braid is 
generally made by children varying in age from six 
to twelve years." 

The estimate then made was that Massachusetts 
alone employed 13,311 hands in the manufacture of 
straw bonnets, braid, and palm leaf hats, and that the 

total value of the product was $1,659,496.2 It was 
not long, however, before it became customary to im- 
port straw braids so that a considerable amount of the 
work done by women and children was no longer 
necessary, and the industry gradually came to 
be a much less important one for women, numeric- 
ally. 

Another interesting local industry which was car- 
ried on as " home work " a t  this time was the manu- 
facture of buttons. The molds were made by ma- 
chinery " carried by water power and tended by 
females," the lasting was imported from Eng- 

May 17, 1834, Niles's Register, p. 191, describes an interest- 
ing factory near Boston employing " between 150 and 200 per- 
sons, chiefly females, in weaving straw by hand looms"; but 
this may be the same factory as the one described above. 

"Tables of Industry, 1837," p. 181. 
Fisher's National Magazine and Industrial Rew~d, ii, 1152, 
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land and the silk from France. The women who did 
the covering received all of their materials from the 
manufacturers to whom they returned the finished 
product; and they were paid by the gross for the 
work. The industry began in 1827 and centered about 

Easthampton, Massachusetts, where as many as a 
thousand families were emp1oyed.l I n  1833-34, the 

manufacture of buttons by machinery was attempted 
and in the summer of 1834 the first covering machine 
was in operation. Local historians report that Miss 
Elvira Clapp of Southampton was the person who 
covered the first buttons by machinery? 

While i t  is not possible to make any exact state- 
ment of the number of women who worked either in 
their own homes, or in factories, before 1850, i t  is 
clear that women's labor was an important factor in 
a large number of industries. It is of further interest 

Lyman, "History of Easthampton," p. 56. 
Other button factories were also in existence a t  this time, 

according to the " Documents " of 1832. Three establishments 
in Waterbury, Connecticut, which made gilt buttons, employed 
140 men a t  $1.00 a day and 100 women a t  $2.25 a week in 1831. 
Sometimes buttons and combs were made in the same factory. 
Four such establishments in Connecticut employed 207 men and 
104 women. Comb making as a separate industry, however, 
employed about a thousand women in Connecticut and Massa- 
chusetts. I n  Leominster, in the latter state, there were 17 comb 
factories which had together 150 men a t  work for 75 cents a day 
and 75 women employees a t  40 cents; the same industry in New- 
buryport employed 85 men a t  80 cents, 20 boys a t  30 cents, and 
85 women a t  35 cents; in Haverhill 25 men a t  70 cents, 3 boys a t  
21 cents, and 23 women a t  25 cents; a t  Lancaster, 55 men a t  75 
cents and 17 women a t  "two shillings and sixpence." 
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that the demand for women " hands " was frequently 
greater than the supply. I n  1827 a prominent manu- 
facturer said, in writing to a friend: " I have no 
doubt that i t  would be more profitable to employ 
young women in our factories generally, except for 

overseers, if they could be obtained." l And the scar- 
city of women operatives which is implied here is 
also referred to in one of the " Documents " of 1832, 
and is interesting evidence of the great demand for 

women employees. Among the replies from manu- 
facturers published in the " Documents " is a letter 
from Smith Wilkinson, written, as he said, out of his 
twenty-five years of experience as a manufacturer : 
" Our greatest difficulty a t  present," he declared, 
d ( is a want of females-women and children-and 

from the great number of factories now building, 
[I]  have my fears that we shall not be able to operate 
all our machinery another year." 

l White, "Memoir of Slater," p. 129. 
' This complaint of the scarcity of women operatives is an in- 

teresting one since the familiar situation to-day is that of great 
competition within the relatively restricted field of employment 
open to women. But there were, of course, overcrowded trades 
then as now, and there were many difficulties in the way of wom- 
en who wished to be self-supporting. One of the comments of 
Miss Martineau a t  the time of her visit in 1836, is a statement of 
the other side of the situation: "One consequence, mournful and 
injurious, of the 'chivalrous' taste and temper of a country with 
regard t o  its women is that it  is difficult, where it is not impos- 
sible, for women to earn their bread. Where it  is a boast that 
women do not labor, the encouragement and rewards of labor 
are not provided. I t  is so in America. In some parts there are 
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Another interesting statement made in  the same 
decade regarding the employment of women is that 
of the Henry Carey, who said in 1835, in 

his Essay on  W a g e s ,  " The improvements of the pres- 
ent times tend very much to reducing the demalld 
for children and men and increasing that for young 
women, a change that cannot be otherwise than ad- 
vantageous." Carey also called attention in another 
connection to the fact that in the cotton manufacture 
a very much larger proportion of the employees were 
women in this country than was the case in England. 
" At first sight," he said, " i t  might be supposed that 
this should cause wages to be lower here, the labor 
of men being generally more productive than that 
of women. . . . Such is not, however, the case, wom- 

0 is done en being employed here because everythin, 
to render labour productive, while there a large 
portion of the power of the male operatives is 
wasted." 

I n  the year 1842, another economist, Amasa 
Walker, presided over a convention of the " manu- 
facturers, dealers and operatives " in the shoe and 
leather trade of the State of Blassachusetts. An ad- 
dress was issued by the convention protesting against 
possible changes in the tariff which, i t  was claimed, 
would affect a large number of prosperous industries. 
" There is one class," the address declared, " upon 

now so many women dependent on their exertions that the evil 
will give way before the force of circumstances. In the mean- 
time the lot of the poor woman is sad." 
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which the weight of this calamity will fall with pecu- 
liar severity. That class is the women of our country 
who get their living as many hundreds and thousands 
now do with great comfort and respectability, by the 
work of their own hands. This large and interesting 
class, heretofore not overpaid for their services, must 
not only experience a great falling off in price, but 
in many instances an absolute annihilation of de- 

mand for their labor."l While this statement may 
not seem to be of special interest, it is signifi- 
cant that so important a convention a t  that time 
should have demanded protection not merely for 

the workingman, but for the workingwoman as 
well. 

Comparisons between the field of employment to- 
day and that of the first half of the last century must 
be made with caution. The data for the earlier period 
which have been the subject of this discussion are 

obviously too fragmentary for this purpose. The 
first national industrial census that is in the least com- 
plete is that of 1850 and such information as has been 

"Proceedings of the Convention of the Manufacturers, 
Dealers and Operatives in the Shoe and Leather Trade in the 

State of Maesachusetts" (Boston, March 2, 1842, p. 70). The 
convention address added with regard to  the women employed: 
"They cannot subsist if compelled t o  work in competition ~ i t h  
the laboring females of Europe, who receive from four to six 
cents a day for their services . . . what an amount of privation and 
euffering must be involved in the turning out of employ or in 
employment a t  half price, of this immense number of industrious 
women." 
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collected for the earlier years relates chiefly to Massa- 
chusetts. Moreover, since so many of the women were 
employed in their own homes, the total number 
of women employees would inevitably include a 
large number who worked only a portion of the 
time. 

It should be noted, too, that a large proportion of 
the industries enumerated in the lists which were 
given employed only a very few women and were, 
therefore, relatively insignificant. But the same com- 

ment may be made upon the long list of industries in 
which women are employed to-day. I n  1900 women 

were found in 295 out of the 303 employments enu- 
merated in the census.= Women were, for example, 
reported to be carpenters, masons, blacksmiths, " quar- 
rymen," plasterers, well borers, coal and gold and 
silver miners, and the like, but i t  is clear that such 
work for women is the rare exception and that such 
occupations have no significance when the real field of 
employment for women is considered. There is, how- 
ever, little doubt that the field of employment for 
women has been widened in the last half century, and 
there is great need that this should be so. The female 

population over ten years of age has increased from 
4,265,812 in 1830 to 28,246,384 in 1900, nearly seven- 
fold. No positive statement can be made as to 
whether the number of women who are competing for 
industrial employment, out of every one hundred of 

For a list of these occupations, see Appendix E. 
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this population has increased or not. But even had 
there been no change, which is, of course, highly im- 
probable, the need of new occupations would still 
exist, unless the old had become seven times as 
important; and this, as succeeding chapters will 
show, is not what has happened; on the contrary, 
some of them have become very much less impor- 
tant. 

The census of manufactures which was taken in 
1850, which, as has been said, is our first reasonably 
complete industrial census, showed 225,922 women 
and 731,137 men employed in manufacturing indus- 
tries in establishments whose annual product was 
valued a t  five hundred dollars. I n  1850, then, 24 per 
cent of the total number of employees reported were 
women. The last census of manufactures does not 
furnish statistics which are exactly comparable with 
these earlier data. The total number of persons, how- 
ever, reported employed in manufactures in 1905 was 
6,157,751. Of these, 4,801,096 were men over sixteen, 
1,194,083 were women over sixteen, and 167,066 werz 

children, boys and girls under sixteen. That is, in 
1905, 78 per cent of the total number of employees 
were men, 19 per cent were women, and 3 per cent 
were children. These percentages seem to indicate that 
relatively fewer women in proportion to the number 
of men (19 per cent in 1900 in comparison with 24 
per cent in 1850) are now employed, but these census 
data, although superior to the stptjstics for the period 
before 1850, are not sufficiently accurate to warrant 
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an exact comparison and any conclusions based on 
them are, therefore, likely to be unsafe.l 

Some of the difficulties in the way of compar- 
ing these statistics are discussed in Appendix B, 
but the fact that there has been no substantial 
change in the proportion of women employed in the 
last few decades is significant and should be noted 
here. 

I t  is, however, to be emphasized that the proportion 
of both men and women employed in manufacturing 

The following table showing the relative numbers of men and 
women employees reported by each succeeding census since 1850 
is given in the 1905 "Census of Manufactures" and is here re- 
printed. The percentage which women formed of the total 
number of employees a t  each decade has been computed and is 
added to the table. The data for 1850, which are omitted 
from the 1905 census, are also added here: 

COMPARATIVE SUMMARY OF ALL INDUSTRIES (FACTORY, ME- 
CHANICAL, AND NEIGHDORHOOD). FROM 1905 CENSUS OF 

MANUFA~URES, I, XXXVI. 

/ 1905. 1 1900. 1890. ( 1880. / 1870. 1 1860. 1 1850. 
p 

% of 
women 

1 9 I l 9 l g I  1 6 2 1 1 2 4  

* Not reported separately for 1850 and 1860. 
t In 1870 and after. the gercentage of women means percentage of women 

over sixteen (or fifteen). See Appendix B. 
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industries is larger than formerly. I n  1850 eighty- 
seven men and twenty-eight women out of every one 
thousand persons of each sex in the population over 
ten years of age were employed in manufacturing in- 
dustries; in 1900 one hundred and forty-two men 
and thirty-nine women were so emp1oyed.l That is, 
within fifty years the number of men in " manufac- 
turing and mechanical pursuits " increased relative- 

ly much faster than the number of women. There is, 
then, a very evident fallacy a t  the bottom of the popu- 
lar  superstition that the increase in the number of 
women employed in factories has meant " driving out 
the men." Against an increase of eleven in every 
one thousand women must be set an increase of fifty- 
five in every one thousand men. 

But  the question of greatest interest is not whether 
there has been a general displacement of women by 
men, or of men by women, in industrial occupations, 
but what specific changes have occurred in specific 
trades and why these changes have taken place. Such 
questions, however, cannot be answered in a general 
discussion of the whole field of industrial employment, 
and it has seemed best, therefore, in the succeeding 

l According t o  the "Census of Occupations," these figures 
would have been, for 1900, 194 out of every thousand men, and 
46 out of every thousand women. The figures for 1900, which 
are given above in the text, were obtained from the 1900 sta- 
tistics given in the preceding table, with the number of children 
apportioned as indicated in Appendix B. In any caqe the num- 
bers are only approximate, since there are no statistics for 1550 
which are properly comparable with those for 1900. 

83 



THE EARLY FIELD OF EMPLOYMENT 
WOMEN IN INDUSTRY 

chapters to treat separately the history of each of the 
important industries in this country which employ 
large numbers of women. I n  the most recent cen- 
sus of manufactures, which was taken in 1905, the 
" hand trades " (which, of course, included millinery 
and dressmaking) were omitted, but more than a mil- 
lion  omen were reported to be employed in estab- 
lishments conducted under what is known as the fac- 
tory system. The table on page 85 shows the total 
number of women employed and the number in  each 
of the industries employing the largest number of 
women. Along with the number of women employed, 
the number of men and of children are given in order 
that the importance of women in the industry may 
be more correctly understood. 

According to this table, five industries or groups 
of industries, textiles, cigarmaking, ( boots and 
shoes," the clothing trades, and printing and publish- 
ing,l employed half of the one million women; and, 
in the succeeding chapters, an attempt will be made 
to follow in detail the history of each of these indus- 
tries in relation to the problem of women's work. 

1 The next largest number of women found in any one industry 
is very much smaller than the smallest number glven In the table 
above, viz., 14,844, the number employed in the manufacturing 
of "bread and bakery products." It should be noted that along 
with the 14,844 women, 64,580 men are employed, an interesting 
example of the way in which women's work has been taken over 
by men. The explanation of the displacement of women is the 
fact that the work is extremely heavy and that much of it is 
night work. 
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TABLE SHOWING THE TOTAI, NUMBER OF PERSONS IN MANU- 
FACTURING INDUSTRIES IN 1905, AND THE NUMBER IN THE 

FIVE INDUSTRIES EMPLOYING THE LARGEST NUMBER OF 

WOMEN. 

1 THE TEXTILE INDUS- 
TRIES 
Total 

Cotton Manufac- 
tures 

Hosiery Goods and Knit 

Silk and Silk Goods 
Woolen Goods 
Worsted Goods 

2. THE DUSTRY CLOTHING IN- 

Total 
Men's Clothng 
Women's Clothing 

Total -- -. 142,110 37,503 5,001 
J3ook and Joyidl 1 i r 2 9 3 l  1 19.9751 1 2,478 

"Newspapers Penodlcals" 
76,817 17,528 2.523 

-- 
I I l I I 

-- 
Total Number of ~er-l 

3. TOBACCO AND CIGARS 

4. BOOTS AND SHOES 

5 PRINTING AND PUB- 
LISHING. 

I I I I I I 

Fortunately these five industries are not only those 
which employ the largest numbers of women, but they 
have been, at  the same time, quite different in their 
technique and method of development; and they pre- 
sent, therefore, in their several histories, various 
phases of the adjustment made necessary by the in- 
troduction of machinery and the establishment of the 

85 

72,970 

95,257 

. - . - - -. 
sons Employed in Five 
Industrial Groups 

Total Number of Per- 
sons Employed in all 
Industnes 

57,174 

49,535 

685,532 

4,801,096 

5,274 

5,132 

590,832 

1,194,083 

87.675 

167.066 
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factory system. Studies will, therefore, successively 
be made of the cotton manufacture as the most im- 
portant representative of the textile industries which 
belonged historically to women, but in which women 
are now being displaced by men; of the manufacture 
of boots and shoes, historically a trade for men, but 
one in which women's labor has for a hundred years 
been an important factor; of cigar making, which is 
not a historic industry at all, but wlrich began early 
in the nineteenth century in a small way as a by- 
employment for farmer's wives, and then became a 
trade for immigrant men and later for immigrant 
women. Somewhat briefer accounts will be given of 
the sewing trades, which have always been numeric- 
ally the most important women's industry; and of 
printing, the latter of special interest because i t  is a 
skilled trade in which women have long been em- 
ployed, but in which they have been so largely out- 
numbered by the men that they have with difficulty 
held their own. 

CHAPTER V1 

THE COTTON INDUSTRY 

AN account has been given in an earlier chapter of 
the establishment, in the closing decade of the eight- 
eenth century, of the first cotton mills in which the 
new spinning machinery was used in this country. An 
attempt has also been made to give a sufficient account 
of the early labor situation to explain the great de- 
mand for women operatives and, in some measure, per- 
haps, the public approval of their work. I t  remains, 
therefore, for this chapter to deal with the effect on 
the employment of women of the development of the 
cotton manufacture in the nineteenth century. 

The rapid growth of the industry between 1800 
and 1815 is indicated by the increased consumption 
of raw cotton; in 1800, only five hundred bales were 
used in our American mills, one thousand bales were 
used in 1805, ten thousand in 1810 and ninety thou- 
sand in 1815.' The number of spindles in use was 
only 4,500 in 1805, but there were 8,000 in 1807, 31,- 
000 in 1809, 87,000 in 1810, and 130,000 in 1815.2 

'See "Report of the Committee on Protection of hfanufac- 
tures," "American State Papers: Finance," 111, 82. 
' Taussig, "Tariff History of the United States," p. 28, note. 
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This expansion meant the employment of increased 
numbers of women and children in the new and 
enlarged mills. In  1810, returns from eighty-seven 
mills were received by Secretary Gallatin before he 
published his " Report on 3lanufactures7" and, on tllc 
basis of the data furnished, he estimated that in 1811 
the cotton mills of this country would employ 500 
men and 3,500 women and chi1dren.l According to 
this official estimate, which, although made on the 
basis of very imperfect data, is undoubtedly a valu- 
able one, women and children formed eighty-seven 
per cent of the total number of persons employed in 
the cotton mills in the second decade of the last cen- 
tury. That this was not considered an unusually 
high percentage for that period is indicated by other 
similar estimates which were made a few years later. 
I n  1814 Trench Coxe, in the " Digest of Manufac- 
tures," prepared for the Secretary of the Treasury, 
said, in discussing possibilities for the industry, 
that about 58,000 persons would produce 50,000,000 
pounds of yarn, and " of these not more than one 
eighth part ought to be adult males; the remaining 
seven eighths might be women and children." He 
estimated also that 100,000 women, " less than one 
sixth of our adult females," might with perfect ease 
weave all of this yarn with the fly shuttle. But a more 
satisfactory statement of the employment of women is 

l Gallatin's estimate was based on a theory that 800 spindles 
employed 40 persons, 5 men and 35 women and children ( ' l  Amer- 
ican State Papers: Finance," ii, 427). 
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found in a report of a congressional committee l in 
1816 showing, in the form of the following table, the 
number of persons employed in the cotton mills in 
that year: 

Males from seventeen up . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  10,000 
Women and female children.. . . . . . . . . . . . .  66,000 
Boys under seventeen. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  24,000 

Total. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .100,000 

No other estimate for the whole country was made 
until 1831, but some records showing the number of 
operatives in various isolated mills are preserved, and 
these indicate for the most part a very high percen- 
tage of women operatives. 

At the 'CValtham factory in 1819 there were 14 
men and 286 women and children. I n  the same mill 
in 1821 there were 353 employees, 299 women and 54 
men; all of the overseers were men as well as the 
painters, machinists, teamsters, card coverers, general 
laborers and the like. A factory at  Fishkill on North 
River had from seventy to eighty employees, five 
sixths of whom were women and girls. The Poignaud 
and Plant factory a t  Lancaster had, in 1825, 39 
women, 7 men, and an overseer, and in 1833, 35 wom- 
en, 5 men, and an overseer. I n  the factories at New 
Market, New Hampshire, 250 girls, 5 boys, and 20 
overseers and assistants formed the working force in 
1827. I n  the same year, Kirk Boott prepared a state- 

' "American State Papers: Finance," iii, 82. 
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ment showing that six Lowell mills employed 1,200 
persons, " nine tenths of those females, and twenty 
from twelve to fourteen years of age." 

A summary of these statements showing the per- 
centage which women formed of the total number of 
employees in the different mills is given in the follow- 
ing table : 

It is also of interest to know that the proportion 
of women employed in our cotton mills was not only 
very large, but that i t  was considerably larger in this 
country than in England. Henry C. Carey estimated 
on the basis of statistics for 1831 that there the num- 
ber of women was about 9 per cent greater than the 
number of men employed, while in this country i t  
was about 110 per cent greater. " The great dispro- 
portion," he said, " between the two countries in the 
employment of male and female labor cannot fail 
to strike the reader." A manufacturer of the same 
period said with regard to this point: " The perfec- 
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Per Cent which Women 
Formed of Total Num- 

ber of Operatives. 
DATE. 

.............. 1818 

.............. 1819 

.............. 1821 
... 1822 (probably). 

.............. 1825 

.............. 1827 

.............. 1827 

.............. 1833 

tion to which machinery is brought enables the pro- 
prietor to avail himself more extensively of female 
labor than is the case in Europe. The labor of the 
females is much more productive [here] and they 
consequently receive higher wages. " 

Much more interesting, however, than the number 
of women employed in the new mills is the work 
which they did and the question of the division of 
occupations, in so far  as there was any a t  this time, 
between women and men. 

Then, as now, the two chief occupations in the 
mills were spinning and weaving. Spinning, as has 
been pointed out, had always been women's work in 
the home, and the early spinning frames in the fac- 
tories were exclusively tended by women. I t  was 
undoubtedly due, in part, to the scarcity of male 
labor and to the fact that women were willing to 
work in the mills that the spinning machinery in  
this coui !iy was adapted to their use. Thus frame 
spinning was the rule and mule spinning the excep- 
tion here, although the mule was extensively used 
in England. 

Mule spinning has always been awkward work for 
women because their movements in following the mule 
are so much impeded by their skirts, and the scarcity 
of male labor in this country was probably one rea- 
son why mule spinning came so slowly into use. There 
is reason to believe that the mule was introduced in 
Rhode Island as early as 1817, but it was not adopted 
in Lowell nor in Massachusetts generally until much 
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later, and as late as 1840 was little used. Henry C. 
Carey, writing in the thirties, said the mule was not 
used in any of the Lowell factories, " and the conse- 
quence is that female labor here takes the place of 
male labor in England." And the comment of James 
Montgomery was that " in neither [Waltham nor 
Lowell] nor in any of the mills that followed their 
system was mule spinning introduced until after 
1830." There is reason to believe that attempts were 
made to employ women as tenders when the mules 
were first being adopted in this country, but i t  was 
found to be more suitable work for men. An old 
Waltham operative who tells of seeing mule spinning 
for the first time in the early forties, remembers a 
woman spinner and girl piecers working in the mule 
room at  Lawrence when he was employed there. 
Later the same woman with her girls came to Wal- 
tham where mules were introduced later, but she was 
obliged to leave. " The men made unpleasant re- 
marks and i t  was too hard for her, being the only 
woman " ! 

I t  has already been explained that, while weaving 
was not so exclusively women's work before the in- 
troduction of machinery, yet after the fly shuttle had 
come into use and the " spinning mills " had greatly 
increased the demand for weavers, large numbers of 
women were employed in weaving, not only for their 
households but for factories and local dealers; and 
the sign " weaving given out " was common over 
shops a t  this time. A manuscript volume which was 
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used to record the quantity of yarn given out, 
cloth returned, and the payments made to the per- 
sons who wove in their own homes for the Poignaud 
and Plant factory in Lancaster, is still preserved; 
and on the pages of this old " Weaver's Book " ap- 
pear the names of Ivory Wildes, Nabby Fife, Patty 
Wilder, Polly Barker, Prudence Buttrick, Consider 
Studley, Dolly Maynard, together with those of some 
forty other women who wove for the factory from 
1812 to 1816. The number of men weavers was: 
larger than the number of women but in many cases 
the men undoubtedly acted as agents for their wives 
who did the weaving, but who left to their husbands 
the work of calling for the yarn and returning the 
cloth. 

Later in 1818, an English traveler in another part 
of New England noted the large number of " female 
weavers " and was astonished at  their independence 
in dealing with their employers. " Some of them," 
he said, " who have no other means of support ex- 
cept service (which is unpopular in America) lodge 
with farmers, and give half the produce of their labor 
for their board and lodging."l 

I n  the year 1814 the power loom was first success- 
fully used in the Waltham factory and the modern 
cotton mill which converted the raw cotton through 
all the processes of manufacture to cotton cloth was 
at  last constructed. Power loom weaving became at 

'Fearon, "Sketches of America," 1818, p. 101. 
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once the most profitable occupation for women in  the 
mills. The old wages book for the year 1821, which is 
preserved in the Waltham mills, shows that all of the 
138 weavers were women, although the six overseers 
were men. The first power looln weaving a t  Lowell 
was done by Deborah Skinner,= who, according to the 
old Waltham book had been the best weaver there 
before she was brought to Lowell by tlie Merrimack 
Corporation to tcach their girl weavers the use of 
the new loom. I n  Fall  River, where three of the 
looms were started in  1817, all of the weavers were 
women or girls, and one of the latter was Hannah 
Borden, the daughter of a large stockholder in  Fal l  
River's first cotton mill, and the best weaver of her 
day. 

9 further word may be said here about Rannah 
Borden who is one of the most interesting of the 
remarkable women who worked in our early cotton 
mills. She learned to weave on the hand loom when 
she was eight years old, and a t  fourteen, when she 
went into the mill to work, she was an  excellent 
weaver. After the power loom was introduced she 
ran  two looms, and wove thirty yards of cloth a day. 
She worked from five i n  the morning to seven i n  
the evening in  a weaving room which was rough and 
unplastered, very cold and with only one small stove 
for heat. P a r t  of the time she did " custom weav- 
ing," running only one loom, with extra care, so that 

1 "Contributions to Old Residents' Historical Association " 
(Lowell), vi, 71. 
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a finer cloth was produced; bu t  for this, of course, she 
received extra pay.l 

The tending of power looms continued to be done 
almost exclusively by women for  a period of nearly 
fifty years. I n  Henry Carey's " Essay on Wages," 
written in  1835, power loom weaving is discussed as a 
women's occupation and from James JIontgomery's 
account of the industry written a few years later, i t  
seems clear that the custom of having girl weavers 
was universal here. Some of the oldest employees in 
the New England mills to-day say they can remember 
when weaving was so universally considered women's 
work that a " man weaver " was held u p  to public 
ridicule for  holding a " woman's job." As late as 
1860, in the discussions of the New England Cotton 
Manufacturers' Association, a weaver is uniformly 
referred to as " she." An interesting old employee 
of the Waltham mills, a man who has worked continu- 
ously there since the forties, says he cannot remember 
having seen any " men weavers " until about the time 
of the Civil War. He  believes that the first men to 
work in the weaving rooms i n  Waltham were immi- 
grant English weavers. 

hiIechanica1 improvements, however, have gradually 
led to the substitution of lnen for  women until a t  the 

l Other details of Hannah Borden's life are to be found in an 
address by Miss S. H. Wixon which was published in the Fall 
River Evening News, May 28, 1903. 

"Reports of New England Cotton Manufacturers' Associa- 
tion," October 21, 1860, pp. 28, 29. 
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present time weaving threatens to become " men's 
work." The number of looms which a single opera- 
tive can tend has constantly increased, and the ten- 
dency has been all along to a higher and higher rate 
of speed. When the power loom was first introduced, 
a weaver tended only a single loom and that loom 
ran from 80 to 100 picks a minute. I t  was not long 
before the invention of the rotary temple made i t  
possible for an operative to tend two looms instead 
of one and those looms ran at a higher speed so that 
the result was about 260 picks a minute. In  1850 
four looms with a total of about 600 piclrs a minute 
could be watched by a single weaver. I n  1895 one 
operative could tend eight looms which ran a total 
of about 1,500 picks a minute. The invention of the 
automatic loom enormously increased the number of 
looms to an operative until to-day a single weaver 
may tend as many as twenty looms running more 
than 4,500 picks per minute.l 

The effect of the introduction of these new looms 
has been to reduce still further the number of women 
employed. The statement in the census of 1900 that 
the " improved high-speed and automatic looms, 
many of which are put under the charge of one 
weaver, can be operated most efficiently by men,"= 

On this point see a little volume called "Labor-Saving 
Looms," 1905, published by the Draper Company, which manu- 
factures these looms. See also the 1905 "Census of Manufac- 
tures," iii, p. 50. 

"Twelfth Census (1900) : Manufactures," Pt. iii, 32. 
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is borne out by the following table, showing the 
number of men and women employed as weavers in 
1905. Data are given separately for l\Iassachusetts, 
the state in which the industry has had the longest 
history because the situation there is of special inter- 
est. 

COTTON-MILL WEAVERS ' 

This table is of very great interest since it shows 
that the number of men and of women weavers is 
now substantially equal. I n  1900 the " Census of 
Manufactures " said with regard to this point: " I t  is 
well known to those conversant with the industry 
that only a few years ago the weaving of cotton 
goods was regarded as peculiarly the work of 
women. The introduction of improved and fast 
looms has led more and more to the employment 
of men as weavers. The tendency is so marked that 
the next enumeration should show the men in a 
majority.'' 

The number of men, however, has been increasing 
not only in the weaving rooms but in the spinning 

Men over sixteen.. . . . . . . . 
Women over sixteen.. . . . . 
Children under sixteen.. . . 

Data for this and following table are from the 1905 "Census 
of Manufactures," iii, 50. 
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Number of weavers in the 
United 

48,248 
48,325 
2,238 

Number of 
Weavers in the 

State of 
Massachusetts. 

14,554 
16,473 

531 
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department as well. The number of mule spinners 

in this country has nevcr become very large, but mule 
spinning has remained exclusively an occupation for 
men. On the other hand, the spinning frame is now 
tended by men as well as by women, and the result 
has been, as the following table indicates, that a 
very considerable number of men are now employed 
as spinners. 

COTTON-MILL "SPINNERS" IN THE UNITED STATES 
IN 1905 

There are now, then, more than fifteen thousand 
men employed in the cotton mills at spinning, an oc- 
cupation which belonged historically to women in 
the home and an occupation which in the early days 
of the machine system was equally their own in the 
factory. While it is not possible to follow in detail 
all of the changes in the technique of an industry so 
elaborate in its mechanical processes, the changes in 
another important occupation, that of " dressing " or 
sizing the yarn, may be noticed as a further illustra- 
tion of the way in which irnprovements in machinery 

9 8 

have tended to displace women in favor of men oper- 
atives. 

6 < Dressing " was long one of the best paid occu- 

pations for women in the mills but in the year 1866 
a new machine for sizing yarn, known as the slasher, 
was imported. Before this time the work had been 
done by the dressing machines worked by women. 
The slasher was found to be very successful as a 
means of saving labor and was rapidly installed. 
When the New England Cotton Aianufacturers' As- 
sociation met in 1869, the new machine was discussed 
and the question was raised by one member, " Do 
ladies or gentlemen tend the slashers?" The answer 
was, " 31y impression is that we can use girls, in 
part, but we have not tried them."l But the work 
proved to be physically exhausting and the substitu- 
tion of men slasher-tenders for women who had worked 
at  the dressing machines was inevitable. I n  an in- 
teresting book of reminiscences, Mrs. Robinson, one 
of the early mill girls of Lowell, reports as one of 
the changes which she found in going back to the 
old mill where she worked nearly half a century be- 
fore, that the room in which the girls of her day 
had tended the dressing machines was filled with 

Men over sixteen.. . , . . . . . . . . . 
Women over sixteen. . . . . . . . 
Children under sixteen. . . . . . 

men, who were, of course, operating slashers. 
The tendency toward a decrease in the proportion 

of women employed in the mills is also indicated by 
the census statistics for the industry as a whole. It 

" Transactions New England Cotton Manufacturers' Associa- 
tion," 1869, p. 14. 
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Mule 
Spinners. 

4,866 . . . . . . . . 

Frame 
Spinners. 

10,709 
25,701 
19,078 

15,575 
25,701 
19,078 

60,354 Total.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55,488 / 4,866 
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has already been pointed out that early statistics of 
employment are extremely incomplete. It is impossible 
to obtain any statement, even approximately accurate, 
of the absolute number of women employed until the 
close of the third decade of the nineteenth century. 
But a failure to obtain the total number of employees 
does not necessarily mean that i t  is impossible to find 
a basis for estimating the percentage which women 
formed of that total. For if a census gives the rela- 
tive numbers of men and women operatives for the 
factories reporting, then even if a great many estab- 
lishments fail to report and make the totals so incor- 
rect as to be useless, still the percentage of women 
is likely to be very much the same in the establish- 
ments that do not report as in those that do. That 
is, the percentage which women form of the total 
number of employees, is not likely to change much, 
even with a great change in the totals themselves. It 
is important to note, too, that so far as errors may 
exist in the reports sent in, they are likely to be in 
the direction of an  underestimate rather than in an 
overestimate of the number of women; for factories 
sending in careless returns after the manner of cen- 
sus-taking in the early years, often reported only 
the " number of employees " without indicating the 
number of each sex. Such returns would invariably 
be entered as " men employed " and the percentage 
of women operatives be made to appear smaller than 
i t  really was. 

Some of the estimates of the number of men and 
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women employed in the mills before 1831 have al- 
ready been given. I n  1831, when the convention of 
the " Friends of Industry " met in New York, a 
Committee on the Cotton Industry was appointed, 
which returned some interesting statistics, a part of 
which, those relating to the number of employees, 
are reproduced in the table on the following page. 
For the period between 1831 and 1850 no data re- 
lating to the number of men and women operatives 
in the whole country have been found; but from 
1850 to the present time the federal census has fur- 
nished statistics which are fairly reliable; and for 
convenience, these data from the census, with the 
two most useful of the earlier estimates, have been 
incorporated in the table on page 102. I n  order to 
show not only the change in the proportion of men 
and women employed, but the relative importance of 
the cotton industry at  different periods as furnishing 
an occupation either for men or women, the number 
of employees out of every ten thousand persons in 
the population over ten years of age has also been 
computed. 

To accompany these statistics for the country as a 
whole, a table has been prepared from data for Massa- 
chusetts, showing the number of employees for each 
decade since 1831, which has been throughout 
the whole period the most important cotton manu- 
facturing state. A study of statistics for the state 
where the industry has the longest history and where 
it is most concentrated is, in some respects, more il- 
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TABLE I 

S~ATI~TICS OF EMPLOYMENT FOR THE AMERICAN COTTON IN- 
DUSTRY IN THE LAST CENTURY 

I I 

NUMBER 
COTTON MILL EM- 

PLOYEES OUT OF 
EVERY 10.000 

M e .  Women. I ~ e o .  I women. / . 

. . 
iii 
74 
69 
58 
55 
51 
52 
. . 

Per- 
centage 
Women 
Formed 

of AI1 Em- 
ployees. 

I I I I I 

* Estimates only. 

l From Secretary Gallatin's "Report on Manufactures," 
"American State Papers: Finance," ii, 427. 

2 From "Report of the Committee on Commerce and Manu- 
factures," idem, iii, 82. 

3 From "Report of the Committee on Cotton," "Address and 
Proceedings of the Convention of the Friends of Industry a t  
New York" (1831), p. 112. 

6Statistics f rod  "U. S. Seventh Census (1850): Manufac- 
tures." 

6 Statistics from "U. S. Eighth Census (1860): Manufac- 
tures." 

8 From 1870-1905, statistics from the "U. S. Census of Manu- 
factures" for different decades, with the number of children 
eliminated. For the method used in obtaining these statistics, 
see Appendix B. 
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luminating for a historical study of this kind than 
statistics for the country at large. 

TABLE I1 

DATE. -1 Percentage of 1 Men. I Women. Women. 

A study of these tables points to some interesting 
conclusions : (1) That for three quarters of a century. 
the period for which data for a comparison are avail- 

Data for 1831 from the "Report of the Committee on Cotton," 
"Address and Proceedings of the Convention of Friends of Indus- 
try a t  New York" (1831), p. 112. Other data are from the 
State Industrial Census from decade to decade until 1905; the 
1905 industrial census is not yet available and statistics for that 
year are from the Federal, 1905, "Census of Manufactures," 
children eliminated as in the former table. 

The census taken in 1855 does not furnish these data. 
An enumeration taken on the day when the greatest number 

of operatives were employed counted more men than women, 
i. e., men, 43,705; women, 43,247-women forming only 40 per 
cent of the total. "Massachusetts State Census: Manufactures," 
1895, p. 537. 
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able, the proportion of men in the cotton mills has 
been steadily increasing while the proportion of wom- 
en has been as steadily decreasing. I n  this, the most 

important women's industry, the women are being 
slowly displaced by men. Women formed, in round 
numbers, from two thirds to three fourths, and in 
some districts as high as nine tenths, of the total 
number of operatives in the first half of the century; 
but this proportion has been declining until, in the 
twentieth century, the men outnumber the women. 

This relatively greater increase in the proportion 
of men has, moreover, been officially recognized for 
some years; and the census has more than once stated 
emphatically that there is a decreasing proportion of 
women employed in the cotton mills. Thus in 1900 the 

" Twelfth Census," after discussing various statistics 
relating to the cotton industry, pointed out that one 
important fact resulting from their examination was 
" that the tendency is more and more to the employ- 
ment of men." l 

The more recent 1905 " Census of Manufactures " 
makes the interesting comment that " the ratio of 
the number of men employed [in the cotton industry] 
to the total number of wage earners has been con- 
stantly increasing since 1870. The increase in this 

ratio, amounting to 15 per cent, was made largely 
a t  the expense of the women wage earners, whose ratio 
has decreased 10.8 per cent during the thirty-five 

1 "Twelfth Census (1900): Manufactures," Pt. iii, 32. 
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years." The census also calls attention to the fact 
that " without any concert of action-perhaps uncon- 
sciously to the general body of manufacturers-there 
is a slow but steady displacement of women by men. 
I n  the New England States in twenty-five years the 
proportion of women employed has dropped from 
49.7 per cent to 45 per cent; that of men has 

risen from 36.2 per cent to 49 per cent."l Had 
a longer period been selected for a comparison, 
these differences would have been even more 
marked. 

The second concIusion of interest is that the cotton 
manufacture now employs a relatively smaller pro- 
portion of the total number of women in the country 
than formerly. I t  is clear that the men have not 
only gained numerically from the expansion of the 
industry, bat  they have gained at  the expense of the 
women. But since this has been such a rapidly ex- 
panding industry, i t  would not necessarily follow 
that work in the cotton mills had become a relatively 
less important occupation for women merely because 
women formed a smaller proportion of the total num- 

ber of persons employed. Table 1 would seem, how- 
ever, to indicate that this has been the case. While 
in 1831 about one hundred out of every ten thousand 
women over ten years of age, and in 1850 about 
seventy out of the same number worked in the cotton 
mills, when the last census was taken but fifty women 

l1905 "Census of Manufactures," Pt. iii, 30, and Pt. i, 
lxxxii. 
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were so employed.' I t  will appear in the chapter 

dealing with conditions of life and work, that a 
marked change in the employment of women began 
to be noted toward the close of the decade 1840-50, 
and it is probable that the decline has been constant 
since that time. Percentage increases for each 
decade since 1850 in the number of cotton-mill opera- 
tives and in the population have also been computed 
and are given in the table below. 

TABLE I11 

DECADE, Cotton Mill Population Cotton M111 Population 
Operatives. over l 0  Years. Operatives. Over l 0  Years. 

Per Cent Per Cent Per Cent Per Cent -. 
1 Increase. 1 ~ic rease .  1 Increase. Increase 

It is clear from this table that the rate of increase 
in the number of women cotton operatives has been 

1 Round numbers, instead of those indicated in the table, are 
purposely used because it  is desired to emphasize the fact that 
absolute accuracy cannot be obtained from such data as exists. 

2Percentages computed from statistics of employment in 
Table I and statistics of population from federal census. 
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smaller than the rate of increase in the female popu- 
lation over ten years of age until the last decade, 
when the statistics seem to point to a slightly greater 
increase. Even during the last decade it should be 
noted that the rate of increase is fifty-four per cent 
for men operatives and but twenty-five per cent for 
women operatives, while the male and female popula- 
tion increased a t  the same rate. 

I t  is true that these census data, when carefully 
examined,l are seen to be in may respects faulty and 
unsatisfactory for purposes of comparison over a long 
term of years. They do not, therefore, furnish any 
exact statistical expression of the decrease in the pro- 
portion of women employees; and, indeed, it must be 
recognized that no accurate percentage measure of 
this change can ever be obtained. But these data 
are, with all their imperfections, of very great inter- 
est ancl significance; and they have been used because 
they are suffjeiently trustworthy to indicate a general 
tendency, and the tendency to which they point un- 
mistakably is the growing preponderance of men in 
the mills. 

I n  general i t  may be said that there are two im- 
portant reasons explaining the displacement of the 
woman operative. The first, which has already been 
discussed, is the fact that in the progress of mechani- 
cal invention in the industry cotton machinery has 
tended constantly to become heavier and to be oper- 

'See Appendix B, which discusses the census statistics in 
greater detail. 
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ated a t  an increased speed, demanding, therefore, 
greater strength and more nervous energy on the part 
of the employee. To quote the census again: " The 
number of places in which women can profitably be 
employed in a cotton mill in preference to men, or on 
an equality with them, steadily decreases as the speed 
of the machinery increases, and as the requirement 
that one hand shall tend a greater number of machines 
is extended." The second explanation, which will 
be dealt with in the succeeding chapter, is the change 
in the available labor supply, the increase in the 
number of men wanting work as a result of immigra- 
tion, and the decrease in the relative number of 
women desiring work in the mills, due to the widen- 
ing of the field of employment for educated worcen. 
This is, obviously, the more important of the two 
reasons, for if male labor had remained as scarce as 
is was in the first twenty-five years during which our 
mills were operated, the machinery would, of neces- 
sity, have been adapted to the employment of women. 
But the men who are in the cotton mills to-day are 
almost exclusively of the immigrant class--either 
foreign born or of foreign parentage-a class that 
scarcely existed in  the first quarter of the nineteenth 
century, when women first followed their work from 
the home to the mill. 

CHAPTER V11 

EARLY MILL OPERATIVES : CONDITIONS O F  LIFE AND WORK 

TURNING from the more technical questions con- 
nected with the employment of women in the mills 
to the social aspects of their work, some interesting 
changes are to be noted. There is a traditional be- 
lief that the early cotton industry was carried on 
under idyllic conditions in this country, particularly 
in New England. Lowell, the famous " City of 
Spindles " of the period from 1825 to 1850, when 
Lucy Larcom and her friends worked in the mills and 
published the Lowell Offering, is frequently com- 
pared with the Lowell of the twentieth century, 
where only eight per cent of the inhabitants are of 
native parentage, and where the mills are filled with 
Irish, French Canadians, Armenians, Portuguese, and 
Poles; and as a result it is charged that the factory 
population of New England has deteriorated. I n  
attempting, however, to trace the history of the 
changes that have been brought about, i t  is necessary 
to consider conditions of life and work apart from 
the character and nationality of the operatives. With 
regard to the former, we find so many unmistakable 
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improvements, such as shorter hours, and more sani- 
tarv conditions in mills and towns alike, that if the --- .i - -  

same class of operatives had remained, we should re- 
cord a large measure of progress. 

But the most striking feature in the evolution of 
the New England factory town is the change in the 
character of the operatives-the fact that the women 
in the mills to-day are not the deteriorated descend- 
ants of the girls who formed Improvelnent Circles 
and attended Emerson's Lyceum lectures. The 
granddaughters of the first mill girls are now to be 
found in the women's colleges, while the women who 
h a ~ e  taken their places in the mills are immigrants 
or the children of immigrants-in the terms of the 
well-known census classification " foreign-born or of 
foreign parentage." 

Lucy Larcom once said that " there was, indeed, 
nothing peculiar about the Lowell mill girls, except 
that they were New England girls of the older and 
hardier stock." This one point of difference, how- 
ever, is so fundamental that i t  made the mill town 
of that time a different world from the immigrant 
factory city of to-day. And it is further sympto- 
matic of the line of delimitation that is now drawn 
between occupations for middle-class and occupa- 
tions for working-class women. Before 1850 this 
line was scarcely discernible in New England, and 
work in the mills involved no social degradation. 
There was, indeed, no " field of employment " 
for educated women, and opportunities for train- 
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ing practically did not exist. A few months' term 
as a schoolmistress was a very unremunerative 
occupation, and as will be pointed out, this was fre- 
quently combined with mill work as a sort of by- 
employment. 

Then, too, the old respectable domestic occupations 
had been taken away from the household. Spinning 
and weaving were no longer a source of income except 
as  factory work. Tailoring was still left, and a few 
minor employments, but to be self-supporting in the 
home was difficult.' I t  was these daughters of New 
England farmers-girls with energy, perseverance, 
and ambition to do not only for themselves but for 
others, who for a period of nearly half a century 
(roughly from 1810 to 1860) formed the great body 
of cotton-mill employees in certain parts of New 
England. 

These girls were the sisters of the young men who 
were " going West " to the great states of the prairie 
country, and they had something of the pioneer spirit 
themselves-a willingness to venture into a new in- 
dustrial world, and confidence in their ability to 
make it a world in which they could live with dignity 
and self-respect. They had attended the common 
schools, and some of them were saving their hard- 
won earnings to enter the well-known women's acad- 
emies or seminaries of the day. Lucy Larcom wrote 

The Lowell Offering, v, 279, contains an interesting ac- 
count of the occupations of well-to-do'farmers' daughters in the 
thirties. 
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that " for twenty years or more Lowell might have 
been looked upon as a rather select industrial school 
for young people. The girls there," she said, " were 
just such girls as are knocking a t  the doors of 
young women's colleges to-day. They had come 

to work with their hands, but that could not 
hinder the working of their minds also." Some 

of them were able to attend such schools as Brad- 
ford Academy half the year, by working in  the 
mills the other half and " Mt. Holyoke Seminary 
broke upon the thoughts of many of them as a vision 
of hope." 

In  short, the underlying cause which made the first 
great " City of Spindles " so exceptional was the 
presence in the mills of young women of character 
and ability, to whom at  that time few other employ- 
ments were open. When an opportunity suddenly 
came to them to satisfy their desire for pecuniary in- 
dependence and their longing for educational advan- 
tages by engaging in factory work, there was no 
reason for hesitation, save a vague prejudice against 
factory labor which had grown up  out of stories of 
English mill towns. This did, for a time, perhaps, 
act as a deterrent, and many girls preferred to go on 
working at  some more " genteel " employment at  
seventy-five cents a week and board ; but the influence 
of the bolder spirits was soon felt, and steady work 
a t  high wages became an attraction too great to re- 
sist. There was, after all, no reason why they should 
not do together work which their mothers had been 
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doing in their own homes. They went eagerly, there- 
fore, long distances to Lowel1,l to Waltham, to Man- 
chester, and other early mill cities. Statistics for 
1840 showed that of 6,320 women in the Lowell mills, 
only one eighth mere from Massachusetts, while the 
great majority were from Maine, New Hampshire, and 
Vermont. This association with girls from different 
places, in a period when traveling was almost un- 
known, was considered one of the delightful features 
of factory life in Lowell. 

Since their operatives were for the most part young 
women from good families living temporarily away 
from their homes, the corporations, if they wished to 
keep this highly desirable body of employees, were 
obliged to provide suitable living accommodations for 
them in the new factory towns. To meet this need 
the corporation boarding house was devised. Rows 
of brick tenements to be used as boarding houses 
were built near the mills of the corporation, and 
women of known respectability and even of gen- 
uine refinement were put  in charge of them. The 
Merrimack corporation a t  Lowell in 1849 owned 
178 houses, 35 boarding houses for women opera- 

' Special attention is given to Lowell in this discussion because 
it was the most conspicuous of the early mill towns, and through- 
out the history of the cotton industry, and still at the present 
time, an important and typical one. Other towns in the " Lowell 
district," which included Maine and New Hampshire, were 
modeled after it. In Rhode Island and the district about 
Providence, the "family system " prevailed, and conditions were 
much less satiefactory. See Appendix B. 
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tives, 10 for men, and a large number of company 
tenements. 

Perhaps the most typical head of a " company 
boarding-house " was a widow who was left with a 
family to provide for, and whose own daughters 
could work in the mills. Lucy Larcom's mother pro- 
vided for her eight children by moving to Lowell and 
taking mill-girl boarders in a corporation tenement; 
and Harriet Hanson's aunt and mother are other ex- 
amples of these notable " house-mothers," or " board- 
ing-women ' as they were often called. Such women 
were, of course, likely to be very much interested in 
everything connected with the welfare of the girls 
under their care. But the corporations themselves 
were not lax in the matter, and had rules drawn up 
regarding the conduct of the girls in their boarding 
houses. Thus they not only regulated the dwelling 
places and food of their operatives, but dictated the 
time of going to bed and the rules of social inter- 
c o u r ~ e . ~  For the most part, the operatives in the 
early days seemed to have made few objections to 
the system but occasionally a considerable measure 
of opposition is found. I n  one of the early factory 
tracts, issued by the Female Labor Reform Associa- 

tion of Lowell,' complaint is made of the ~~rearisome 
extent of corporation control. At  the close of the 
day's work, the operative was said to be watched to 
see that her footsteps did not " drag beyond the cor- 
poration limits " and whether she wished i t  or not 
she was subjected to the manifold inconveniences of 
a large crowded boarding house, where, too, i t  was 
said that the price paid for her accommodation was 
so utterly insignificant that i t  would not insure to her 
the common comforts of life. 

This was the high tide of corporation paternalism 
in New England, when the girls not only slept in 
conlpany houses, but went to company churches and 
frequently spent their earnings a t  company stores.? 
When a girl entered a Lowell mill, she was required 
to sign what was known as a " regulation paper," 
binding herself to attend regularly some place of pub- 
lic worship. On the Merrimack corporation, during 
the period known as " Kirk Boott's reign," every 
person employed was obliged to pay a regular 
monthly fee for the support of St. Anne's, an Episco- 
palian church established by Mr. Boott without re- 
gard to the different religious beliek of his opera- 
tives, who, of course, greatly resented this " company 

1 Harriet Hanson, later Mrs. Robinson, afterwards became 
distinguished in the woman suffrage movement, and is the author 
of the book of Lowell reminiscences, "Loom and Spindle," which 
is frequently referred to in this chapter. 

"ppendix D contains copies of the rules used in Lowell and 
in the Poignaud and Plant boarding houses a t  Lancaster. 
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' This "association" is interesting as an example of an early 
labor organization among women. I t  presented a written ad- 
dress a t  the first Industrial Congress of the United States (New 
York, 1845). 

Company stores were not a feature of the Lowell system, 
but they were common enough in the early factory days through- 
out New England. See Chapter XII, p. 272. 
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tives, 10 for men, and a large number of company 
tenements. 

Perhaps the most typical head of a " company 
boarding-house " was a widow who was left with a 
family to provide for, and whose own daughters 
could work in the mills. Lucy Larcom's mother pro- 
vided for her eight children by moving to Lowell and 
taking mill-girl boarders in a corporation tenement; 
and Harriet Hanson's l aunt and mother are other ex- 
amples of these notable " house-mothers," or " board- 
ing-women ' as they were often called. Such women 
were, of course, likely to be very much interested in 
everything connected with the welfare of the girls 
under their care. But the corporations themselves 
were not lax in the matter, and had rules drawn up 
regarding the conduct of the girls in their boarding 
houses. Thus they not only regulated the dwelling 
places and food of their operatives, but dictated the 
time of going to bed and the rules of social inter- 
course.' For the most part, the operatives in the 
early days seemed to have made few objections to 
the system but occasionally a considerable measure 
of opposition is found. I n  one of the early factory 
tracts, issued by the Female Labor Reform Associa- 

1 Harriet Hanson, later Mrs. Robinson, afterwards became 
distinguished in the woman suffrage movement, and is the author 
of the book of Lowell reminiscences, "Loom and Spindle," which 
is frequently referred to in this chapter. 

Appendix D contains copies of the rules used in Lowell and 
in the Poignaud and Plant boarding houses a t  Lancaster. 
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tion of Lowell,' complaint is made of the wearisome 
extent of corporation control. At the close of the 
day's work, the operative was said to be watched to 
see that her footsteps did not " drag beyond the cor- 
poration limits " and whether she wished it or not 
she was subjected to the manifold inconveniences of 
a large crowded boarding house, where, too, i t  was 
said that the price paid for her accommodation was 
so utterly insignificant that i t  would not insure to her 
the common comforts of life. 

This was the high tide of corporation paternalism 
in New England, when the girls not only slept in 
company houses, but went to company churches and 
frequently spent their earnings at  company  store^.^ 
When a girl entered a Lowell mill, she was required 
to sign what was known as a " regulation paper," 
binding herself to attend regularly some place of pub- 
lic worship. On the Merrimack corporation, during 
the period known as " Kirk Boott's reign," every 
person employed was obliged to pay a regular 
monthly fee for the support of St. Anne's, an Episco- 
palian church established by Mr. Boott without re- 
gard to the different religious belie& of his opera- 
tivcs, who, of course, greatly resented this " company 

This "association" is interesting as an example of an early 
labor organization among women. I t  presented a written ad- 
dress a t  the first Industrial Congress of the United States (New 
York, 1845). 

Company stores were not a feature of the Lowell system, 
but they were common enough in the early factory days through- 
out New England. See Chapter XII, p. 272. 
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church." The agent of the corporation let the pews 
to persons who were employed in the mills or who 
occupied company houses; he also made the contract 
with the rector and paid his salary and the other 
expenses of the church, and in return reserved from 
the wages of each operative a fixed sum for " pur- 
poses of public worship, no matter whether they at- 
tended this church or not." ' 

There had grown up, in short, a thoroughgoing 
system of corporation control, and i t  was in harmony 
with that system that boarding-house keepers, as well 
as overseers, were to be directly responsible to the 
agent for the moral as well as the physical welfare 
of those in their care. It was a rule that no immoral 
person should be employed in any capacity in the 
mills, and there is every reason to believe that i t  was 
rigidly enforced. Indeed, abundant evidence exists 
to show that " from the beginning, Lowell had a high 
reputation for good order, morality, piety, and all 
that was dear to the old-fashioned New Englander's 
heart. " 

I t  followed as a matter of course that these capable, 
ambitious girls did not stay long in the mills. James 
Rlontgomery described them as farmers' daughters 
who came into thc factory for " perhaps a year or 

'See Justice Hoar's opinion in the ease of the Attorney 
General ex. rel. the Rector, etc., of St. Anne's Church vs. the 
Merrimack Corporation, 14 Gray (Mass.) 586. Sce also Robin- 
son, pp. 78 and 21, Larcom in Atlantzc Monthly, xlviii, 599, and 
the rules of the Lowell Manufacturing Company, in Appendix 
D of this volume. 
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two, and frequently for but a few months," and 
then went home. " There were," he said, " great 
numbers of inexperienced hands in every factory." 
Many of them were working to get money for some 
cherished purpose; to send a brother to college or to 
prepare him for the ministry; to pay off a mortgage 
on the paternal farm, or to earn money for their own 
education that they might become superior school- 
mistresses or even missionaries. 

Girls of this latter class were, moreover, often 
eager to avail themselves of the " opportunities " 
which a city like Lowell offered, and from which 
they were quite shut off in lonely farmhouses and 
country villages. In Lowell there was the Lyceum, 
which brought John Quincy Adams and Edward 
Everett and Ralph Waldo Emerson there to lecture, 
and which was said to be " more patronized by the 
mill people than any mere entertainment " of that 
day; indeed, the women operatives formed two thirds 
of the Lyceum audiences. There were " lending- 
libraries," too, and as a further means of culture a 
" debating club "; and the churches with their female 
benevolent societies, female charitable societies, fe- 
male education societies, female missionary societies, 
indeed, " female " circles of every kind, furnished 
an outlet for activities of many s0rts.l 

See, for example, the list in Benjamin Floyd's "Supplement 
t o  the Lowell Directory of 1836, Containing Names of the Fe- 
males Employed and Places of Employment in the Variolts 
Manufacturing Establishments in this City, etc." (Lowell, 1836). 
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More definitely their own were the French or Ger- 
man classes which some of the girls maintained in 
their factory boarding house, and the famous " Im- 
provement Circle," of whose work the columns of the 
Lowell Ofcl-iizg bear lasting testirn0ny.l Sympto- 
matic, too, of the intellectual interests of the opera- 
tives is the fact that rules were needed to prevent 
reading in  the mills. Bringing bool\-s with them 
when they came to work was strictly forbidden, and 
among a n  old list of discharges the following, evi- 
dently typical, case appears : 

" March 14, 1839. Ann - , No. 2 spinning 
room ; discharged for reading in the mill; gave her 
a line stating the facts." 

With real h r i t a n  zeal the girls tried to evade the 
rule by refusing to believe that the Bible could be 
among the forbidden books, and so persistently were 
the Scriptures taken into the mill that a n  overseer 

l The Lowell Offering: A Repository of Original Articles Written 
Exclusively by Females Actively Employcd in  the Mills, 1841- 
1845, 5 vols., and the New England Offering: A Magazine of In- 
dustry Written by Females Who are or Who Have Been Factory 
Operatives, Harriet Farley, editor, 1845-50, 3 vols., were preced- 
ed by an ealier periodical, The 0pcro.tives' Magazine, 184041, 
edited by Lydia S. Hall and Abby A. Goddard. The magazine 
was published by "an Association of Females," but contribu- 
tions were solicited from "operatives of both sexes." See Lucy 
Larcom, "hIill Girls' Magazines," Atlantic Monthly, xlviii, and 
Robinson, "Loom and Spindle," Chapters VI, VII. A famous 
collection of extracts from The Lowell Offering, "Mind Among 
the Spindles," was published in London and contained an intro- 
ductory tribute by Harriet Martineau. 
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who " cared more for law than for gospel " reaped 
a harvest of confiscated bibles. To large numbers of 
earnest and ambitious New England girls in  the 
second quarter of the last century, the cotton mill 
spelled opportunity and opened for them paths of 
knowledge and independence of which in  the past 
they had only vaguely dreamed. 

Work in the mills competed as an alternative em- 
ployment with teaching, and it was very common to 
find the schoolmistress in the mill during part  of the 
year a t  1east.l On the llerrimack corporation alone 
there were a t  one period more than one hundred and 
fifty women operatives who had been a t  some time 
engaged in teaching school.* Some of them still 
taught in  the summer and returned to factory work 

l In  Lucy Larcom's "An Idyl of Work," one of the characters 
thus described herself and her associates: 

"In plain words, 
I am a schoolma'am in the summer time 
As now I am a Lady of the Loom. 
. . . inside those factory walls 
The daughters of our honest yeomanry, 
Children of tradesmen, teachers, clergymen, 
Their own condition make in mingling." 

Statement of superintendent of the Merrimack Mills, quoted 
in "Fifth Annual Report of Massachusetts State Board of Edu- 
cation," p. 98. The Superintendent added: "The average wages 
of these ex-teachers I find to be 17% per cent above the general 
average of our mills, and about 40 per cent above the wages of 
the twenty-six who cannot write their names." A similar state- 
ment in "Massachusetts House Document No. 98," p. 14, esti- 
mates the number of teachers a t  180. 
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for the winter months. Miss Larcom tells us that 
an agent who came from the west for school teachers 
was told by her own pastor that five hundred could 
easily be furnished from among the Lowell mill 
girls.' And the ranks of the primary and grammar 
school teachers in Lowell were frequently replenished 
from among the mill operatives. 

Teaching was far from being a satisfactory em- 
ployment for women in the first half of the century. 
The expediency of employing more women teachers 
was urged upon the various towns in Massachusetts 
in 1837, hiit a decade later, when Horace Mann is- 
sued his final report, he was obliged to call attention 
to the fact that schoolmistresses were still so inade- 
quately paid that women in many occupations in 
mills and factories earned six or seven times as 
much as women teachers. Higher salaries and more 
permanent employment would be necessary, he said, 
before school committees could " escape the mortifica- 
tion which they now sometimes suffer, of being over- 
bid by a capitalist who wants them for his factory 
and who can afford to pay them more for superin- 
tending a loom or a spinning frame." 

The mills offered not only regular employment and 
higher wages, but educational advantages which 
many of the operatives prized even more highly. 
Moreover, the girl who had worked in Lowell was 
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looked upon with respect as a person of importance 
when she returned to her rural neighborhood. Her 
fashionable dress and manners and her general air 
of independence were greatly envied by those who 
had not been to the metropolis and enjoyed its ad- 
vantage~.~  

The women operatives were pretty uniformly of 
the same age a t  this period, few of them being 
younger than sixteen or older than twenty-five, and 
the great majority in the early twenties. Although 
the practice of employing very young children in 
cotton mills was common enough at  this time, yet in 
Lowell, Waltham, and similar places where the com- 
pany boarding-house system was maintained, the em- 
ployment of children was unprofitable, since the cost 
of board was more than a child could earn. I n  
Rhode Island and the adjoining parts of Afassachu- 
setts and Connecticut, the " English " or " family 
system " of hiring operatives was the rulc, and i t  
meant, of course, a much larger number of children 
among the employees than were to be found where 
the system of hiring individual operatives prevailed.* 
Kirk Boott's estimate for Lowell, it may be remem- 
bered, was that in 1827, in six mills employing twelve 
hundred persons, nine tenths of the operatives were 
females, and only twenty were from twelve to four- 

' "New England Girlhood," p. 256. It is scarcely necessary 
to add that many did go, and that this and similar "openings" 
operated to withdraw girls of this class into superior ocoupations. 
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l See, for example, the Lowell Ofming, passim, and Scoresby, 
"American Factories and their Female Operatives, " 1845, Chap 
ter 111, Sec. 2. 

See Appendix A. 
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teen years of age. Certainly there must have been 
some children under twelve, for Xlrs. Robinson was 
only ten years old when she began work in the Lowell 
mills, and Lucy Larcom was just eleven. 

Extreme youth, however, was no more rare than 
age. Out of a thousand women employed by the 
Lawrence corporation, there were only thirty who 
were either married or widowed. In  striking contrast 
is the Lowell of to-day, where thirty per cent of all the 
wornen in the cotton mills are married, widowed, or 
divorced, and where fewer than half fall within the 
age group of sixteen to twenty-four, which contained 
practically all of the women of the early peri0d.l 
Census statistics do not show, for cities like Lowell, 
how large a proportion of the married women opera- 

'See statistics from the "Twelfth Census (1900): Occupa- 
tions," p. 600, which contains the following data regarding the 
age and conjugal condition of the women cotton-mill operatives 
of Lowell in 1900: 

Married.. ......... .1,112 Age 10-15. . . . . . .  206 
Widowed.. . . . . . . . .  364 Age 16-24.. .... 2,049 
Divorced ........... 14 Age 2 5 4 4 . .  .... .2,144 

Age 45-64..  . . . . .  482 
1,490 Age 65 up.. . . . . .  36 

Single. ........... .3,441 - - Total. . . . . . . .  .4,917 
Total.. . . . . . . . .  4,931 

Age groups in the same industry for the United States as a whole 
show a rnuch larger percentage of women operatives under 
twenty-five. This is of course due to the wide extent of child 
labor in some sections. 
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tives are foreign-born or of foreign parentage; but 
such statistics are given for the United States, and 
arc of interest in this connection. The following 
tables show the conjugal condition of women in the 
cotton mills of the United States: 

TABLE I' 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Married. 19,688 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Widowed 5,381 

Divorced . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  485 

25,554 
......................... Single or unknown. 95,049 

................................. Total.. .120,603 

TABLE I1 a 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Native white, native parents.. 6,610 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Native white, foreign parents.. 2,337 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Foreign white. 10,680 
Negroes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  61 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Total 19,688 

From these data, which show that, of the 19,688 
married women, 13,017 were either foreign-born or 
of foreign parentage, i t  is clear that the presence of 
married women in  the mills and a great numerical 
increase in the higher-age groups are unquestionably 
a result of the employment of immigrant women. 

l "Twelfth Census (1900): Occupations," p. ccxxii. 
Ibid., p. ccxxiv. 
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Since so large a proportion of the inhabitants of 
Lowell in its first decades were mill hands, early 
census data which show the distribution of the whole 
population in age groups supply to some extent the 
lack of data showing the ages of those employed. 
For 1830 and 1840 we have the following age dis- 
tribution of its inhabitants : 

POPULATION OF LOWELL l 

I IN 1830 I IN 1840. 

Under 10 years. . . . . . . .  
10-20 years.. . . . . . . . . .  
20-30 years.. . . . . . . . .  
30-40 years.. . . . . . . . . . .  
40-50 years.. . . . . . . . .  
5 0 4 0  years. . . . . . . . . . . .  
More than 60 years.. . . .  

Total. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

Men. 
495 
405 
958 
358 
111 
37 
2 1 

2,385 

Women. 
504 

1,182 
1,792 

3.53 
164 
57 
29 

Men. 
1,865 
1,369 
2,143 
1,128 

520 
224 
92 

Women. 
1,865 
3,464 
5,568 
1,605 

650 
318 
170 

I n  the decade 1830-40, therefore, women formed 
nearly two thirds of the population of Lowell, and 
from eighty to eighty-five per cent of all the women 
were under thirty years of age. Undoubtedly the 
fact that so large a proportion of the inhabitants 
were young and vigorous recruits from New England 

farms explained the low death rate of Lowell. By 
contemporary supporters of the system, however, the 

l Data from Table XXXV, in "Brief Remarks on the Hygiene 
of Massachusetts, but More Particularly of the Cities of Boston 
and Lowell," 1849, p. 681. 
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satisfactory condition of her bills of mortality was 
pointed to with pride as an evidence of the healthful- 
ness of factory work and the superior conditions un- 
der which the operatives lived. As a matter of fact, i t  
does not seem as if the conditions either in the mills 
or in the boarding houses could have been heal thf~~l ,  
but the girls stayed so short a time, and brought such 
good constitutions with them from the farms, that 
they seemingly escaped ill health as a result; or, if 
they became ill, they a t  once went back to their 
homes, and Lowell's bill of health was left clean.= 
Many of them, too, worked only eight or ten months 
of the year and spent the rest of the time in their 
country homes. 

Conditions of work in the cotton mills of the first 
half of the nineteenth century were, in fact, far  from 
being as superior as the early body of operatives. 
The mills of this period were badly constructed, from 
the point of view of sanitation, or safety, or comfort. 
They were for the most part narrow and extremely 
high buildings, sometimes with seven stories; they 
were low-studded, heated by stoves, badly ventilated, 

l An extract from the Offering, which was inclined to be most 
optimistic, is of interest: "The daughter leaves the farm, it  is 
said, a plump, rosy-cheeked, strong, and laughing girl, and in 
one year comes back to them-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."-New England Offer- 
ing, April, 1848, p. 4. 
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and badly lighted; weavers depended on the old 
l < petticoat lamps," as they were called, which were 

fastened to the loom and filled with whale oil, to be 
ready when the light failed. Moreover, slight at- 
tention was given to apparatus for removing the fine 
dust which is so unhealthful in cotton mills, or to  
any artificial means of ventilation.' Dr. Josiah 
Curtis, in his very able study of hygienic conditions 
in  Lowell in  1849, said quite emphatically that bad 
ventilation in the mills was " the most prolific source 
of deteriorated health " among the mill hands of 
Lowell and the neighboring factory towns. " I n  
winter," he said, ' l  for four months, when the win- 
dows are closed and generally double, each room has 
fifty solar lamps burning morning and evening, 
which assist not only in  impairing the confined air, 
but also in  raising the temperature frequently to 90" 
F. before closing work a t  night." 

The hours were notoriously long, often from five 
i n  the morning till seven a t  night. I n  Lowell, ex- 
cept during very brief periods in the year, the girls 
went in for two hours' work before breakfast and 
returned to the mills again i n  the evening after sup- 
per. The meager half hour allowed for breakfast a t  
seven o'clock and for dinner a t  noon was much com- 
plained of by the operatives and by physicians in  
their behalf. While fourteen hours was sometimes 
the  period of work, twelve and three quarters was 

l Edward Atkinson writes very forcibly as to most of these 
points in the "Tenth Census" (1880)) ii, 953. 
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probably the average length of the working day be- 
fore May 1, 1847. " Overtime," too, was not un- 
known, and the lamps were sometimes kept burning 
until nine or ten o'clock; but  it was claimed as a 
justification tha t  ' l  overtime was always voluntary." 

I n  Fal l  River the hours must have been even long- 
er. F o r  example, Hannah Bordcn's day, which, how- 
ever, belongs to an  earlier period, seems to have been 
as follows: she rose a t  four, took her breakfast with 
her to the mills, and a t  five had her two looms under 
way. From seven-thirty to eight-thirty she had an 
hour for breakfast, a t  noon half an hour, and the 
looms did not stop again until half past seven a t  
night. It was eight o'clock before the Fal l  River 
girls of this per ioj  reached their homes, and they 
were said to be so tired that  i t  was not unusual for 
one to fall asleep a t  the supper table. 

I n  some Lowell mills the working day varied with 
the season of the year from twelve hours in  the win- 
ter to  fourteen in  the summer. It is an  evidence of 
the temporary character of their employment that 
some of the girls who were on piece-work rates pre- 
ferred the longer hours since their object was to gain 
a certain fixed sum of money and then leave the mills, 
and the higher earnings that were the result of the 

l Miles, "Lowell as I t  U'as and as It Is,)' 1847, p. 108. He 
adds: "The young woman, who is able, is generally willing to 
engage in it, as she draws the pay, to  the extent of the extra 
work, of two girls, while she incurs the expense of the board of 
but one." 
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longer hours meant an earlier release. One skilled 
and intelligent girl, in answering charges made in a 
political speech about the abuses of the mills, said: 
" We never work more than twelve and a half hours 
a day; the majority would not be willing to work 
less, if their earnings were less, as they only intend 
working a few years, and they wish to make all they 
can while here." It is significant, too, that an edi- 
torial i n  the New England Offering said with regard 
to this point: l '  Every overseer and girl in the New 
England mills knows perfectly well, or may know, 
that the majority, if not the whole body of the 
weavers and spinners, prefer to work as long as they 
can. . . . They enter the factories to make money." l 

Conditions in the corporation boarding houses var- 
ied much with the character of the woman in charge, 
but in any case the bedrooms were crowded and un- 
comfortable, and little, if any, better ventilated than 
the mills. The comment of Dr. Curtis was that the 
condition ;f the sleeping apartments would not be 
endured so passively if the occupants had not first 
become habituated to such unwholesome air while a t  
work. Another physician, Dr. Gilman Kimball of the 
Lowell Hospital, made an official complaint, not only 

See also the New England Offering, pp. 48, 79: "One overseer 
said that the girls would rather work more hours than less. When 
Mr. G. gave them three quarters of an hour for breakfast, they 
shut the gates to keep the girls out; and . . . in twenty minutes 
from the time they came out, one hundred were there on the 
bridge waiting-and not very patiently either-for the gates to 
open." 
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of the lack of ventilation, but of the " manifest dis- 
regard of cleanliness " and of the overcrowding in 
some of the corporation boarding houses? Often six 
or eight girls occupied a single bedchamber, and the 
descriptions in the Operatives' Maga~ine ,~  of rooms 
so " absolutely choked with beds, trunks, bandboxes, 
clothes, umbrellas, and people, that one finds i t  diffi- 
cult to stir, even to breathe freely," were probably 
not exaggerated. This was particularly trying when 
the girls were not congenial, and stories in the Offer- 
ing indicate that this was frequently enough the case. 

But i t  was easier to bear patiently with unsatisfac- 
tory conditions, when one was to have only a very 
temporary connection with them, than to take either 
the time or trouble to remedy them. Complaints of 
the ' l  long hours, the close workrooms, the crowded 
chambers," were not wanting, but i t  was following the 
line of least resistance to treat these as the inevitable 
discomforts of an occupation which was to be followed 
for a very short time a t  most. Thus, Miss Larcom, 
writing many yea,rs later, says emphatically: " Cer- 
tainly we mill girls did not regard our own lot as an 
easy one, but we had accepted its fatigues and dis- 
comforts as unavoidable, and could forget them in 

' "Report of the Lowell Hospital from 1840-1849," made to 
the Trustees, June 12, 1849, by Gilman Kimball, M.D., 1849, 
p. 14. For further statement as to unwholesome conditions 
in sleeping rooms of corporation boarding houses, see "Bill of 
Mortality of City of Lowell for 1854," p. 22. 

Vol. ii, p. 100; and see Curtis, p. 33, and Scoresby, p. 57. 
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struggling forward to what was before us." l They 
even took pride in the fact that they were above com- 
plaining about the physical discomforts of their work. 
The editor of the Ofering says of the contributors: 
" They have done honor to their heads and hearts. 
They have shown that their first and absorbing 
thought was not for an advance of wages, or a reduc- 
tion of lahor hours. They have given the impression 
that they were contented even with their humble lot. 
. . . They have striven for improvement of head and 
heart before that of situation. They have attended 
more to self-reformation than to  the reformation of 
society." 

When i t  was charged that the editorial policy of 
the magazine was to present only the bright side of 
factory life and therefore to convey an essentially 
false impression, the answer of the editor was: 
" Happy indeed are we, if our eyes can turn invol- 
untarily to the sunny side of the objects which arrest 
our gaze. " 

Larcom, in Atlantic Monthly, xlviii, 610. She says further: 
"The mistaken impression went abroad that a paradise of work 
had a t  last been found. Romantic young women camc from a 
distance with rose-colored pictures in their minds of labor turned 
to pastime, which were doomed to be sadly blurred by disap- 
pointment." 

See the closing editorial, New England Offering, i, 376: "We 
have been accused by those who seem to wish us no ill . . . of 
unfaithfulness to ourselves as exponents of the general character 
and state of feeling among the female population of this city. 
They say the Offering . . . does not expose all the evils and 
miseries and mortifications attendant upon a factory life. I t  
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All of this is, of course, an illustration of the 
familiar fact that a labor movement is born only when 
a definite wage-earning class is created which is con- 
cerned with the permanent improvement in  the con- 
dition of that class and is willing to make sacrifices in 
its behalf. To quote Aliss Larcom again: " This feel- 
ing, that they were at  work in the mills for a little 
while, only to accomplish some special purpose, gave 
them contentment without any sacrifice of independ- 
ence. Reductions of wages would often bring rumors 
of intended ' strikes,ll but the quiet, steady-going 

speaks, they say, on only one side of the question; and they com- 
pare us to poor caged birds, singing of the flowers which surround 
our prison bars, and apparently unconscious that those bars 
exist." 

Occasionally there was more than a rumor of a strike, and 
' l t ~ r n - ~ u t s "  or "flare-ups," as they were called, occurred. See, 
e.g., Condy Raguet's old Journal of Political Economy, i, 73, 
for note of a "turn-out" in 1829, and Robinson, "Loom and 
Spindle," for a Lowell "turn-out" in the thirties against a re- 
duction of wages. The Boston Evening Transcript of March 25, 
1836, contains the following intcresting paragraph: "The fac- 
tory girls of Amesbury have had a flare-up, and turned out. . . . 
The girls were told they must tend two looms in the future, by 
which they would weave double the number of yards that they 
now weave on one loom, and this without any advance of wages. 
. . . They proceeded to the Baptist vestry, chose officers, and 
passed resolutions, pledging themselves under a forfeiture of 
five dollars, that they would not go back without all. The agent, 
finding them determined to persevere, sent a written notice that 
they might come back!" Mention has already been made of an 
early strike against the first reduction of wages in Lowell; and in 
1836-37, in Dover, N. H., a proposed reduction of wages caused 
a " turn-out" in which all of the women seem to have partici- 
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ones formed a large majority who gave no aid or sym- 
pathy to violent measures, and the murmur of dis- 
affection soon died away. What  reason had these 
young girls for nursing a sense of injustice, with all 
New England beckoning them back to their native 
hills, to the homes that  were missing them, and would 
overflow with rejoicing when the absent sister or 
daughter should see for  herself that  it was no longer 
worth while for her to stay away." 

i\loreover, these girls were compensated in some 
measure by the sense of being pioneers, and successful 
pioneers. They had a clear vision of the future, and 
saw that  pecuniary independence with the opening of 
a large and remunerative field of employment for  
women held for them the promise of a new world. 
They had a conscious pride, too, in upholding the dig- 
nity of labor, in  demonstrating that in  a republic 
" work with the hands is no disgrace," and, above 
all, perhaps, i n  " clearing away a few weeds from the 
overgrown track of independent labor for other wom- 
en. They practically said by numbering themselves 
among factory girls that  i n  our country no real 
odium could be attached to any honest toil that any 
self-respecting woman might undertake." 

The poet Whittier, who saw many evils connected 
with the early cotton industry, found compensation 

pated. This strike lasted but three or four days, during which 
the girls "placarded the fence of the mill-yard and door of the 
office with rhymes composed for the occasion" (McNeill, p. 89; 
see also pp. 103, 104). 
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for the hardships suffered in  the mills in the fact that 
there, more than in any other mechanical employ- 
ment, woman's labor was placed essentially upon an  
equality with man's. Writing from Lowell, he said : 
" Here, a t  least, one of the many social disabilities 
under which woman, a s  a distinct individual uncon- 
nected with the other sex, had labored in  all times, 
is removed; the work of her hands is adequately re- 
warded; and she goes to her daily task with the con- 
sciousness that  she is not spending her strength for 
naught." 

On the whole, then, it seems fai r  to say that  con- 
ditions in early Lowell, 

That wonderful city of spindles and looms, 
And thousands of factory folk, 

as it appeared to many girls a t  that  time, were f a r  
from being so idyllic as those who are prone to idealize 
the past would have us believe. Long hours, unsani- 
t a ry  mills, crowded boarding houses, compulsorily 
supported corporation churches, all of these things 
are forgotten, and the young factory town seems to 
us, as i t  seemed to Dickens and other early visitors, 
sufficiently justified because of the remarkable in- 
telligence and refinement of i ts  operatives. But  their 
presence there was not symptomatic of ideal condi- 
tions in  the mills, but  rather of the lack of alterna- 

See the description of Lowell, "The City of a Day," in 
Whittier, " Prose Works," i, 351-384. 
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tive occupations for women of education or superior 
abilities a t  that time. Harriet Martineau, with her 
keen powers of observation, saw the situation truly 
when she wrote: " Twice the wages and half the toil 
would not have made the girls I saw happy and 
healthy, without that cultivation of mind which af- 
forded them perpetual support, entertainment, and 
motive for activity. Their minds were so open to 
fresh ideas as to be drawn off from thoughts of them- 
selves and their own concerns." 

I t  should, perhaps, be asked at this point: How 
far  were the girls of the Improvement Circle typical 
of the whole body of Lowell operatives? And how 
far was Lowell a typical example of the mill towns 
of the period? The first question is raised by the 
editor of the Lowell Offering herself. Have these fac- 
tory " blues," as they loved to call themselves, rep- 
resented the factory operatives as a class? she asks; 
and replies: " I n  truth i t  is such a promiscuons class 
that i t  would be impossible for any one magazine or 
paper, . . . to represent them. It is generally con- 
ceded that they represent the more intelligent por- 
tion of them." 

But certainly Emeline and Lucy Larcom, llargaret 
Foley and IIarriet Farley would have been excep- 
tional in any group of women; Niss Larcom, writing 
later of her early associates, says in her quiet, truth- 
ful way that hundreds of the thousands of girls that 
were employed there did not care a t  all for either 
books or study, but worked at  Lowell just as they 
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would have worked earlier " a t  the family sewing or 
at  any household toil a t  home." 

It has already been pointed out that conditions in 
the mill towns in southern New England, particularly 
in Rhode Island, were essentially different from those 
which prevailed in towns of the Lowell type. The 
" family system " made the corporation boarding 
houses unnecessary, and the operatives were clearly 
drawn from a lower social stratum.' That Lowell 
itself was an ordinary mill town, except for its size, 
and was much like a large number of other towns in 
the district which followed more or less the same sys- 
tem, is probably true. Waltham was the " Parent of 
Lowell " and cherished as high a reputation for 
morality.* The " Rumford Institute " of Waltham, 
a system of popular lectures, founded in the interest 
of the factory operatives and much patronized by 
them, was the first lyceum in the country. And not 
only Waltham, but Lancaster, Chicopee, Manchester 
in New I-Iampshire, and Newmarket, Exeter, Ports- 
mouth and Dover in the same state, and many other 

' Many points of contrast between Lowell and these mill towns 
of the south might be found. For example, Seth Luther's rather 
inflammatory "Address to the Workingmen of New England," 
1836, contains an account of the corporal punishment of one 
of the women operatives in a Rhode Island mill by an overseer 
in a spinning room-an incident which resulted in the prosecu- 
tion and conviction of the man in the Court of Common Pleas. 
Such an incident could not possibly have happened in Lowell. 

See, for example, the section in Miles, pp. 21-24, on " Waltham, 
the Parent of Lowell. " 
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mill towns, seem to have cared for their operatives 
in carefully supervised corporation boarding houses 
like those of Lonell. The rules of the Lancaster 

boarding house, which have been preserved, are not 
unlike those prescribed by Kirk Boott for Lowell.' 
The Lowell Offering opened its pages to operatives 
from other factory villages, and contributions were 
printed that came from various towns, not only in 
Massachusetts, but in New Hampshire, Maine and 
even Rhode Island; but in the south of New Eng- 
land the mill towns were far  inferior to those of the 
Lowell and Waltham type. 

But since the exceptional fame of early Lowell and 
the towns like i t  was due to their having a unique 
body of operatives and not to any superiority of their 
mills or boarding houses, so the withdrawal of the 
girls who represented the best of the older New Eng- 
land farm life meant the close of a remarkable period 
in the history of the American cotton manufacture. 

' See Appendix D for a reprint of these rules. 
I t  is an interesting instance of "community of interest'' that 

the LowelI Circulating Library, which was so lavishly patron- 
ized by the mill girls, seems to have been transplanted almost in 
its entirety, with its two thousand volumes, from Dover, one of 
the well-known New Hampshire mill towns. (See the note on 
the title-page of the old catalogue which is still preserved in the 
Boston Public Library.) Attention might also be called to the 
fact that bathing rooms had been established by corporations in 
Manchester, New Hampshire, before they were instituted in 
Lowell. There are, in fact, many little points which seem to 
show that the other towns of the same type were not unlike 
Lowell except that they were smaller. 
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By the year 1850 the old order was quite obviously 
passing away. The days when printed regulations 
were necessary to prevent the bringing of books into 
the mills, when young girls pasted their spinning 
frames with verses to train their memories to work 
with their hands, when mathematical problems were 
pinned up in the " dressing room "-these were the 

days which Lowell was soon to know no more. The 
new body of operatives were not like these daughters 
of the Puritans, who debated earnestly with their 
consciences as to whether it was " right to be at  work 
upon material so entirely tlie product of slave labor 
as cotton," and cheerfully paid out of their own 
hard earnings not only their pew rents, but liberal 
subscriptions to missions and charities of many 
sorts. 

The women who came over in the earliest wave of 
Irish immigration did not compete directly with the 

girls in tlie better-paid factory occupations. Domes. 
tic service was the first great field of employment for 
immigrant women, though some of them found places 

at  very low-grade work in the mills. Lucy Larcom 
tells of an Irish woman who was employed as a waste 
picker on the corporation where she worked as a child, 
and who was regarded as a great curiosity by the 
other operatives. 

But  the moving of the New England girls of the 
old stock out of the mills into higher-grade occupa- 
tions, and the filling of the vacant posts by Irish 
women, had become common enough in the latter half 
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of the forties. As early as 1845, several of Lucy Lar- 
corn's friends had emigrated to the West as teachers 
or missionaries, and the New England Offering was 
obliged to call for support not only from " those who 
are," but from " those who have been factory opera- 
tives "; references to the mill girls who had perma- 
nently given up  factory work for teaching became 
frequent; and letters were published in the Oferi?zg 
from former mill girls who had found positions in 
Missouri, Arkansas, and Illinois. 

The crisis of 1848-49, with its accompanying re- 
duction of wages, gave a quickening impulse to the 
changing order. Changes which were already in  
progress came more rapidly in the wake of an indus- 
trial depression. High wages had been the chief at- 
traction of the mills, and without this the most intelli- 
gent of the W-omen operatives, who now saw other 
opportunities for work opening to them, found noth- 
ing to keep them in Lowe1l.l As early as 1851 an  
English traveler noted that the great demand for 
operatives had " gradually introduced black sheep 
into the workshops, and disreputable neighbors in the 
crowded  street^."^ Irish women who would have 
entered domestic service during the first decade after 

l An article in the Offering, December, 1848, on "The Rights 
and Duties of Mill Girls," makes the following reference to their 
departure: "New England cotton mills are, and for the last six 
months have been, running a t  a positive loss, and therefore 
lowering speed and lessening wages . . . the girls are leaving the 
mills by the thousand here and elsewhere." 

Johnston, "Notes on North America," 1851, p. 423. 
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Irish immigration began, gradually drifted into the 
mills during the forties, and in the early fifties, when 
James Robertson visited Lowell he found that half 
of the operatives were Irish and that the former high 

tone of the place had been lowered. " I n  conse- 
quence," he said, " the reputation of the employ- 
ment has suffered in the estimation of those whose 
daughters, under more favorable circumstances, would 
have become workers in the place." 

Miss Farley, in the pages of the New England 
Offering, lamented this exodus of her New England 

sisters and foreshadowed the permanence of the 
change in the body of operatives. She saw the 
" great West open for our girls away there, with all 
this clamor for teachers, missionaries, and wives," 
and she felt that with only " the Irish and low-class 
New England girls " remaining, a great and deplor 
able change of conditions in Lowell would result.' 

Later in the year the evidences of the substitution 
of low-grade Irish help had become more marked, 
and the Offering conlplained that so many of the best 
operatives had either gone west or settled perma- 
nently into some other kind of work, that " now the 
good old times will not return even if the good old 

Wages, she thought, would come down as a result of the 
comparative unprofitableness of the new employees, and "they 
will submit, since they have little energy, few aspirations to  be 
ministered unto by their gains, and having poor homes, or little 
of the home sentiment, they will stay, and wages may be reduced 
again and again. " 

11 139 



WOMEN I N  INDUSTRY 

wages are again held out as an inducement." l Other 
signs of change appeared. An overseer noted that 

there was an increasing number of illiterate opera- 
tives who " made their mark " because they could 
not sign their own names. Shopkeepers and board- 
ing-house managers declared that they found them- 
selves dealing with a new mill population. 

The reduction of wages was not, of course, wholly 
responsible for this " downward tendency," as i t  
was called in Lowell. It was inevitable that the open- 
ing of occupations for educated women should mean 
their withdrawal from mechanical employments of 
a lower grade. The reduction of wages hastened, but 
did not cause the movement. The fact that there were 

increasing opportunities for women as teachers was 
also in part responsible for the change. From 1838 
to 1847 the increase in the number of women teaching 
in R/Iassachusetts was 1,647, while during the same 
time the number of men in the profession increased 
but 67. I n  1650 the number of women teachers in 
the State was more than twice the number of men 
teachers. Moreover, there had been three normal 
schools established, which made it easier for a woman 

l Article by Miss Farley on "The Present Crisis," in the New 
England Oflering. Miss Farley adds in her editorial that other 
causes than the reduction of wages have brought about the 
CCdownward tendency "-among these, less watchfulness over 
the morals of the operatives by superintendents and boarding- 
house keepers and less care as to the morals of the male sub- 
ordinates in the mills. She felt that there was, in general, much 
immorality in the city. 
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to fit herself for teaching. By the close of the first 
half of the nineteenth century the cotton mill had 
ceased to be the preparatory school for the women 
teachers of Massachusetts, and during the ten years 
preceding the Civil War, the proportion of educated 
women among the operatives constantly decreased. 

I n  the following decade, 1860-70, the effect of the 
war was to hasten the withdrawal of educated wom- 
en from the mills. I n  many directions there was an 
increased demand for the work of women of this class. 
They were wanted as nurses and for teaching posts 
left vacant by men who had gone to the front, and 
for clerical positions of many kinds. Moreover, the 
prosperity of the farming population, particularly in 
New England, diminished the necessity for the em- 
ployment of the daughters. Immediately after the 
war, the lure of the West, of the vast riches of its un- 
exploited mines and prairies, was felt; and energetic 
and ambitious women pushed out to earn the high 
wages that were being offered to teachers. 

This outward movement of New England women 
into new professions and into new sections of the 
country was further stimulated by the prolonged de- 
pression in the cotton industry which was caused by 
the war. The Merrimack, the oldest and largest of 
the great Lowell corporations, dismissed its operatives 
and discontinued its purchases of cotton. Many other 
companies followed the same policy and allowed their 
mills to stand idle while they waited for peace. Ex- 
periments were made in some cases with other 
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branches of manufacture. I11 Lowell, the Suffolk and 

Tremont corporations attempted, unsuccessfully, to 
manufacture cassimeres, the Lawrence turned to the 
hosiery industry, the Hamilton threw out part of its 
cotton machinery and prepared for the manufacture 
of woolen goods. Thousands of cotton operatives were 
dismissed, and the position of those who remained 
was less desirable since there was not a sufficient in- 
crease in  wages to correspond with the sharp up- 
ward movement of prices. As a result, when the 
war ceased, the most capable and intelligent of 
the old body of operatives had entered other occu- 
pations, and, with the reopening of the mills, such 
difficulty was found in obtaining competent women 
employees that lower-grade immigrant labor was re- 
sorted to? 

At a meeting of the New England Cotton Manu- 
facturers' Association, in 1869, complaint was made 
of the scarcity of skilled labor, although " ordinary 

'The following comments of a local historian, written soon 
after the war, are of interest: ". . . nine of the great corpora- 
tions of Lowell, under a mistaken belief that they could not run 
their mills to  a profit during the war, unanimously, in cold 
blood, dismissed ten thousand operatives penniless into the 
streets. . . . When these companies resumed operations, their 
former skilled operatives were dispersed, and could no more be re- 
called than the ten lost tribes of Israel. Their places were poorly 
filled by the less skilled operatives whom the companies now had 
to employ."--Cowley, "History of Lomell," revised edition, 
1868, pp. 60, 61. For another criticism of the mills for shut- 
ting down, see J. C. Ayer, "Some of the Usages and Abuses in 
the Management of Our Manufacturing Corporations," 1863, p. 22. 
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help " seemed to be abundant.1 Many manufacturers 
testified to a decrease in the efficiency of labor after 
the war. It was estimated by Commissioner David 
A. TVell~,~ in the summer of 1866, that the produce of 
the cotton mills of New England was variol~sly re- 
duced from five to twenty-five per cent, because of the 
impossibility of finding women operatives; " an  un- 
usual scarcity of female operatives . . . particularly 
in the manufacturing districts of New England . . . 
has not been remedied by a large advance in wages." 
Wages of course had risen during the war, but cost 
of living had increased so disproportionately that 
real wages were much less, and the attraction of the 
mills was correspondingly decreased, 

Not only the native-born, but the immigrant Irish 
operatives were seeking higher-grade employments, 
and a new wave of immigration was beginning to fill 
their places with less skilled and less efficient hands 
from the French-Canadian provinces. I n  1872, when 

Mr. Harris-Gastrell made his report to the English 
Government, he found the labor chiefly Irish, but the 
French-Canadian operatives conspicuous enough to 
be mentioned. The report of the Massachusetts Bu- 

' Tramactions of the Association (1869), p. 5. See also the 
testimony in the " Weeks Report," "Tenth Census," (1880) xx, 
346,361. 

Report of the special commissioner of revenue, "Senate Docu- 
ments, Second Session, Thirty-ninth Congress," i, 21 8. 

In  "Reports on the Condition of the Industrial Classes in 
Foreign Countries and the Purchase Power of Money," etc., 3 
parts, 1870-72. 
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reau of Labor in 1870 speaks of the Irish element in 
the mills as " falling off " and of a new class, " the 
French-Canadians who are coming into New England 
and New York by thousands of families and making 
permanent settlement among us. " Some overseers, 
it appeared, preferred " foreigners," who, instead of 
coming from country homes, lived in the town as the 
Irish did, and could be relied on to work in the mills 
the year round " without bothering about vacations.'' 
I n  1873 attention was called to the fact that there was 
clearly being created " what the founders of Lowell 
never looked for-a permanent body of factory em- 
ployees, composed in part of American stock, but more 
largely of Irish and French-Canadian elements. " 

Complaint was made of more and more crowded 
boarding houses; twelve persons were reported by a 
woman operative to be sleeping in one room in the 
boarding house where she lived, and the room was un- 
comfortable in other respects. But with the decrease 
in the number of operatives who came from the coun- 
t ry  to reside temporarily in  Lowell and a correspond- 
ing increase in the number of those who resided per- 
manently, in many cases with their families, the need 
for corporation boarding houses largely disappeared. 
Many of them have now been entirely given up and 
turned into storehouses. The immigrant woman has 

no interest in operatives' magazines, improvement 
circles, or lending libraries. She has no theories about 

1 The following percentages computed from statistics in the 
' l  Twelfth Census (1900) : Occupations," Table 43, show the per- 
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making labor or laborers alike self-respecting and 
respected. And it must not be forgotten that the op- 
eratives have changed not only in nationality but in 
age. The fact that there are more of the old and of 
the very young in the mills, more married women and 
more children, is in itself symptonlatic of the exist- 

ence of an inferior factory population. Moreover, as 
has been pointed out in the preceding chapter, the 
men are now outnumbering the women. 

With the formation of a fairly permanent body of 

factory operatives, other changes have come. At- 
tempts have been made gradually to bring about im- 
provements in working conditions which did not seen1 
worth the struggle to the early operatives who were 
there only for a brief term of service.l Thus the or- 

centage of foreign born and those "foreign born or of foreign 
parentage" among cotton mill operatives: 

Massa- New I e h -  I Lowell. / :$fr. I ky;. 1 /ed- 
setts. ford. ----- 

l I I I I 

In contrast, for example, with the little "flare-ups" and 
" turn-outs" of an earlier day which have already been described, 
was the part played by women in the strike of the Fall River 
weavers in 1875. In  1874 the men weavers had met without the 
women and voted to accept a marked reduction of wages; but 
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Percentage born operatives: of foreign- 

Men . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
Women . . . . . . . . . . . .  

Percentage of operatives 
foreign born or of for- 

eign parentage " : 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Men 

Women . . . . . . . . . . . .  

72 
68 

95 
95 

73 
68 

91 
92 

71 
74 

96 
97 

70 
62 

94 
93 

78 
73 

96 
96 
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ganized movement for a shorter working day, which 
the superior transient factory population refused to 
undertake, has long been in progress and has achieved 
some notable results. Trade-unionism has been slowly 
taking root as a growing class consciousness has recog- 
nized the need of fostering a permanent organization 
to protect class interests as such. 

The community, too, has awakened to a greater 
sense of its responsibility for unhealthful industrial 
and social conditions, as it has come face to face with 
the fact that large numbers of people will always 
live and work in them. The law has compelled mill 
owners to improve ventilation in the mills, to fence 
machinery, to shorten the hours of labor for women 
and children ; and the law and scientific progress have 
improved the sanitary conditions not only of the mills 
but of the towns. 

In  conclusion, i t  should perhaps be emphasized that 
while i t  is unquestionably true that the Lowell of 
the twentieth century impresses the visitor more un- 
favorably than did the Lowell of fifty or seventy 
years ago, yet the changes are due primarily to one 
fact: the substitution of immigrant operatives for 

the women a t  a meeting of their own, a t  which no men except 
reporters were admitted, decided to strike, beginning with three 
mills only, so that some could go on working and support those 
striking. This was a very bold step, for they were acting in 
opposition to  the decision of the men weavers and they did not 
know whether they would receive any support from the men. 
Their action, however, was indorsed by the men's committee 
and the great strike of 1875 began. 
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the educated New England women who first filled 

the mills. The educated woman has passed from me- 
chanical occupations into various professional employ- 
ment~ ,  and the number of these which have been 
opened to her in the last half century is the measure 
of the new opportunity that the world has offered her. 



MANUFACTURE OF BOOTS AND SHOES 

CHAPTER VIII  

T H E  MANUFACTURE O F  BOOTS AND SHOES 

UNLIKE the manufacture of cloth, the making of 
boots and shoes was not historically a woman's indus- 
try. Shoemaking or cobbling had always been consid- 
ered " men's work " almost as universally as  spinning 
was looked upon as work for women. Yet in this 

country throughout the nineteenth century, women 
found one of their most important occupations in the 
manufacture of boots and shoes, and according to the 
1905 " Census of Manufactures," i t  ranks second 
after the textile industries in the number of its women 
employees. Women, however, were never " shoe- 
makers " in any proper sense of that term, and their 
relation to the industry only begins with the intro- 
duction of a system of division of labor which was in 
use for more than half a century before machinery 
and the factory system revolutionized the industry. 

The application of labor-saving machinery to the 
manufacture of boots and shoes belongs to a compara- 
tively recent chapter in our industrial history. There 

is no other of our important manufacturing industries 
in which machinery has so recently displaced hand 
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methods and in which the displacement has been so 
swiftly successful and complete. Although for more 
than fifty years after the establishment of the first 
cotton mill in Dlassachusetts, shoes continued to be 
made after primitive hand methods, a t  the present 
time even the smallest details of the process of manu- 
facture are done by machinery. 

The history of the manufacture of boots and shoes 
in this country divides itself into three different 
periods: (1) The colonial period, in which the work 
was done entirely by men-village shoemakers, or cob- 
blers, or cordwainers; (2) a period which extended, 
roughly, from the latter part of the eighteenth cen- 
tury through the first half of the nineteenth, and in 
which, under a system of division of labor, women be- 
came an important factor in the industry; ( 3 )  the 
modern period, which has witnessed the introduction 
of machinery and the establishment of the factory sys- 
tem, and in which women's labor has become increas- 
ingly imp0rtant.l 

Of the first period little need be said. Boots and 

In  Mr. H. P. Fairchild's article on shoemaking i11 Shaler, 
"United States of America," li, 178, these periods are more ex- 
actly defined. The first period, the period of the eordwainer, is 
said to extend from 1629 to 1752; the second period, "from a 
trade to a manufacturing industry," from 1750 to 1850; the 
third period, "the steam-power factory," from 1850 to l8!)2. 
See also the "Thirteenth Annual Report of the Commissioner of 
Labor" on "Hand and Machine Labor," i, 13, for a somewhat 
different account of the periods through which the industry has 
passed. 
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shoes were made by the village shoemaker, who kept 
a shop or went from house to house repairing and 
making shoes for the family once a year. Sometimes 
he procured a little leather and made i t  into shoes 
which were bartered at a neighboring store, and i t  
gradually became customary for storekeepers to carry 
a few ready-made shoes for sale.' 

I n  the latter half of the eighteenth century more 
of this ready-wade work was done and a considerable 
wholesale trade developed. During the Revolutionary 
War the domestic industry was able to furnish shoes 
for the Continental army; and it was not long before 
Southern planters began to depend on i\lassachusetts 
to supply the brogans which were worn by the ne- 
groes. By 1795, 300,000 pairs of ladies' shoes were 
produced in Lynn, and i t  was estimated that 200 
master workmen and 600 journeymen were employed 
t l ~ e r e . ~  From 1800 to 1810 the population of Lynn 
was reported to have increased 50 per cent, an in- 
crease attributed to the growing opportunity for em- 
ployment in the boot and shoe industry. 

This large and prosperous trade, however, could not 
have been worked out on the village cobbler system 
alone. Along with the expansion of the industry, a 
system of division of labor was developed, which 
greatly increased the possible output. This system 

l See Kingman, "History of North Bridgewater," 1866, pp. 
402, 403. 

"One Hundred Years of American Commerce," ii, 567. The 
article on the "Boot and Shoe Trade" is by William B. Rice. 
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came into existence very gradually, and the latter half 
of the eighteenth century was a time of transition 
from the period of the individual shoemaker making 
the whole boot or shoe to the period of the " team," 
when the work was subdivided and one man carried 
on only a single process. 

During the first period and, for the most part, dur- 
ing the experimental time of transition, the industry 
was exclusively in the hands of men. Journeymen 
and master workmen alike were men, and no women 
were employed at  any part of the work. Shoe shops 
large enough to accommodate the three or four mem- 
bers of a team soon became common in the more 
enterprising shoe towns. Prosperous shoemakers be- 
came manufacturers in a small way by hiring a few 
neighbors to work with them in the shop. I t  was 
natural, under the circumstances, to make some di- 
vision of labor, and it became customary to have the 
cutting of the leather done by one man, the work of 
fitting and sewing the uppers done by another, and 
to have still another exclusively employed in fastening 
the uppers to the soles. This system, in which each 
workman carried on a single process, was found to 
be vastly superior to the more primitive method of 
having the whole shoe made by a single workman. 

Shoemakers were not slow in discovering that under 
the new system the labor of the women and children 
in the family could be utilized by giving them the 
uppers to be stitched and bound in the home and then 
returned to the shop to have the soles put on by the 
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men. " Stitching and binding " thus came to be ex- 
clusively women's work during the first half of the 
nineteenth century. Work in the shops was confined 
to cutting, bottoming, finishing, and packing to send 
to market; and all through eastern Massachusetts, 
women in or near the " shoe towns " became in a 
measure self-supporting by getting shoes to bind. As 
early as 1810 i t  was reported that the women binders 
of Lynn alone had earned $50,000 in the course of 
that year.= From the beginning, Lynn made a spe- 
cialty of the manufacture of ladies' shoes12 and this 
perhaps accounts in part for the large proportion of 
women always employed there; for the work of 
these Lynn shoemakers was much lighter and less 
fatiguing than the heavy work of the old cobblers or 
of the makers of men's shoes. 

A change of some importance followed the invention 
of the wooden shoe peg in 1811. The new peg filled 
a great need. Premiums had been offered for the in- 
vention of machines which would enable shoemakers 
to work standing and thus relieve the pressure upon 
the breast which came from holding the shoe and the 
fatigue caused by the stooping position which was 
necessary while sewing; but improvements came 

l Hurd, "History of Essex County," i, 284. 
The work of making ladies' shoes is still kept more or less 

segregated. Just as Lynn has always been the center of the 
manufacture of ladies' shoes, Brockton makes a specialty of 
manufacturing men's shoes. 

3 1905 "Census of Manufactures," iii, 242. 
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slowly. After the introduction of the pegging ma- 
chine, however, the work of " bottoming " became 
much easier, so that boys and even women could peg 
shoes, although they could not be advantageously em- 
ployed on the heavy-sewed work. 

With the impetus given by the success of the at- 
tempts at  a division of labor, the industry grew 
rapidly, and many so-called " factories " were estab- 
lished in the large centers. These factories, however, 
were merely small buildings where the large dealers or 
manufacturers, as they were called, accumulated ma- 
terials, had the different kinds of leather cut into 
" uppers and understock," and given out to be made 
up all through the surrounding country in shoe- 
makers' shops or binders' homes. The finished shoes 
were then returned to the factory, and, after being 
packed in boxes, were distributed to the various mar- 
kets throughout the country. 

But it is clear that very little, if any, of the work 
was done in the so-called factory. Shoes were still 
made in the little " eight-by-ten " shops, where the 
shoemaker and his sons, or a few neighbors, made a 
team; and in the home, where the women and girls 
did the stitching and binding and, for fancy slippers, 
the trimming and ornamenting. I n  the shop, al- 
though cutters were not needed when the stock was 
received from the factory ready to be made up, work 
was still found for a team. One man did the lasting, 
the necessary stretching and fitting of the upper to the 
sole, another did the pegging, " the boys, and some- 
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times the girls, were taught this branch, and still an- 
other the eye setting, but all was done by hand." l 

While much of the work was given out by " fac- 
tories " which employed a large number of work 
people and marketed the product on a large scale, 
there were many petty employers in the trade at this 
time. The men who were known as " bag-bosses " 
were of this class, and their name originated from 
tlieir custom of taking one or two dozen pairs of shoes 
in a bag to Boston to be traded off for whatever could 
be got in e~change .~  

With the increased efficiency which followed as a 
result of the improved methods of production, the 
manufacture of boots and shoes became a large and 
prosperous industry in spite of the lack of labor-sav- 
ing machinery. The work continued to be done al- 
most exclusively by hand until after the close of the 
first half of the nineteenth century, and during this 
time shoemaking was still regarded as a skilled trade, 
a craft to which boys were regularly apprenticed for 
a term of seven years. 

This fact of the boy's long apprenticeship illus- 
trates the difference between the relation of men and 
women to the trade. Although the labor of women 

" One Hundred Years of American Commerce," ii, 567. Other 
accounts of the industry a t  this period are to  be found in the 
"Twelfth Census (1900): Manufaotures," iii, 754-755, and in 
the "Thirteenth Annual Report of the Commissioner of Labor," 
i, 113. 

Johnson, "Sketches of Lynn, " 1880, p. 14. The " bag-bosses l 1  

belonged to the period about 1830. 
154 

was an important factor in the development of the 
industry, they were almost exclusively employed in 
sewing or binding, and their position was very dif- 
ferent from that of the men who had learned all the 
processes. The women carried on a single, narrowly 
defined part of the work, for which little or no skill 
was required and for which they were never appren- 
ticed; the men knew the whole trade and had been 
rigidly held down to a long period of training. 

Since the women did the work in their own homes, 
much of it was done only at  times when they were not 
engaged in household duties. Any statements, there- 
fore, of the total number of women employed in the 
industry must have included a large number who did 
not give full time to the work, but such early statistics 
of the number of women shoebinders and stitchers as 
are available are of interest, even if they are only esti- 
mates. I n  1829 the city of Lynn contained sixty-two 
factories, which were said to employ 1,500 " mechan- 
ics " and about the same number of women. The 
latter, said a local historian, " are engaged in binding 
and trimming, and by their industry and economy 
contribute to the support and respectability of their 
families. ' ' 

The factories of Lynn, however, gave out a great 
deal of work to the women of the neighboring towns 
and villages as well as to those within the city. In  
the fishing villages of the coast, where shoemaking 
was a winter occupation for fishermen, their wives 
and daughters found employment a t  shoebinding 
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through a great part of the year. The village of 

Marblehead in 1831 reported 51 men, 134 women, and 
a considerable number of boys engaged in the boot 
and shoe industry. Lucy Larcom in an early poem, 
" Hannah at  the Window Binding Shoes," describes 
one of these shoebinders forever watching for the 
return of the lover who has been lost a t  sea: 

Poor lone H a n n a h  
S i t t ing  a t  the  window binding shoes; 

Faded, wrinkled, 
S i t t ing  stitching i n  a mournful muse, 

Spring and  winter, 
Night  and morning, 

Hannah's a t  the  window, binding shoes. 

Further information regarding the extent to which 
women were employed in the manufacture of shoes 
is found in the collection of data in the " Docu- 
ments Relative to the Manufactures of the United 
States," l which were gathered in 1832 by the Secre- 
tary of the Treasury. The industry at this time was 
largely confined to the towns of eastern Massachu- 
setts, and some interesting statements of the number 
of men and women working at the trade and the 
wages they were receiving are given for these 
shoemaking centers. While i t  must be recognized 

1 "House Executive Documents," Twenty-second Congresa, 
First Session, i and ii. 
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that these statistics are for the most part very 
crude estimates, the enumeration of some of them 
may be useful as a means of giving a more concrete 
idea of the extent to which women were engaged in 
this work. 

At Haverhill, one of the oldest shoe manufacturing 
towns in the State, 586 men, 130 boys, and 265 women 
were employed; and it is of interest that most of the 
women earned twenty cents a day, while the men 
earned seventy cents; at Salem, there were 300 men 
a t  " five shillings and sixpence " a day, and 250 
women at  " two shillings " a day; a t  Malden, 275 
men at one dollar a day, 200 women at  twenty-five 
cents, and 25 boys at  fifty cents; at  Randolph, 470 
men a t  eighty cents, 300 women a t  forty cents, and 
200 boys a t  the same wages as the women; at  New- 
bury and Newburypor',, 155 men were getting from 
seventy to eighty-four cents a day, and 120 women 
from fifteen to twenty-five cents; l at  Marblehead, 
where more than 130 women were reported employed, 
many of them earned only eight or nine cents a day, 

Similar statements are reported for a large number of other 
towns; thus a t  Stoneham 200 men were employed a t  75 cents, 
120 women a t  33 cents, and 50 boys a t  the latter wage; a t  South 
Reading 350 men a t  75 cents, 100 women a t  25 cents, and 50 
boys a t  30 cents; a t  Stoughton, l60 men a t  83 cents and 100 
women a t  40 cents; a t  Abington, 300 men at 75 cents, 150 
women a t  25 cents, and 200 boys a t  33 cents; a t  Weymouth, 300 
men a t  $1, 100 women a t  50 cents, and 50 boys a t  the same 
wage; a t  Reading, 238 men a t  65 cents, 150 women a t  25 cents, 
and 72 boys a t  the same wage. 
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though the majority got as much as twelve cents 
a day. 

More than 1,600 women and girls were reported 
employed in Lynn, and their wages ranged from 
twelve cents to fifty cents a day, although very few 
were employed either at  the highest or at the lowest 
wage; about the same number of men were employed 
for wages ranging from thirty-five cents to $1.83, but 
few received less than seventy cents or more than a 
dollar a day. From Boston it was reported that the 
industry there was so intimately connected with that 
of the neighboring counties, Essex and Norfolk par- 
ticularly, that i t  could not very well be separated. 
Many of the principal establishments in Boston also 
had shops in the country to which they furnished the 
stock and from which they received the manufactured 
product. 

For the state as a whole the most reliable estimate 
of the number of persons employed in the industry is 
found in the industrial census of 1837. According to 
the " Tables of Industry " for that year, 15,000 wom- 
en were engaged in the manufacture of boots and 
shoes, and in the same year there were 14,757 women 
employed in the cotton factories. While it might 
appear froin this census that shoebinding had be- 
come numerically a more important occupation for 
women than work in the cotton mills, i t  was really 
much less important when considered from other 
points of view. Binding shoes, like other kinds of 
home work, was done irregularly. This was due in 
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part to the fact that many women binders worked only 
in the intervals of household duties, and in part be- 
cause work was not always furnished regularly by the 
factories and " bosses." I t  is of course true that em- 
ployers make a much greater effort to provide work 
constantly for factory employees than for home 
workers, since the latter are not paid for any of the 
time which is unemployed. 

A large proportion, therefore, of the 15,000 women 
reported to be engaged in the manufacture of boots 
and shoes worked only in the intervals of other duties, 
and their earnings were correspondingly small. The 
data for 1832 which have been given show that some 
of these women binders did not average more than 
eight or nine cents a day, and, while many more 
earned from thirty to forty cents, very few earned as 
much as fifty or sixty cents. Women cotton opera- 
tives, on the other hand, worked in factories and were 
regularly employed at what were considered very good 
wages for women. Moreover, in the cotton mills some 
uromen were employed at  highly skilled work, so that 
a capable, ambitious girl could make very good wages 
indeed. I n  general, i t  would not be fa r  wrong to say 
that what were regarded as " high " earnings for 
shoebinders corresponded roughly with the " low " 
earnings of women in the cotton mills. 

The class of women who worked in the two indus- 
tries seems to have been, on the whole, pretty care- 
fully differentiated, although they were all alike 
Americans of " good New England stock." Young, 
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ambitious, unmarried women who could leave home 
preferred the cotton mills, which offered to those who 
were industrious, skilled work, steady employment, 
and high wages. Married women and widows, on the 
other hand, preferred work which could be done in 
their own homes and could be neglected when house- 
hold cares were pressing. Other women who could 
not " be spared "a t  home or those who still cherished 
a social prejudice against " factory hands " also pre- 
ferred home work to mill work. 

Social conditions in the towns and villages in which 
the making of boots and shoes had become an impor- 
tant industry, were on the whole very favorable dur- 
ing this period. The trade had centered in eastern 
nIassachusetts, and much of what has been said re- 
garding the factory operatives of this region is also 
true of the men and women who were shoemakers 
and binders. I n  these " shoe villages," most of the 
workmen owned their own homes and had quite a 
little adjoining land for vegetable gardens and fruit. 
There were said to be three times as many freehold- 
ers among the operatives in the boot and shoe indus- 
t ry as among the employees in the cotton, wool, or 
iron manufac t~ re .~  How far  this statement is trust- 
worthy it is not possible to say, but i t  is certainly 
true that the textile industries employed a larger 
proportion of women and offered much better oppor- 

1 "Proceedings of the Convention of the Manufacturers, 
Dealers, and Operatives in the Shoe and Leather Trade in the 
State of Massachusetts " (Boston, 1842), p. 30. 
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tunities to women than did the manufacture of boots 
and shoes. The latter was much more a men's indus- 
try, demanding skilled men employees, and offering 
practically no skilled work for women. I t  was only 
natural, therefore, that the largest proportion of 
freeholders should be found in this industry, which 
employed the largest proportion of skilled men. That 
both the men and women, however, formed a superior 
class of work people, native born of good stock, intel- 
ligent and reliable, there can be no question. 

Amasa Walker in an address before the Conven- 
tion of Manufacturers in the Shoe and Leather Busi- 
ness in 1842, said emphatically, that no villages 
" stood higher than the shoe villages of New England 
in the moral, social, and intellectual condition of their 
inhabitants. The population engaged in the trade 
was," he thought, " distinguished for general intelli- 
gence. The business was a social business, the people 
were not crowded together in factory buildings; their 
conversation was not drowned by the noise of machin- 
ery ; they had many and great opportunities for read- 
ing and instruction and mutual improvement." 

The women binders unfortunately did not have the 
advantages that came from working in groups as the 
men did. Every shoemaker's shop a t  that period was 
said to be a center of instruction and a place where 
political questions were threshed out. A statement 
frequently repeated a t  the time that " every shoe- 
maker in Lynn was fit to be a United States senator " 
illustrates contemporary opinion of the craft. 
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Both shoemakers and shoebinders suffered in com- 
mon with most of the working people of that day from 
the truck system.l Some " bosses " paid their binders 
exclusively in orders on dry goods stores where they 
were mercilessly overcharged for what they bought, 
and a man who would advertise to " pay cash " had 
no difficulty in getting work people a t  any season. I n  

general, however, higher rates were paid when orders 
were given. 

In  striking contrast to these New England women 
and the conditions under which they were employed 
were the poor shoebinders of the larger cities, who 
worked in wretched tenement homes and who were 
really the victims of an early sweating system. Mat- 
thew Carey, the early philanthropist and publicist, in 
an open letter of remonstrance regarding " the inade- 
quate payment which females receive for their labor," 
said that the work for which women were notoriously 
underpaid both in P;ew York and in Philadelphia in- 
cluded the folding and stitching of boolcs, the sewing 
of carpet rags, the work done for the army and navy, 
and the binding of shoes.= These were what one 

might call the " sweated trades " of the first half of 
the nineteenth century, and i t  is clear that, so far  as 
working conditions were concerned, there was little in 
common between the shoebinders of the Massachusetts 

l See later for an account of this system in the cotton in- 
dustry. 

M. Carey, "Essays on the Public Charities of Philadelphia," 
1830. 
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towns and villages and the shoebinders of the cities. 
The condition of the latter was pictured as one 
of extreme wretchedness, and the " garret bosses " 
under whom they worked were undoubtedly heavy 
 taskmaster^.^ 

But the work of women shoebinders everywhere, to- 
gether with the work of the shoemakers, was destined 
to he completely revolutionized. I n  the year 1845 the 
first important labor-saving machine to be used in the 
manufacture of boots and shoes was introduced, and 
the third period in the history of the industry may 
be said to have begun. This period has been marked 
by a long series of remarkable mechanical inventions, 
the long-delayed establishment of the factory system, 
and the bringing to an end of the old primitive 
methods of work in the shoemakers' shops and the 
binders ' homes. 

The machine which was invented in 1845 was for 
leather rolling, and was therefore not directly con- 
nected with the making of shoes and did not in any 
way affect the work which women were doing. But 
within a few years the invention of the sewing ma- 
chine brought about the most radical change in the 
industry which has affected their work. I t  was soon 
discovered that the sewing machine could be success- 
fully used with dry thread for the work of binding 
and stitching which women had been doing by hand, 

For an account of the system to which the "garret bosses " 
belonged, see Freedley, "Philadelphia and I ts  Manufactures," 
1867, p. 178. 
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and in 1852 the first machine for stitching shoe-uppers 
was used in Lynn. The machine was a " Singer 
patent," and a woman operator was employed to run 
it. When its superiority to the old method of closing 
and binding uppers by hand had been demonstrated, 
the machine soon came into very general use. The 
amount of work which a binder could do in a given 
period of time was, of course, vastly increased, and 
other changes necessarily followed. In Lynn, stitch- 
ing shops were started in various parts of the city; 
and everywhere, as steam power was substituted for 
foot power in the running of the machines, i t  became 
inevitable that the work should be transferred from 
the home to the factory. 

Just before the introduction of the machine an in- 
crease not only in the number but in the proportion 
of women employees in the industry had been noted. 
This is indicated in the table given below, which 
shows the number of women employed in the manu- 
facture of shoes in the State of llassachusetts and in 

1 Data for 1845 from Rfassachusetts "Tables of Industry." 
From Hunt's Merchants' Magazine, xxx, 126. 

3 From census data for 1850. 
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the city of Lynn at the beginning and at  the end of 
the decade. 

No very great weight can be attached to conclusions 
drawn from this table, since the data are probably 
none of them very accurate. It is nevertheless inter- 
esting that the proportion of women employed in the 
industry increased from fifty-four to fifty-nine per 
cent for the city of Lynn and from forty to forty-three 
per cent for the state as a whole. This slight increase 
in the proportion of women can perhaps be explained 
as the result of the introduction of the leather-rolling 
machine in 1845. With this machine i t  was said that 
" a man could do in a minute what would require half 
an hour's hard work with a lapstone and hammer." 
The increase in the proportion of women, therefore, 
probably did not mean that the kind or the quantity 
of work done by women had been changed, but merely 
that one of the processes carried on by men required 
fewer hands than former1y.l There had been no 
change up to this point in the division of labor be- 

-- 

- 

- - -  

STATE OF 
MAS~ACHUBETTS. 

tween men and women. 
I n  comparing the statistics given in the census of 

1850 with those from the census of 1860, the results 
of the introduction of the sewing machine are seen 

A writer in Hunt's Merchants' Magazine, xxxiii, 126, said, in 
commenting on this increase in the number of women employed: 
" Increased skill and intelligence have been brought to  bear upon 
the manufacture, by which female now accomplishes results 
greatly surpassing those of male industry in the former period, 
and also that in the face of a very important rise in hides and 

1845' 
pp 

27,199 
18,678 -- 
45,877 

other raw materials, and of a large advance in wages." 
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18502 

29,252 
22,310 

51,562 

CITY OF LYNN. 

Men.. . . . . . . . . 
Women.. . . . . . 

T o t a l . .  . . . 

Men.. . . . . . . . . 
Women.. . . . . . 

Total.. . . . . . 

1845' 18552 
-- 
2,719 
3,200 

4928 
4,545 1 
6,476 

E! 
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in the decrease both in the number and in the pro- 
portion of women employed. Data are not available 
for Lynn, but they are given for the United States 
and for the State of Massachusetts. 

The percentage which women formed of all em- 
ployees decreased, for the country as a whole, from 
thirty-one per cent in 1850 to twenty-three per cent in  
1860, and the census of 1860, in  commenting upon 
this change, attributed it correctly enough to the use 
of the sewing machine. 

The year 1860 was a significant one in the industry 
because of the great shoemakers' strike in Lynn dur- 
ing that year. It was charged that the whole trade 
was " in an unhealthy condition," probably in part 
because of the necessity of rapidly adjusting i t  to  
new conditions. The object of the strike was higher 
wages, and, while no attempt can be made here to 
follow the various labor difficulties in the industry, 
this one is of special interest because the shoebinders 
were also on strike. A contemporary account relates 
that in several instances, at  one time during a snow- 
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storm, " large bodies of females appeared in the 
ranks.'' On one occasion hundreds of women " in 
grand procession " with the striking shoemakers 
formed " an imposing spectacle." l 

Other labor-saving inventions had been introduced 
in the industry in the years between 1845 and 1860, 
" rolling, " " buffing, " " splitting, " and " racing " 
machines for preparing sole leather, the machines for 
cutting soles, tips, and heels, cable-wire nailers, sand- 
papering, heel-making, burnishing, and pegging ma- 
chines; and with all of these the general substitution 
of steam for hand power.2 No invention, however, 
changed the work of men so completely as the sewing 
machine had changed the work of women. For 
binding and stitching had ceased to be a by-em- 
ployment which women could carry on in as leisurely 
a fashion as they wished and earn a few cents a 

day in their own homes. Women who worked at 
the sewing of uppers were suddenly obliged to go to 
a factory and work regularly during a long working 
day. 

An account of a Haverhill factory in 1860, after 
the introduction of the pegging machine, describes 
the various processes by which a shoe was then manu- 
factured, all of which were carried on under one 
roof. The fourth story of one of the buildings 

l See the account in Lewis and Nemhall, "History of Lynn, " 
1865, P. 459. . - 

'These inventions and others are enumerated in the 1905 
"Census of Manufactures," iii, 242. 
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was used as a stitching room " occupied by ladies 
who tend the stitching machines, which are also 
run by steam, thus saving them from what other- 
wise must prove a laborious and fatiguing opera- 
tion." ' 

As the machine came to be more and more generally 
used, the piece-work rates for work done at home 
must have been greatly reduced, and binders who 
could not go into factories and continued to do hand 
work must have found their lot a very hard one. 
A Philadelphia shoebinder complained in 1862 that 
she was receiving only thirty-seven cents for work 
for which she had formerly been paid seventy-five 
cents. 

The old system was not, of course, swept out of 
existence all at once, and the introduction in 1862 of 
the wonderful McKay machine for sewing uppers to 
soles greatly accelerated the movement toward the 
concentration of the industry in factorim, and other 
inventions and improvements between 1860 and 1870 
gave it a further impetus. 

The JIcKay machine was introduced at a time when 
the industry was losing men on account of the war, 
and was said to do the work of the shoemakers who 
had ?one to the front. This work of sewing uppers 
and soles together had always been done by men, but 
in the early experiments with the machine, women 
seem to have been tried as operators. One instance is 

Hunt's Merchants' Magazine, liii, 471. 
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given of a woman in Haverhill who for three years 
earned about eighteen dollan a week at the JIcKay 

machine shortly after its intr0duction.l The machine 
was, however, at first run by foot -power, and operat- 

ing it must have been heavy work. But the installa- 
tion of power was not long delayed, and during this 
same decade, other improvements and inventions 
added new machines driven by power to those already 
in use.* 

The factory system found its earliest and most com- 
plete development in Lynn. The report of the Mass- 
achusetts Bureau of Labor issued in 1872, said, in 
giving an account of the shoe operatives, that in 
Lynn, work in all departments was largely done by 
machinery and that each workman carried on one spe- 
cial process. At  this time the work was confined to 
two seasons, each lasting about seventeen weeks. 
Women were given two to four days' work a week as 
the season began, with a gradual increase to full time 
during the rush season, which was followed again by 
a decrease. Wages during the busy season were very 
high for women, but it must not be forgotten that 
this was during the period of greenback inflation 
when everything was high. Wages were reported for 
1,026 women in Lynn, and out of this number nearly 
half were earning more than ten dollars a week, 135 

- ' See a pamplllet, "In the Matter of the Application of Lyman 
R. Blake, " 1874, p. 42. 

'For a full account of this period 1860-70, see ShaIer, 
"United States of America," ii, 1855-57. 
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