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The Harbinger, "Female Workers of Lowell” (1836)

During the years following the War of 1812, the United States took the first tentative steps towards
the Industrial Revolution. Industries that had traditionally operated out of homes began to move to
factories, where the completely new concept of labor began to infiltrate society. The document
excerpted below describes life at one such factory in Lowell, Massachusetts, where a number of
women lived and worked under extremely difficult conditions. Women were especially expioited in
such environments because they had less access than men to social or political resources to alter their
circumstances. 1 . L. r _ .=
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We have lately visited the cities of Lowell [Mass.] and Manchester [N.H.] and have had an opportunity
of examining the factory system more closely than before. We had distrusted the accounts which we
had heard from persons engaged in the labor reform now beginning to agitate New Engiand. We could
scarcely credit the statements made in relation to the exhausting nature of the labor in the mills, and
to the manner in which the young women-the operatives-lived in their boardinghouses, six sleeping in
a room, poorly ventilated.

We went through many of the mills, talked particularly to a large number of the : operatives, and ate at
their boardinghouses, on purpose to as ain by personal inspection the Tacts of the case. We assure

our readers that very little information is possessed, and no correct judgments formed, by the public

at large, of our factory system, which is the first germ of the.i ial or commercial feudalism that is

to spread over our land. . . .

In Loweli live between seven and eight thousand young women, who are generally daughters of
farmers of the different states of New England. Some of them are members of families that were rich
in the generation before. .

The operatives work thirteen hours a day in the summer time, and from daylight to dark in the winter.
At half past four in the morning the factory bell rings, and at five the girls must be in the mills. A
clerk, placed as a watch, observes those who are a few minutes behind the time, and effectual means
are taken to stimulate to punctuality. This is the morning commencement of the industrial discipline
(should we not rather say industrial tyranny?@hlch is established in these associations of thls moral
and Christian commumt?:_(

At seven the girls are allowed thirty minutes for breakfast, and at noon thirty minutes more for dinner,
except during the first quarter of the year, when the time is extended to forty-five minutes. But within
this time they must hurry to their boardinghouses and return to the factory, and that through the hot
sun or the rain or the cold. A meal eaten under such circumstances must be quite unfavorable to
digestion and health, as any medical man will inform us. After seven o'clock in the evening the factory
bell sounds the close of the day's work.

Thus thirteen hours per day of close attention and monotonous labor are extracted from the young
women in these manufactories. . . . So fatigued-we should say, exhausted and worn out, but we wish
to speak of the system in the simplest language-are numbers of girls that they go to bed soon after
their evening meal, and endeavor by a comparatively long sleep to resuscitate their weakened frames
for the toil of the coming day.

When capital has got thirteen hours of labor daily out of a being, it can get nothing more. It would be
a poor speculation in an industrial point of view to own the operative; for the trouble and expense of
providing for times of sickness and old age would more than counterbalance the difference between
the price of wages and the expenses of board and clothing. The far greater number of fortunes
accumulated by the North in comparison with the South shows that hireling labor is more profitable for
capital than slave labor.



Now let us examine the nature of the labor itself, and the conditions under which it is performed.
Enter with us into the large rooms, when the looms are at work. The largest that we saw is in the
Amoskeag Mills at Manchester. . . . The din and clatter of these five hundred looms, under full
operation, struck us on first entering as something frightful and infernal, for it seemed such an
atrocious violation of one of the faculties of the human soul, the sense of hearing. After a while we
became somewhat used to it, and by speaking quite close to the ear of an operative and quite loud,
we could hold a conversation and make the inquiries we wished.

The girls attended upon an average three looms; many attended four, but this requires a very active
person, and the most unremitting care. However, a great many do it. Attention to two is as much as
should be demanded of an operative. This gives us some idea of the application required during the
thirteen hours of daily labor. The atmosphere of such a room cannot of course be pure; on the
contrary, it is charged with cotton filaments and dust, which, we are told, are very injurious to the
lungs.

On entering the room, although the day was warm, we remarked that the windows were down. We
asked the reason, and a young woman answered very naively, and without seeming to be in the least
aware that this privation of fresh air was anything else than perfectly natural, that "when the wind
blew, the threads did not work well." After we had been in the room for fifteen or twenty minutes, we
found ourselves, as did the persons who accompanied us, in quite a perspiration, produced by a
certain moisture which we observed in the air, as well as by the heat. . . .

The young women sleep upon an average six in a room, three beds to a room. There is no privacy, no
retirement, here. It is almost impossible to read or write alone, as the parlor is full and so many sleep

in the same cha A young woman remarked to us that if she had a letter to write, she did it on
the head of a Bandboy), sitting on a trunk, as there was no space for a table.

So live and toil the young women of our country in the boardinghouses and manufactories which the
rich an influential of our land have built for them.

Document Analysis

1.To what is the author referring when he mentions "the labor reform now beginning to agitate
New England"?
2. Which group does the author favor, workers or owners? Explain your answer.
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The Lowell Offering was a monthly literary magazine published (primarily between 1841 and 1845) by
women factory workers in the textile mills of the planned industrial community of Lowell,
Massachusetts. For many of the women and girls who worked in the factories, working at Lowell
offered an opportunity to earn the highest wages of any women workers in America while becoming
part of a community. In addition, despite their long work hours, the Lowell workers could devote some
of their time to attending evening classes and lectures, accessing Lowell’s circulating library, or
working on the magazine.

Now look out--not for.the engine--but for the rush to the stairway. O mercy! what a crowd. I do not
wonder you gasp for breath; but, keep up courage; we shall soon be on terra firma again. Now, safely
landed, I hope to be excused for taking you into such a crowd. Really, it would not be fair to let you
see the factory girls and machinery for nothing. I shall be obliged to hurry you, as it is some way to
the boarding-house, and we have but thirty minutes from the time the bell begins to ring till it is done
ringing again; and then all are required to be at their work. There is a group of girls yonder, going our
way; let us overtake them, and hear what they are talking about. Something unpleasant I dare say,
from their earnest gestures and clouded brows.

"Well, I do think it is too bad,” exclaims cne.

"So do 1," says another. "This cutting down wages is not what they cry it up to be. I wonder how
they'd like to work as hard as we do, digging and drudging day after day, from morning till night, and
then, every two or three years, have their wages reduced. I rather guess it wouldn't set very well."

"And, besides this, who ever heard, of such a thing as their being raised again," says the first speaker.
"I confess that I never did, so long as I've worked in the mill, and that's been these ten years.”

"Well, it is real provoking any how," returned the other, "for my part I should think they had made a
clean sweep this time. I wonder what they'll do next.”

"Listeners never hear any good of themselves" is a trite saying, and, for fear it may prove true in our
case, we will leave this busy group, and get some dinner. There is an open door inviting us to enter.
We will do so. You can hang your bonnet and shawl on one of those hooks, that extend the length of
the entry for that purpose, or you can lay them on the banisters, as some do. Please to walk into the
dining room. Here are two large square tables, covered with checked clothes and loaded down with
smoking viands, the odor of which is very inviting. But we will not stop here; there is the long table in
the front room, at which ten or fifteen can be comfortably seated. You may place yourself at the head.
Now do not be bashful or wait to be helped, but comply with the oft-made request, "help yourself" to
whatever you like best; for you have but a few minutes allotted you to spend at the table. The reason
why, is because you are a rational , intelligent, thinking being, and ought to know enough to swallow
your food whole; whereas a horse or an ox, w%ws no better than to spend
an hour in the useless process of mastication. The bell rings again, and the girls are hurrying to the
mills; you,m‘mh of them for one day, so we will walk up stairs and have a
tete-a-tete.

You ask, if there are so many things objectionable, why we work in the mill. Well, simply for this
reason,-every situation in life, has its trials which must be borne, and factory life has no more than
any other. There are many things we do not like; many occurrences that send the warm blood
mantling to the cheek when they must be borne in silence, and many harsh words and acts that are
not called for. There are objections also to the number of hours we work, to the length of time allotted
to our meals, and to the low wages allowed for labor; objections that must and will be answered; for
the time has come when something, besides the clothing and feeding of the body is to be thought of;
when the mind is to be clothed and fed; and this cannot be as it should be, with the present system of
labor. Who, let me ask, can find that pleasure in' life which they should, when it is spent in this way.
Without time for the laborer's own work, and the improvement of the mind, save the few evening



hours; and even then if the mind is enriched and stored with useful knowledge, it must be at the
expense of health. And the feeling too, that comes over us (there is no use in denying it) when we
hear the bell calling us away from repose that tired nature loudly claims-the feeling, that we are
obliged to go. And these few hours, of which we have spoken, are far too short, three at the most at
the close of day. Surely, methinks, every heart that lays claim to humanity will feel 'tis not enough.
But this, we hope will, ere long, be done away with, and labor made what it should be; pleasant and
inviting to every son and daughter of the human family.

There is a brighter side to this picture, over which we would not willingly pass without notice, and an
answer to the question, why we work here? The time we do have is our own. The money we earn
comes promptly; more so than in any other situation; and our work, though laborious is the same
from day to day; we know what it is, and when finished we feel perfectly free, till it is time to
commence it again,

Document Analysis

1.1s the writer’s portrait of the factory system in which she found herself essentially positive or
negative? Explain your answer.

2. According to the excerpt, what are the primary rewards for working in such a tightly
regimented system?

3. What would you identify as the major problems of a planned industrial community? What
steps would you take to keep the workers from leaving?
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“A Week in the Mill,” Lowell Offering, Vol. V (1845): 217-218

Much has been said of the factory girl and her employment. By some she has been represented as
dwelling in a sort of brick-and-mortar paradise, having little to occupy thought save the weaving of
gay and romantic fancies, while the spindle or the wheel flies obediently beneath her glance. Others
have deemed her a mere servile drudge, chained to her labor by almost as strong a power as that
which holds a bondman in his fetters; and, indeed, some have already given her the title of "the white
slave of the North.” Her real situation approaches neither one nor the other of these extremes. Her
occupation is as laborious as that of almost any female who earns her own living, while it has also its
sunny spots and its cheerful intervals, which make her hard labor seem comparatively pleasant and
easy.

Look at her as she commences her weekly task. The rest of the sabbath has made her heart and her
step light, and she is early at her accustomed place, awaiting the starting of the machinery. Every
thing having been cleaned and neatly arranged on the Saturday night, she has less to occupy her on



Monday than on other days; and you may see her leaning from the window to watch the glitter of the
sunrise on the water, or looking away at the distant forests and fields, while memory wanders to her
beloved country home; or, it may be that she is conversing with a sister-laborer near; returning'at
regular intervals to see that her work is in order.

Soon the breakfast bell rings; in a moment the whirling wheels are stopped, and she hastens to join
the throng which is pouring through the open gate. At the table she mingles with a various group.
Each despatches the meal hurriedly, though not often in silence; and if, as is sometimes the case, the
rules of politeness are not punctiliously observed by all, the excuse of some lively country girl would
be, "They don't give us time for manners.

The short half-hour is soon over; the bell rings again; and now our factory girl feels that she has
commenced her day's work in earnest. The time is often apt to drag heavily till the dinner hour
arrives. Perhaps some part of the work becomes deranged and stops; the constant friction causes a
belt of leather to burst into a flame; a stranger visits the room, and scans the features and dress of its
inmates inquiringly; and there is little else to break the monotony. The afternoon passes in much the
same manner. Now and then she mingles with a knot of busy talkers who have collected to discuss
some new occurrence, or holds pleasant converse with some intelligent and agreeable friend, whose
acquaintance she has formed since her factory life commenced; but much of the time she is left to her
own thoughts. While at her work, the clattering and rumbling around her prevent any other noise from
attracting her attention, and she must think, or her life would be dull indeed.

Thus the day passes on, and evening comes; the time which she feels to be exclusively her own. How
much is done in the three short hours from seven to ten o'clock. She has a new dress to finish; a call
to make on some distant corporation; a meeting to attend; there is a lecture or a concert at some one
of the public halls, and the attendance will be thin if she and her associates are not present; or, if
nothing more imperative demands her time, she takes a stroll through the street or to the river with
some of her mates, or sits down at home to peruse a new book. At ten o'clock all is still for the night.

The clang of the early bell awakes her to another day, very nearly the counterpart of the one which
preceded it. And so the week rolls on, in the same routine, till Saturday comes. Saturday! the
welcome sound! She busies herself to remove every particle of cotton and dust from her frame or
looms, cheering herself meanwhile with sweet thoughts of the coming sabbath; and when, at an
earlier hour than usual, the mill is stopped, it looks almost beautiful in its neatness.
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