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In 1813, New England merchant Francis Lowell introduced 

a new type of textile mill to Massachusetts that would have 

a permanent impact on family and village life. Over the next 

three decades, the transformation of home production to factory 

production of textiles would require a substantial labor force and 

would lead to the unprecedented hiring of thousands of women. 

 The entrance of young women into the workforce sparked a 

passionate debate about whether factory work exploited young 

women and adversely affected society. The young women who 

worked in the mills received low pay for hard work and had little 

free time.1 
 

 
Were these women victims of the factory system? What 

was the long-term impact of their experiences? 
 

An analysis of the 

evidence reveals that rather than being exploited, these women 

workers shaped their experience for their own purposes and 

actively expanded the opportunities for women.

 In the late eighteenth century, great changes in the 

production of textiles were taking place in England, with a 

transition from home production to factories using machines 

and employing children to do most of the work. Conditions in 

the factories were very bad, and stories of dark and dangerous 

mills reinforced Americans’ prejudices against industrialization.2 

Meanwhile, New Englanders still spun yarn at home and some 

also wove their own cloth, mostly for their own families. Much of 

this work was done by women. A spinning wheel was a possession 

of almost every household.3 But in the first two decades of the 

nineteenth century, a slow shift took place in New England from 

home to factory production. 
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 Some American merchants, like Samuel Slater and Francis 

Cabot Lowell, began to envision an American textile industry. The 

first mills they built in the United States were in rural villages and 

employed whole families, not just children. Since the textile mills 

hired whole families who already lived in the villages, family and 

village life was not greatly altered.4

A dramatic change in textile production, however, came from 

a new machine, the power loom, and a new mechanized mill, built 

first in Waltham, Massachusetts, in 1813 by Francis Lowell and a 

small group of wealthy Boston merchants.5 Waltham was not a 

village with a textile mill in it; it became a “mill town” in which 

the factory dominated the economic life of a rapidly growing 

city. Most significantly, the workers in Lowell’s mill were not local 

families but individuals who came from great distances to live 

and work in the new mill town. When Lowell died in 1817, his 

business partners spread the new factory system to other places, 

notably a town on the Merrimack and Concord Rivers twenty-seven 

miles from Boston; in honor of their friend, they named  

the town Lowell. It soon became the biggest mill town in the 

nation, with more than a dozen large integrated mills using 

mechanical looms.6

The growth of Lowell between 1821 and 1840 was 

unprecedented.7 A rapidly developing textile industry like the one 

at Lowell needed more and more people to work the machines 

in the factories. The mill owners, aware of the negative view of 

English mill towns, decided to create a community where workers 

would live in solid, clean housing rather than slums. For their 
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workers, they looked to a large group of people whose labor was  

not absolutely necessary to the New England farm economy—

hundreds (later thousands) of young women who lived on the 

farms but who could be persuaded to come to Lowell and work in 

the mills.8

 Several factors in the social and economic history of New 

England made this group of workers available. Population growth 

and scarcity of land to pass down to younger generations of sons 

caused many New England farmers to send their sons to work 

on neighboring farms or as apprentices to craftsmen in towns or 

villages.9 In addition, the position of women (wives and, especially, 

daughters) in the family was an inferior one. Adult, property-holding 

males were citizens with full civil rights, but the same was not true 

for women of any age. Wives had no legal rights, and daughters had 

no independence. Daughters were bound by social conventions to 

obey their fathers and rarely were able to earn money of their own. 

Even travel away from home was unusual. Although the family could 

not have functioned without the labor of wives and daughters at 

field work, food preparation, cleaning, washing, and so on, women 

gained no independent income or freedom as a result. For some 

young women, their subordinate position in family and society gave 

them an incentive to embrace the opportunities offered by mill 

work. Unlike the limited occupation of teaching, which was poorly 

paid and lasted for only a few months a year, the new mill work was 

steady, and it paid well.10

Hiring young women, of course, met strong resistance from 

fathers who saw their role as protecting their daughters and 
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preparing them for marriage.11 To confront this resistance, the 

mill owners created boardinghouses around the mills where groups 

of girls—ranging in age from fifteen to mid-twenties—lived and 

took their meals under the care of a housekeeper, usually an older 

woman. Strict boardinghouse rules were laid down by each company 

(see fig. 1). Moreover, the girls would never grow into a permanent 
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they stayed in Lowell, their reputations (and thus their opportuni-

ties for marriage) would be protected by the town fathers.16

The mill owners did not advertise for help. They sent recruiters

into the countryside to explain the special nature of Lowell and to

soothe parents’ fears. Because of the farmers’ need for extra income

and the women’s desire for independence, this effort was often

successful.17 Over the years, thousands of young women took the

Benjamin 10

 

Figure 2. Rules for boardinghouses where mill girls stayed. 
(American Textile History Museum, Lowell, Massachusetts.)

 Fig. 1. Each mill company established strict rules for the 
boardinghouses where its women workers lived. (American Textile 
History Museum, Lowell, Massachusetts.)
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working class, as it was expected that they would return to their 

homes for visits and after a year or two would go back to their 

villages permanently.12 The mill owners did not advertise for 

help. They sent recruiters into the countryside to assure parents 

that their daughters would live under strict supervision in the 

boardinghouses and at work and that their behavior would be 

monitored. The owners’ efforts were successful: over the years, 

thousands of young women took the long trip by stagecoach or 

wagon from their rural homes to mill towns like Lowell.13

 Besides having to adjust to living in a city in a strange 

house with a dozen or more other girls, the young women had 

to get used to the rigorous rules and long hours at the mills.14 

Mill work was an opportunity, but it also was hard work. The girls 

worked an average of twelve hours a day. The mills operated six 

days a week, so the only day off was Sunday, part of which was 

usually spent at church. Thus free time was confined to two or 

three hours in the evening and to Sunday afternoon.15 For many, 

however, this was still more leisure (and more freedom) than they 

would have had at home.

Despite a workday that took up fourteen hours, including 

time spent traveling to and from their houses for meals, most 

of the young women did not find the work very strenuous or 

particularly dangerous. As the mill owners had promised, Lowell 

did not resemble the grimy, packed mill towns of England.16 Still, 

the work was tedious and confining, with the girls doing the 

same operation over and over again under the watchful eye of the 

overseer.17
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 The young women earned an average of three to four dollars 

a week, from which their board of $1.25 a week was deducted. At 

that time, no other jobs open to women paid as well.18 Three or 

four dollars a week was enough to pay board, send badly needed 

money home, and still have enough left over for new clothes once 

in a while. Many women mill workers even established savings 

accounts, and some eventually left Lowell with several hundred 

dollars, something they never could have done at home.19

 Even though their free time was very limited, the young women 

engaged in a variety of activities. In the evenings, they wrote 

letters home, entertained visitors (though there was little privacy), 

repaired their clothing, and talked about friends and relatives and 

also about conditions in the mills. They could go out to the shops, 

especially clothing shops. The mill girls at Lowell prided themselves 

on a wardrobe that, at least on Sunday, was not inferior to that 

of the wives of prosperous citizens.20  In addition, they attended 

evening courses that enabled them to extend their education beyond 

their few years of schooling. They also attended lectures and read 

novels and essays. So strong was the girls’ interest in reading that 

many mills put up signs warning “No reading in the mills.”21 Some 

young women even began writing. Determined to challenge the 

idea that mill girls were mindless drones of the factory and lacked 

the refinement to ultimately be good wives, about seventy-five mill 

girls and women contributed in the 1840s to publications featuring 

stories and essays by the workers themselves.22

The best known of these publications was the Lowell 

Offering. The Offering avoided sensitive issues about working 
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conditions, but the women controlled the content of the 

publication and wrote on subjects (family, courtship, fashion, 

morality, nature) that interested them.23 A few of the Offering 

writers even went on to literary careers, not the kind of future 

that most people expected of factory workers. Charles Dickens 

toured the mills in 1842 and later said of the girls’ writing: “Of 

the merits of the Lowell Offering, as a literary production, I will 

only observe . . . that it will compare advantageously with a great 

many English annuals.” 24  

Though the Offering was a sign that something unusual was 

happening in this factory town, the women still worked in an 

industry that caused them hardship. By the 1830s, tensions in the 

mills had begun to rise as the companies became more interested 

in profits and less concerned about their role as protectors of their 

young workers. Factory owners, observing a decline in the price 

of their cloth and an increase in unsold inventories, decided to 

lower their workers’ wages.25 When the reduction was announced 

in February 1834, the women workers circulated petitions among 

themselves pledging to stop work (or “turn out”) if wages were 

lowered.26 When the leader of the petition drive at one mill was 

fired, many of the women left work and marched to the other 

mills to call out their workers. It is estimated that one-sixth of 

all women mill workers walked out as a result. The strikers wrote 

another petition stating that “we will not go back into the mills to 

work until our wages are continued . . . as they have been.” 27

Although the “turn out” was brief and did not achieve its 

purpose, it demonstrated that the women workers did not accept
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the owners’ view that they were minors under the owners’ 

benevolent care. The sense of independence gained by factory work 

and cash wages led them to reject the idea that they were mere 

factory hands. Petitions referred to their “unquestionable rights” 

and to “the spirit of our patriotic ancestors, who preferred privation 

to bondage.” One petition ended, “We are free, we would remain 

in possession of what kind providence has bestowed upon us, and 

remain daughters of free men still.” 28 
 

This language indicates that 

the women did not think of themselves as laborers complaining 

about low wages. They were free citizens of a republic and deserved 

respect as such. Many young women left the mills and went home 

when mill work came to seem more like “slavery” than independence 

(a comparison that appeared in the petitions). In 1836, another 

effort to lower wages led to an even larger “turn out.” 29 
 

The 

willingness of these young women to challenge the authority of the 

mill owners is a sign that their new lives had given them a feeling 

of personal strength and solidarity with one another.30

Economic recession in the late 1830s and early 1840s led 

to the layoff of hundreds more women workers. In the 1840s and 

1850s, the mill owners tried to maintain profits by increasing the 

workload and abandoning paternalism toward their workers. To 

save money, the companies stopped building boardinghouses.31 

The look of Lowell changed as well. Mill buildings took up more of 

the green space that had been part of the original town plan. By 

1850, Lowell did indeed look something like an English mill town.

As conditions in the mills and in the city declined, young 

New England women were replaced by young Irish immigrants 
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escaping the famine and the poor living conditions in Ireland. 

Slowly, Lowell became just another industrial city. It was  

dirty and overcrowded, and its mills were beginning to look  

run-down.32 
 By 1850, an era had passed. But from the 1820s to the 

1840s, the majority of the textile workers were young women 

who helped make possible the industrialization of New England at 

the same time as they expanded their own opportunities. 
 

These 

early mill workers became models for later women reformers and 

radicals who raised the banner for equal rights for women in more 

and more areas of life. The independent mill girls of the 1830s 

and 1840s resisted pressures from their employers, gained both 

freedom and maturity by living and working on their own, and 

showed an intense desire for independence and learning.33 Great 

fortunes were made from the textile mills of that era, but within 

those mills a generation of young women gained something even 

more precious: a sense of self-respect.
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