The Mill Girls’ World

The first Lowell textile factory was completed in 1823. Workers were

needed. Mill owners hired people called recruiters to find workers. Many of

the workers they found were the daughters of New England farmers. You

may wonder why young women were hired for factory work. There are

several reasons. One is the fact that sons were needed to help farm the New

England soil. Another reason is that the daughters already knew how to

weave. Mill owners felt the young women would learn how to tend power

looms quickly. Also, they wouldn’t have to pay women as much as men.

Many young women left the farm so the family would have one less mouth

to feed. Some women sent the money they earned in Lowell home to help pay

bills.

From Farm to Factory: Deciding to Move

Life in Lowell sounded wonderful to many of the daughters of Yankee farmers. On the farm the daughter

was responsible for helping to cook, clean, make candles and soap, care for younger brothers and sisters,

weave cloth, and make, mend, and alter clothes. They did these chores seven days a week, and didn’t earn

a cent. In Lowell, girls worked six days a week, twelve hours a day, and they were paid. Most girls earned

about $3.25 each week. Room and board cost $1.25, but the rest was theirs to keep or spend as they

wished.

Time outside of work could be spent in any number of ways. Lowell had churches, a library, theatres,

dances, a museum, shops, and travelling speakers. Very few of these things were available on the farm.

Another highlight of Lowell was the chance to make friends with other women.

Boardinghouse Life

Lowell’s mill girls lived in boardinghouses. Boardinghouses were large, long brick buildings owned by

the factories. If you were a mill girl for the Hamilton Manufacturing Corporation you lived in a Hamilton

boardinghouse. The boardinghouse was kept up by a woman called the boardinghouse keeper. She was

hired by the factory to make sure her boarders were well fed and well behaved, in bed by 10:00 pm, and

at church on Sundays.

Life in the boardinghouse had its ups and downs. Each young woman was expected to share her bed with

another mill girl. Most bedrooms had two or three doublebeds. In the attic beds were lined up side by side

and women slept three to a bed. If you were the last girl to come to the boardinghouse in search of a place

to stay - more than likely you’d be sent to the attic.
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Life on the Corporation

A typical day on the corporation began early. The bells on top of the mills began

ringing at 5:00 in the morning to wake everyone up. At 5:30 am they began ringing

again to tell the workers to report to their work rooms. The mill girls had until 5:35

am to get inside the mill courtyard. If they were late the gates closed in front of them,

and they were forced to walk through the counting house. A man in the counting

house took down the names of those who were late. If you were late too often, you

might get fired.

Once at your work station you took orders from the overseer on your floor. If you

were a weaver you were responsible for keeping bobbins full, threads straight, and

machinery running smoothly. You did not need to know exactly how your machine

ran - that was the job of the loom fixer. If your machine stopped running for some

reason, you had to call the loom fixer to get it started again. If you relied on the loom

fixer too much - he might take his time getting to your machine. This was a

punishment. If your machine wasn’t working - you weren’t making cloth. If you

weren’t making cloth - you weren’t making money, and could lose your job.

Weavers were paid by the amount and quality of the cloth they produced.

Mill girls generally worked from 5:30 until 7:00 in the morning. At 7:00 am the bells rang again to signal

breakfast. The girls dashed to grab their cloaks, then ran to their boardinghouses. They had until 7:30 am

to eat, and until 7:35 am to get back to work. They then worked until noon, stopped work for a thirty

minute dinner break, then continued to work until 7:00 in the evening. Supper was hastily eaten at the

end of the work day. After supper the girls could do what they wished until the keeper called them to

bed at 10:00 pm.

After Hours

After supper young women liked to read, sew, tell one another stories, and write letters around the parlor

stove. On some evenings a pedlar selling satin bonnets or fancy shoes, or a gentleman caller might stop

by. Some of the women took classes in the evening, attended lectures, or went to the theatre. Others took

time to stroll the streets, looking in shop windows at jewelry and fancy dresses. Most girls bought new

clothing and bonnets once they had saved enough money. In the city there was a lot of pressure to wear

fashionable clothing.

Working Conditions

Working conditions were less than perfect. The average temperature of a weave room on a summer day

was often as high as 115 degrees. In the winter it could get as hot as ninety degrees. The windows were

never open. It was important to keep the air in the weave room warm and moist. A breeze from an open

window might cause threads to snap. Broken threads meant poor cloth. To give the room extra moisture,

steam was pumped in through pipes. Cotton dust, or cotton fly, filled the air making it difficult to breathe.

Many women died from cotton dust getting trapped in their lungs.
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Enough is Enough

Even though working conditions were dangerous, most women enjoyed the fast pace of Lowell in

the early years. But by 1840 conditions had gotten bad. Women who had tended two machines were

now required to watch three or four. The machines were running faster, and the young women were

working as long as 13 hours each day. To make matters worse, the cost of living in a boardinghouse

had risen, and the pay had been lowered.

Many women would not work under these conditions. Some returned to the farm, some got married,

others found new jobs. Some women refused to give up their jobs, but would not work under the bad

conditions. These women went on strike. They walked off the job and refused to work until the

hours were shortened and the conditions improved. Their strikes were not successful. Many left the

mills and were replaced by Irish immigrants.
