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On September 1, 1823, the Merrimack Manufacturing Company commenced op-

erations, the first of many textile mills constructed and operated by the Boston Company 

(colloquially referred to as the Boston Associates). The burgeoning mill complex, the 

first large-scale industrial development in the United States was incorporated as the town 

of Lowell in 1826. While the Boston Associates realized monetary profit from the mills, 

the Associate’s primary motivation for building and operating the textile mills was a de-

sire to perpetuate their vision of the Puritan’s Social Covenant. The Associates achieved 

their goal in the short term. However, over the long-term, the sheer scale and new man-

agement style of the Lowell mills catalyzed the modernization of New England and sub-

limated the very social and economic conventions the Social Covenant sought to rein-

force. 

In the 19th century the Puritan Social Covenant, part of the American narrative 

from its earliest years, validated the virtues of community and industry. Already wealthy 

and spurning other potentially more lucrative investment opportunities Francis C. Lowell 
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and other members of the Boston Associates used the textile mills to inculcate and 

strengthen the Social Covenant’s precepts among their mill operatives. In the 1840s, the 

Lowell mills, needing to fill empty mill positions, began to hire Irish immigrants. The 

introduction of the Irish to the mills immediately created an atmosphere of friction among 

the predominantly Yankee work force. The later introduction of French-Canadians to the 

Lowell mills only served to create additional tension. Mill owners found themselves refe-

reeing interminable arguments regarding different and divergent interpretations of social 

values and personal responsibilities. In the late 1850s, mill owners and mill workers came 

to the same conclusion: social obligations mattered less than solid financial resources and 

a wide range of freedom. Mill owners jettisoned their self-imposed responsibilities; em-

ployees “turned out” for higher wages and, when unsuccessful, migrated westward. The 

Lowell mill complex, originally conceived as a means to preserve a traditional, tight-knit 

social order and an ethic of personal responsibility among a demographically homo-

geneous population, found itself a large, demographically heterogeneous city embracing 

and encouraging change. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

I propose that a direct source of modernization in New England was the Puritan 

Social Covenant. The Social Covenant flourished in New England’s first Puritan commu-

nities where it set the tenor for social relations; it survived the Revolutionary War in 

secular form to convey New England, and eventually America, from a traditional, rural 

society to a modern, urban society. In this dissertation I examine modernization and the 

integral role of the Puritan Social Covenant in that process as it occurred in Lowell, Mas-

sachusetts between 1823 and 1857. 

My proposal attempts to flush out accepted tenets in academic geography. Profes-

sor Roger Lee, the author of the ‘modernization’ entry in the Dictionary of Human Geog-

raphy states, 

modernization involves social mobilization, the growth of a more effective and 
centralized apparatus of political and social control, the acceptance of scientifi-
cally rational norms and the transformation of social relations and aesthetic 
forms.1 

This dissertation will demonstrate that modernization is nonlinear and does not 

march inexorably to a predestined end. With the creation of Lowell, the perception of all 

aspects of public and private life – for example, work, money, time, education, crime, and 

health -- underwent wholesale change. The cultural crux of Lowell’s modernization is its 

evolution to an ever more heterogeneous culture, its diversity a source of contention and 

conflict. 

Issues of empowerment and disempowerment play a large role where referenced 

in this dissertation. Lowell mill owners’ cudgel of benevolent paternalism, the assimila-

tion of new immigrants into the Lowell community, the onset of labor strikes, and the 

                                                 
1 Ron J. Johnston and others, eds., The Dictionary of Human Geography (Oxford, England: Blackwell Pub-
lishers, 2000), p. 516. 
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pitched legislative contest to determine labor law are all examples of empowerment and 

disempowerment in the modernization process.  

Until the creation of Lowell in the first quarter of the 19th century, New England 

culture followed the rhythms and dictates of Puritan social ideology. The kindling for 

modernization, and the intellectual origin of the Lowell mills dates back to the Puritan’s 

17th century idea of the Social Covenant.  

Puritan covenants are agreements among willing participants – including God – to 

satisfy mutual responsibilities in return for personal, communal, and eternal rewards. Pur-

itans understood their relationship to God through church covenants, duties to their com-

munity through political covenants, and relations with fellow citizens through social 

covenants.2 

The Puritan Social Covenant was based on the axiom that human beings are, by 

nature, unequal; a belief that some are more intelligent than others, some less morally 

righteous than others, et al. Because Mankind did not create inequality, it must be Div-

inely inspired and, therefore, inherently good. The Puritan Social Covenant tasked those 

favored by God -- the gifted and talented – to instruct and lead their community’s less 

enlightened members. Guided by an easily identifiable social and political hierarchy, Pur-

itan communities dedicated themselves to eliminating personal and civic weaknesses. Pu-

ritan leaders’ advice and admonishments created a web of social, political and economic 

interaction as well as a common sense of purpose. While the Puritan Social Covenant did 

not condemn a tempered pursuit of material gain and wealth, it demanded, “social wel-

                                                 
2 There were three main Puritan covenants. First, in the Covenant of Works, God promised Adam and his 
offspring eternal life in return for following the moral law. Adam failed to obey the moral law and God 
rescinded his offer. Second, in the Covenant of Redemption, acting as a representative of mankind, Christ 
sacrificed himself to God, thereby renewing the possibility of eternal life for humankind. Third, in the 
Covenant of Grace, God chooses individuals for eternal life – the ‘elected’ – and punishes individuals for 
moral transgressions. See, Perry Miller, "The Marrow of Puritan Divinity," in Puritan New England: Es-

says on Religion, Society and Culture, ed. Alden T. Vaughan and Francis J. Bremer (New York, New York: 
St. Martin's Press, 1977), pp. 44 - 61. See also, Perry Miller, The New England Mind: The Seventeenth 

Century (New York, New York: Macmillan Company, 1939), pp. 398 - 401, 405 - 425.  
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fare or social obligation as a moral duty characteristic of a collectivist rather than (a) 

profit-seeking capitalist society.”3 

The Puritan Social Covenant continued to suffuse Boston society even in the early 

1820s. As the historian Edmund Morgan noted, “in the 18th century the old sense of New 

England’s covenant with God grew weaker. (But) it did not expire … it survived into the 

19th century as the sense of mission … between ruler and people.”
4
 

Ultimately, the Social Covenant was overcome by the paroxysms of large-scale 

industrialization and European immigration. “The traditional community, where every 

aspect of society – geographic, social, political, and economic – overlapped, began to die 

out.”5 New England, in the thrall of modernization … 

surged with dramatic volatility and energy. Cities and factories were seen as nec-
essary and laudable agents of prosperity; but they were also viewed as potential 
tinderboxes of corruption and mob disorder. Insane asylums (stood) as models of 
well-ordered institutions for a society desperately in need of standards and guid-
ance.6 

The modernization of New England in the first quarter of the 19th century trans-

formed all conventional social and economic institutions. Few indices favorably compare 

quality of life before and after Industrial Revolution. The economic historian Gregory 

Clark argues that prior to the Industrial Revolution, people’s general welfare improved 

little, if at all, over the previous 10,000 years:  

The average person in the world of 1800 was no better off than the average person 
of 10,000 BC. Indeed in 1800 the bulk of the world’s population was poorer than 
their remote ancestors. The lucky denizens of wealthy societies such as eighteenth 
century England or the Netherlands managed a material lifestyle equivalent to that 

                                                 
3 John H. Schaar, "Liberty/Authority/Community in the Political Thought of John Winthrop," Political 

Theory 19, no. 4 (1991): p. 499, 505 - 506. See also, Leo F. Solt, "Puritanism, Capitalism, Democracy, and 
the New Science," The American Historical Review 73, no. 1 (1967): p. 22. 
4 Edmund Sears Morgan, Puritan Political Ideas, 1558 - 1794, ed. Leonard W. Levy and Alfred Young, 
American Heritage (Indianapolis, Indiana: Bobbs-Merrill, 1965), pp. xl - xli. 
5 Richard D. Brown, Modernization: The Transformation of American Life, 1600-1865 (New York, New 
York: Hill and Wang, 1976), p. 120. 
6 John F. Kasson, "The Factory as a Republican Community," in The Way We Lived: Essays and Docu-

ments in American Social History, ed. Frederick M Binder and David M. Reimers (Lexington, Massachu-
setts: D.C. Heath and Company, 1988), pp. 141 - 143. 
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of the Stone Age. Jane Austen may have written about refined conversations over 
tea served in china cups. But for the majority of English as late as 1813 conditions 
were no better than for their naked ancestors on the African savannah. The Darcys 
were few, the poor plentiful.7 

Richard Brown wrote, “The core of (modernization) expresses two ideas: eco-

nomic development as measured by per capita output; and social and political change in 

the direction of rational, complex integrated structures.”8 Modernization does not neces-

sarily begin with industrialization however, industrialization propelled New England 

away from its traditional economic rhythm and sparked vast and rapid changes in its so-

cial structures. 

Traditional societies exhibit particular characteristics, modern societies others. 

Communities in traditional societies are physically small and their populations homogen-

eous; modern communities are physically expansive with a diverse population. Whereas 

the ‘elite’ govern traditional communities and are obeyed out of respect, rational inten-

tions are the legal foundation of modern communities and demand adherence to codified 

principles. While communication in traditional communities does not extend far beyond 

the face-to-face, exchange of information is encouraged within and among modern com-

munities. In traditional communities all aspects of an individual’s life – professional, rel-

igious, personal – are bound together whereas the activities of individuals in modern so-

cieties are discrete and compartmentalized. Stasis is the norm rather than the exception in 

traditional societies. Adhering to preordained social and agricultural cycles, traditional 

societies reject alterations to the accepted calendar and time has little to no value. Change 

is expected and embraced by modern societies. Manipulating the environment with tech-

nology, individuals in modern societies seek monetary returns for investments of time. In 

                                                 
7 Gregory Clark, A Farewell to Alms: A Brief Economic History of the Western World, The Princeton Eco-
nomic History of the Western World (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2007), p. 39. 
8 Richard D. Brown, "Modernization and the Modern Personality in Early America, 1600-1865: A Sketch 
of a Synthesis," Journal of Interdisciplinary History 2, no. 3 (1972): p. 201. 
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short, modernization is a, “shift away from absolute norms and values towards values that 

are increasingly rational, tolerant, trusting and participatory”9  

It is important to examine and evaluate New England’s process of modernization 

from pre-industrial to industrial because the transition set in motion a series of cultural 

and economic changes that are still cataclysmic in both scope and effect. Modernization, 

“afford(s) a context in which it is possible to comprehend both the communal and 
the individualistic elements of American life. These tendencies (are) not antithetic 
…on the contrary, they seem more nearly to have been inseparable expressions of 
a single dislocation, each destined to grow with the other.10 

Modernization is a fresh way to arrange and clarify historical and cultural geogra-

phy. Too often historical and geographic studies of late 18th century and early 19th cen-

tury America cleave to either side of the American Revolutionary War and perpetuate a 

false dichotomy between the social and economic conditions of colonial America and na-

tional America. The economic conditions and social ideology of post-Revolutionary 

America did not spring forth deus ex machine; on the contrary, they are intimately inter-

twined and bound up with one another. Social and economic conventions of post-Revo-

lutionary America are clearly traceable back to pre-Revolutionary America just as pre-

Revolutionary standards are seen playing themselves out in the post-Revolutionary era. 

Modernization helps us tease out the continually evolving social and economic condi-

tions. 

The consequences of modernization have been widespread and long lasting. “The 

huge scale of America’s success, still deeply affects its human geography” and, 

(is attributable to) the way in which capitalism … revolutionized itself; the arrival 
of European labor, (as) vital to the building of industry and giant cities and the 

                                                 
9 Ronald Inglehart and Wayne E. Baker, "Modernization, Cultural Change, and the Persistence of Tradi-
tional Values," American Sociological Review 65, no. 1 (2000): p. 19. 
10 Michael Zuckerman, "The Fabrication of Identity in Early America," The William and Mary Quarterly 
34, no. 2 (1977): p. 185. 
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opening up of the West; and, more or less effectively, into the existing civilization 
that is known, for want of a better term, as ‘the American way of life.’11 

I will examine modernization in Lowell, Massachusetts between 1823 and 1857. 

Thomas Bender, echoing the urban historian Asa Briggs, wrote, “if a city (has) such a 

prophetic impact upon its culture that it challenges observers to develop a new vocabu-

lary to describe it, then we might consider Lowell, Massachusetts, the ‘shock city’ of the 

Jacksonian Era.”12 Lowell, the first large-scale planned industrial community in the 

United States is unique because it conjoins America’s traditional, pre-industrial era and 

today’s entrepreneurial, industrialized era. 

In the early 1800s, a consortium of business acquaintances known colloquially as 

‘The Boston Associates’ sought to enact the Social Covenant in a business venture. The 

Boston Associates, having grown up and conducted business in the city’s Puritan-influ-

enced culture were psychologically and socially unable to not incorporate elements of the 

Covenant into their business model.  

The Associates, all wealthy scions of Boston society, created a business model to 

strengthen and edify the personal morals and civic responsibility of young, single, pri-

marily rural, females. They decided the most lasting and effective way to reach and edu-

cate this cohort would be to build a manufacturing community in the comparative wilder-

ness of northeastern Massachusetts and offer them well-paying jobs in the textile indus-

try. The Associates built their mill complex and christened it ‘Lowell’ after the deceased 

Francis Lowell. (See Illustrations 1 and 2) 

Lowell’s mill owners operated their textile factories for monetary profit but their 

primary concern was the moral and civic welfare of their employees. There are numerous 

examples of employer/employee covenants in small-scale and/or pre-industrial work 

situations but until the Boston Associates and the creation of Lowell, a practical applica-

                                                 
11 Fernand Braudel, A History of Civilizations, trans. Richard Mayne (New York, New York: The Penguin 
Press, 1994), p. 474. 
12 Thomas Bender, Toward an Urban Vision: Ideas and Institutions in Nineteenth-Century America (Lex-
ington, Kentucky: The University Press of Kentucky, 1975), p. 73. 
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tion of the Puritan Social Covenant had not been attempted in a large-scale, industrial 

complex. The Associates used their position as employers to strengthen their employee’s 

personal virtues and civic temperament, not as a cudgel to manipulate their workers. 

Soon after the first mill opened in 1823 the Lowell textile mills became known 

around the world as a center of humane and benevolent employment practices. The mills 

were widely hailed as the most successful example of a social covenant between employ-

ers and employees. But the mills sparked unintended and wholesale changes in New Eng-

land’s perception of and attitude toward family, work, health, education, crime, gov-

ernment, and even time. In the mid-1840’s, increased immigration amplified social and 

economic issues within Lowell and the Social Covenant appeared inadequate to address 

all concerns. Eventually, the 1857 bank crisis and the mill owner’s response to it demon-

strated that the Social Covenant, which had informed and bound Lowell’s creators only 

25 years earlier, had been completely abandoned. 

Other economic sectors saw the value of Lowell’s economy of scale and, by the 

mid-19th century, large-scale manufacturing became more the norm than the exception. 

Aided by advances in transportation and technology, manufacturing began operating at an 

ever increasing pace and individual firms reached ever widening consumer markets. 

Other large-scale manufacturers experienced success because while they embraced the 

Lowell business model, they jettisoned the Lowell mills’ moral stanchion, the social con-

tract between employers and employees. In the early 1850’s, when the Lowell mills 

found themselves less able to compete regionally, nationally and internationally against 

other large-scale textile firms, Lowell’s new generation of mill owners abdicated their 

founders’ once inviolable social and employment standards. As a result, Lowell’s sterling 

reputation quickly transmogrified, its industrial organization vilified as callous and in-

vidious, an unenviable example of America’s industrial age. 

The moral and religious precepts of the Boston Associates, traceable back to the 

nation’s first settling, informed and helped shape the Associate’s business plans for 
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Lowell and, if only for a short time and imperfectly, engendered a benevolent paternalism 

that benefited both employer and employee and preserved a social and business atmos-

phere characteristic of a pre-industrial society. 

Modernization continues to exert its influence today. David Meyer points out that 

‘social networking’ is not a new phenomena. Technological advances in machining and 

construction between 1790 and 1820 not only made large-scale textile mills possible but 

also prompted the creation of industrial districts within New England where, “social net-

work(s) among leading mechanics and firms spread technology and kept numerous firms 

abreast of changes.”
13
 

This dissertation clarifies the concept of the Puritan Social Covenant and its role 

in the process of modernization as it unfolded in Lowell, Massachusetts between 1823 

and 1857. First, I will define modernization. Second, to establish a point of reference, I 

will summarize New England’s social conditions in 1820. This summarization will in-

clude an overview of the region’s demographics, as well as its agricultural and manufact-

uring sectors. Third, I will trace the persistence of the Puritan social ethic from the first 

settling of North America through to the first quarter of the 19th century. Fourth, I will 

explain the climate for and perceptions of business at the beginning of the 19th century, 

delineate the business aims of the Boston Associates, and distinguish various forms or 

corporate paternalism. Fifth, I will examine the construction and operation of the Lowell 

mills, including social and working conditions within Lowell from 1822 to 1857. 

This is a wide-ranging topic and will include early explorations of the Lowell 

area, Lowell’s physical plan, as well as the use of waterpower, railroads and open space 

in Lowell. I will examine specific mill occupations, including the use of child labor. Is-

sues concerning health, housing, crime, local government, religion and education affected 

                                                 
13 David R. Meyer, "Formation of Advanced Technology Districts: New England Textile Machinery and 
Firearms, 1790 - 1820," Economic Geography 74, no. Special Issue for the 1998 Annual Meeting of the 
Association of American Geographers, Boston, Massachusetts, 25 - 29 March 1998 (1998): p. 38. 
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not just mill workers but all Lowell residents and will be addressed. I will undertake the 

topic of Irish and French-Canadian immigration to Lowell and relay their specific needs 

for and responses to available employment, housing, and education. Last, I will address 

the state of labor relations in Lowell in the mid 1850’s and then offer my conclusions. 
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Illustration 1: Metro Boston Area, 2000  

Source: MassGIS, 2004 and 2008, U.S. Census, 2000 
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Illustration 2: Lowell, Massachusetts, 2006 

Source: Alan Berger: Drosscape: Wasting Land in Urban America (New York, New 
York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2006), p. 86. 
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CHAPTER 2: DEFINITION OF MODERNIZATION 

It is to Ellis Island rather than Plymouth Rock that a great part of the American 

people trace their history in America. More people have died in industrial acci-

dents than in subduing the wilderness and fighting the Revolution. It is these peo-

ple rather than the frontiersmen who constitute the real historical background 

and the heroic tradition of the mass of urban Americans. 

  - Caroline F. Ware, The Cultural Approach to History (1940) 
 

Caroline Ware, quoted above, draws a sharp distinction between colonial America 

and modern and contemporary America. Her distinction does not attempt to dim or re-

write the hagiography with which America bathes its colonial-era mission; rather, it 

merely attempts to highlight the importance and progress of American industry, from its 

unsteady introduction to its present-day all-pervasiveness. While a steady stream of 

books and articles keep alive the passions and exploits of the Revolutionary Era, Ware 

calls our attention to the obvious – but rarely explicitly acknowledged -- fact that more 

immigrants settled and made America their home during the age of industrialization than 

during the Revolutionary period. Just as historical accounts of the colonial period attempt 

to rescue people and events from a fog of time and memory, Ware wants us to recognize 

that an even longer list of unremarked but no less heroic Americans wrestled with the on-

set of industrialization and urbanization in the 19th century. 

In large measure, the Industrial Revolution made the further exploration, settle-

ment and development of the United States in the 19th century possible. The Industrial 

Revolution, as it unfolded in the United States and around the world, rescored social and 

economic rhythms that had balanced and directed societies since the late Middle Ages. In 

a subtle and nuanced analysis of the movement from pre-industrial to industrial world, 

Lewis Mumford believed the Industrial Revolution ushered in the ‘paleotechnic era’ 

which attempted to encapsulate all of human experience within the boundaries of science, 

technology and capitalism. Whereas ‘eotechnic’ – or, preindustrial --  society devalued 
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personal wealth and power in favor of heightened awareness of the surrounding world, 

paleotechnic society admitted to no bounds – no individual could be too rich or too pow-

erful, no city could be too big, no social behavior could not be quantified and con-

trolled.
14
 

Peter Laslett concurs with Mumford but offers a more invigorated account of the 

Industrial Revolution’s impact on England and the United States: 

The economic transformation of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries destroyed 
communality altogether in English rural life. The group of men from several 
farmsteads working the heavy plough … the bevy of harvesters … had no succes-
sors in large-scale economic activity. The arrangements of these groups was en-
tirely different … from the arrangement of a factory, or a firm, or even a collec-

tive farm.”
15
 

Large-scale industrialization, begun in late 18th century England, sailed west to 

North America where, in New England, it prospered in the first quarter of the 19th cen-

tury.
16
 Nineteenth century Massachusetts, under the thrall of industrialization, unsteadily 

attempted to cope with rapid changes in natural population growth, urbanization, health 

care, education, literacy, economic markets, and immigration. A palpable tension grew 

between the older pre-industrial social structure and the modernizing institutions that ac-

companied industrial capitalism.
17
 Where unsettled land was once abundant and colonial 

land grants were large enough to subdivide among multiple heirs, individuals now found 

themselves forced to look beyond agriculture for a livelihood. George Kenngott observed 

that just as industrialization recast England’s social mien, 

                                                 
14 Donald L. Miller, Lewis Mumford: A Life (New York, New York: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1989), pp. 
326 - 327. 
15 Peter Laslett, The World We Have Lost, 3rd ed. (New York, New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1984), 
p. 13. 
16 North America’s industrial development lagged behind England’s, in part, because English political 
policies attempted to prohibit any such development in its North American colonies. See, Robert A. East, 
"Economic Development and New England Federalism: 1803 - 1814," The New England Quarterly 10, no. 
3 (1937). See also, David Clark, Urban Geography: An Introductory Guide, Croom Helm Series In Geog-
raphy And Environment (London, England: Croom Helm, 1982), p. 48. 
17 Herbert G. Gutman, "Work, Culture, and Society in Industrializing America, 1815 - 1919," The Ameri-

can Historical Review 78, no. 3 (1973): p. 540. 
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the (American) Industrial Revolution brought great social changes. Handicrafts 
were superseded. The ‘factory system’ took the place of the old regime. Instead of 
working in family groups … weaving wool, flax or cotton on their own hand 
looms, men women and children … responded to the call of the great factories for 
cheap labor, where they toiled long hours under new and hard conditions. Thou-
sands of hand-workers were thrown out of employment. A distinct and permanent 

working class was created.”
18
 

In rural New England, “the transition to capitalism was often slow, even some-

what subtle, but still quite significant. It created not just new economic and social rela-

tionships but also some would argue, “a psychological transformation from the commu-

nal identity of the ‘Puritan’ to the more individualistic, energetic, and acquisitive person-

ality of the ‘Yankee’.”19 The residents of New England’s small towns were the first 

Americans to experience and be engaged in the process of modernization.
20
 

An English immigrant, Samuel Slater, settled in the small town of Providence, 

Rhode Island and is credited with building and operating the first successful water-pow-

ered textile factory in the United States in 1791.
21
 Although comparatively small-scale, 

Slater’s mill sparked a flurry of economic investment and New England’s streams were 

soon peppered, not just with textile mills, but lumber mills and grain processors, any 

manufacturing process that could be powered by water. This growth in small manufac-

turing was, in its own way, just as revolutionary as the military revolution fought by 

American colonists less than 25 years earlier. “The establishment of mills and factories, 

on a small scale at first, in hundreds of small towns and villages and the subsequent 

                                                 
18 George F. Kenngott, The Record of a City: A Social Survey of Lowell, Massachusetts (New York, New 
York: Macmillian Company, 1912), pp. 4 - 5. 
19 Gregory Nobles, "The Rise of Merchants in Rural Market Towns: A Case Study of Eighteenth-Century 
Northampton, Massachusetts," Journal of Social History 24, no. 1 (1990): p. 5. 
20 “The story of the New England cotton industry is the story of the industrialization of America.” See, 
Caroline F. Ware, The Early New England Cotton Manufacture: A Study in Industrial Beginnings (Boston, 
Massachusetts: Houghton Mifflin, 1931), p. 3. 
21 Other unsuccessful mills in Massachusetts, New York and Pennsylvania pre-date Slater’s Rhode Island 
factory. For example, in 1787 a textile mill began operations in Beverly, Massachusetts. Despite financial 
subsidies from the Massachusetts legislature, its products never attracted enough customers and the mill 
declared bankruptcy in 1791. 
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growth of these enterprises were fundamentally responsible for a series of economic 

changes.”
22
 

In the early 1820’s small, widely spaced towns defined New England’s social 

structure and home-based, small-scale manufacturers supplemented the agrarian econ-

omy. In 1820, not only had none of Lowell’s textile mills been built, the site on which 

Lowell would be built was a sleepy farming and fishing community of approximately 250 

inhabitants. 

When studying the transition from traditional to modern one must circumscribe a 

place and period of interest. And so I limit my study to the city of Lowell, Massachusetts, 

from 1823 to 1857. Although a relatively short span of time, what happened in Lowell 

during those few decades fomented radical social and economic changes throughout New 

England and, in subsequent decades, across the nation. Lowell, Massachusetts during this 

period exhibited social and economic characteristics typical of a traditional society. 

 First, the Lowell factory complex was built in an area originally within the town 

of Chelmsford. The town of Chelmsford was, like a vast majority of other farm commun-

ities in post-Revolutionary America, ineluctably static. In the traditional norms of post-

Revolutionary America, “past, present, and future (was) essentially the same, for one year 

(was) like the next and social relationships, ideas, and activities of people show(ed) little 

variation from one generation to the next.”
23
 Individuals in traditional societies tend to 

accept their position in life and repulse anything new or threatening to the accepted – the 

traditional – way of life. 

In contrast to a traditional societies’ adherence to social and agricultural cycles, 

modern societies are in a state of constant change and “the desire to manipulate the envi-

ronment through the use of technology becomes a prevalent goal, since change (for the 

                                                 
22 Percy Wells Bidwell, "Population Growth in Southern New England, 1810 - 1860," Publications of the 

American Statistical Association 15, no. 120 (1917): p. 829. 
23 Brown, "Modernization and the Modern Personality," p. 10. 
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better) is viewed as a real possibility.”
24
 Francis C. Lowell, the Merrimack River Valley’s 

harbinger of modernization, visited England to assess the viability of the textile trade and 

then, back on American soil, successfully reconstructed a loom from memory, thus set-

ting in motion an inexorable turn away from the traditional society. Francis Lowell’s suc-

cessors continued their press for modernization: textile mill manufacturers built and op-

erated the nation’s first employer-sponsored hospital and they financed the construction 

of the second operational rail line in the United States.  

Second, in a traditional community, time is not a valuable commodity. In tradi-

tional society, the aphorism “time is money” has no meaning because social stability 

makes no demand for the efficient use of time. As Paul Hensley noted in his study of co-

lonial New England, “Our contemporary concept of time was thrust upon us in the nine-

teenth century with the advent of the Industrial Revolution. The regular accumulation of 

wages we exchange for steady work essentially defined the perimeters of time for the 

modern American.”
25
 Prior to industrialization, time was known and expressed in only 

general terms. Time became a topic of heated debate when factory clocks, introduced as a 

means to accurately measure the duration of work, inexplicably began to run slower as 

they ticked off the final hours of a day’s work. 

Lowell, Massachusetts wrenched our concept of time into the modern era. Its fac-

tories rescored the rhythm of work from agricultural to industrial and production con-

tinued regardless of seasonal change or lack of sunlight. With industrialization, time be-

came a valuable commodity, a bargaining chip used by both mill employers and employ-

ees. Mill owners terminated employees for tardiness and absenteeism and, in 1844, mill 

workers began a 30 year effort to convince the Massachusetts legislature to mandate a ten 

hour work day.  

                                                 
24 Ibid.: pp 12 - 13. 
25 Paul B. Hensley, "Time, Work, and Social Context in New England," The New England Quarterly 65, 
no. 4 (1992): p. 531. For the increasing equivalence between time and money in England, see Edward P. 
Thompson, "Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism," Past and Present 38 (1967): p. 85. 
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Third, in traditional communities most communication is person-to-person, manu-

facturing facilities are rudimentary, and travel options are few. Traditional towns are 

therefore limited in their physical extent and population. The geographic separation of 

one settlement from another discourages migration and promotes insularity. Indeed, prior 

to the introduction of large-scale industry in America, 

absolute population growth in rural areas completely overshadowed relative urban 
advances … most urban workshops and factories remained under the aegis of an 
individual owner, a small partnership , or an unchartered joint-stock company … 
(and) … the costs of shipment on the pre-railroad transport network were in them-

selves a formidable obstruction to the growth of manufacturing.”
26
 

Modern communities use every tool and resource to enhance their ability to com-

municate and produce. Lowell, almost from its inception, was physically expansive, large 

in population and, as a corollary, unavoidably diverse in its population. Lowell did not 

exist until the 1820’s and yet, by 1840 it was the 18th most populated urban area in the 

United States, the second most populated in Massachusetts. Lowell’s population growth 

was attributable to, first, the influx of workers from rural farms and then, the arrival of 

additional Irish immigrants. French-Canadians were the last large immigrant group to set-

tle in Lowell prior to the Civil War.  

Fourth, in a traditional society, government is presided over by its elite and gov-

ernmental power is sustained by communal respect. Leaders in traditional societies mete 

out dictums as favors to their citizens, which the citizens receive uncomplainingly. That 

is, “paternalism dominates both the family and the society at large.”
27
 One’s social posi-

tion, not character, permits individuals to express opinions questioning the norm. Among 

New England’s Puritans, answers to social and political questions were suffused in a tra-

ditional framework: “It was the responsibility of the eligible voters to … determine 

whom God had suited for the role of magistrate and choosing those individuals for office. 

                                                 
26 Allan Pred, "Manufacturing in the American Mercantile City: 1800 - 1840," Annals of the Association of 

American Geographers 56, no. 2 (1966): pp. 307, 314, 318. 
27 Brown, "Modernization and the Modern Personality," p. 10. 
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The magistrates in turn had a responsibility to exercise their authority in such a way as to 

promote the common weal.”28 

Modern governments justify their policies with original intentions and principles. 

Even before labor strikes, ordinary citizens reminded Lowell’s mill owners of their civic 

responsibilities. While the city’s textile manufacturers provided the financial backing for 

Lowell’s first schools, in 1832 mill owners balked at a loan request for $20,000 to con-

struct two additional schoolhouses. The corporations insisted the current schools were 

sufficient, the cost of new schools exorbitant and simply unneeded in a city whose indus-

tries were simply an experiment that might fail at any moment. A prominent minister re-

plied that if the city and the industries in Lowell fail, and archeologists of a future age 

attempt to answer why, surely their response will be, “Where were their schoolhouses?”29 

Fifth, in traditional society all aspects of life – work, family, leisure, religion, and 

social interaction -- are inextricably linked and cannot be understood as discrete activi-

ties. As Virginia Anderson notes, “New Englanders subjected (business and social) prac-

tices to intense scrutiny and sought scriptural sanction for behavior that had previously 

been taken for granted.”
30
 A specific example of this is the case of17th century English 

immigrant Robert Child. Child was arrested and convicted for operating a business which 

realized, in the eyes of the court and the Puritan society in general, excessive profits.
31
 

Paul Johnson addressed the continuing importance of family and communal life in New 

England with his examination of the trials and tribulations of “Mayo Greenleaf Patch and 

Abigail McIntire Patch … (who) were among the first New Englanders to abandon farm-

                                                 
28 Francis J. Bremer, The Puritan Experiment: New England Society From Bradford to Edwards (New 
York, New York: St. Martin's Press, 1976), p. 92. 
29 Theodore Edson, An Address Delivered at the Opening of the Colburn Grammar School (Lowell, Mas-
sachusetts: James Atkinson, City Printer, 1849). 
30 Virginia DeJohn Anderson, "The Origins of New England Culture," The William and Mary Quarterly 
48, no. 2 (1991): p. 236. 
31 Margaret E. Newell, "Robert Child and the Entrepreneurial Vision: Economy and Ideology in Early New 
England," The New England Quarterly 68, no. 2 (1995). 
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ing and take up factory labor… Their history is a tale of progressive exclusion from an 

agrarian world governed by family, kinship, and inherited land.”32 

Unfortunately, ‘modernization’, as defined by the editors of The Dictionary of 

Human Geography leaves much to disagree with. The Dictionary states ‘modernization’, 

implies a unilinear and teleological process of change. Notions of empowerment 
and disempowerment and the contested establishment of particular forms of social 
and environmental relations are ignored. Modernization is often conceived as an 
autonomous process of change rather than as the product of the integration of pre-
existing societies and their subsequent disintegration and restructuring in line with 
the tenets of modernization. It is an environmentally and socially destructive ide-
ology which… shape(s) trajectories of economic development within which sus-
tainability is problematic.33 

Note that while modernization attempts to bring about positive change, moderni-

zation does not guarantee a positive outcome for all participants. A traditional society that 

modernizes cannot a priori conclude that all individual members reap the benefits of so-

cial and economic change, that social or economic rhythms improve, or even that condi-

tions progress at all. For example, Lowell mill owners were roundly – and rightly -- ap-

plauded for their decision to build employee boardinghouses in the mid-1820’s. But by 

mid-century the boardinghouses were, by any measure, abominable places in which to 

live: 

When the corporation could no longer see any advantage to itself in furnishing 
houses, when the best men refused to live near the mills, and the most desirable of 
the ordinary workers preferred to live elsewhere than in the tenements or board-

inghouses offered them, the whole system was ready for abandonment.
34
 

While the deteriorated boardinghouses might be considered ‘modern’ because they repre-

sent some of the first employer-sponsored housing in the United States, the boarding 

house’s fate does not raise a cheer for modernization. 

                                                 
32 Paul E. Johnson, "The Modernization of Mayo Greenleaf Patch: Land, Family, and Marginality in New 
England, 1766 - 1818," The New England Quarterly 55, no. 4 (1982): p. 488. 
33 Johnston and others, eds., pp. 516 - 518. 
34 Kenngott. 
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Second, it is not true that modernization “implies a unilinear and teleological 

process of change.” A concrete example of modernization that produced neither ad-

vancement nor progress was Japan’s initial adoption of and eventual aversion to Western-

style armaments 
35
 

Data collected and collated from ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ societies may appear, 

at first glance, only superficially related. Yet, historically continuous threads within the 

data explain social change. Multiple and disparate information sources must be consulted 

when examining social and economic change because modernization, “posits no single, 

uniform line of development; (and does not) require that we accept as all-determining the 

role of one particular agency, even in apparently similar cases.”
36
 

Third, it is false to say that modernization ignores “notions of empowerment and 

disempowerment and the contested establishment of particular forms of social and envi-

ronmental relations.” As Michael Zuckerman wrote, 

Modernization … affords a context in which it is possible to comprehend both the 
communal and the individualistic elements of American life. In such a context 
these tendencies do not appear antithetic. On the contrary, they seem more nearly 
to have been inseparable expressions of a single dislocation, each destined to 

grow with one another.”
37
 

When discussing modernization, one compares and contrasts traditional commu-

nities with modern communities, where the terms ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ are neces-

sarily relative. For example, in the ancient world, Rome’s ability to rule a wide empire 

may have been considered a model and triumph of ‘modern’ administration. But many 

nations have now equaled or superseded Rome’s accomplishments and scholars are wont 

to note Rome’s administrative and governmental shortcomings, shortcomings associated 

                                                 
35 See, Noel Perrin, Giving Up The Gun: Japan's Reversion To The Sword, 1543 - 1879 (Boston, Massa-
chusetts: D.R. Goldine, 1979). 
36 Robert F. Dalzell, "The Rise of the Waltham-Lowell System and Some Thoughts on the Political Econ-
omy of Modernization in Ante-Bellum Massachusetts, p. p. 231, Center for Lowell History at the Univer-
sity of Massachusetts at Lowell, Lowell, Massachusetts. 
37 Zuckerman: p. 185. 



 

 21 

with ‘traditional’ societies.
38
 Depending on one’s vantage point, ancient Rome can be ei-

ther ‘traditional’ or ‘modern’. 

Modernization does not demand or imply an elegy for a previous, presumably 

more emotionally comfortable “traditional” era. Modernization simply replaces tradi-

tional social and economic conventions with the more modern. It is a peculiarity of the 

American psyche to simultaneously yearn for the antipodean social and economic struc-

tures of Jefferson’s agrarian ideal and Hamilton’s economic enterprise. Emotionally, 

Americans yearn to restore (or to finally make real) Thomas Jefferson’s noble farmer: 

Those who labor in the earth are the chosen people of God. It is the focus in 
which he keeps alive that sacred fire which otherwise might escape from the face 
of the earth. Dependence (on manufacturing) begets subservience and venality, 
suffocates the germ of virtue, and prepares fit tools for the designs of ambition. 
While we have land to labor let us never wish to see our citizens occupied at a 
workbench or twirling a distaff. For the general operations of manufacture, let our 

workshops remain in Europe.”
39
  

We cannot deny that the forges of industry – and, ever increasingly in today’s 

America, information technology and those colloquially referred to as “the creative class” 

– have substantially improved our material well-being. In pursuit of material well-being 

we Americans schedule our days and live our lives in complete agreement with Alexan-

der Hamilton’s view of America: 

Not only the wealth, but the independence and security of a country appear to be 
materially connected with the prosperity of manufacturers. Every nation with a 
view to those great objects, ought to endeavor to posses within itself all the es-

                                                 
38 “It was always through activities which we would hesitate to call governmental that Roman rule was 
most effectively maintained: through the involvement of the upper classes in public religion, spectacles, 
impressive patronage of architecture, philosophy, literature, painting; and in civil benefactions all over the 
Empire. The civilizing and beneficial effects of this should be remembered as we move on to find the actual 
administrative and executive structure of the Empire erratic and illiberal.” Nicholas Purcell, "The Arts of 
Government," in The Oxford History of the Classical World, ed. John Boardman, Jasper Griffin, and 
Oswyn Murray (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 565. 
39 Thomas Jefferson, Notes On The State Of Virginia (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: 1788). Quoted in, 
Michael Brewster Folsom and Steven D. Lubar, eds., The Philosophy of Manufactures: Early Debates Over 

Industrialization in the United States (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1982), p. 17. 
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sentials of national supply. These comprise the means of subsistence, habitation, 
clothing and defense.40 

 However near or distant we are to Jefferson’s or Hamilton’s ideal, modernization 

pays no attention to our desires but describes what actually happens in society. 

Modernization examines the crags and chasms between historical epochs and cre-

ates a link between the traditional and the modern. Just as the European Renaissance did 

not suddenly appear in order to fill a historical stage suddenly abandoned by the Middle 

Ages, so too pre-industrial America did not find itself abruptly, completely industrialized. 

Modernization recognizes that history is not simply the aggregation of discrete events but 

rather a segue from one level of social and economic dynamism to another. Historical ep-

ochs, when approached traditionally appear as a mosaic of separate events whereas when 

knit together as a sequence of modernization, appear to bleed into one another.  

Not unexpectedly, those most adversely affected by modernization in Massachu-

setts and New England, the agricultural community in particular, pulled back against the 

inexorable waves of change. Regarding industrialization’s effect on agriculture Tamara 

Thornton writes: 

Agricultural reformers … and members of the Boston mercantile elite … articu-
lated in the years after the War of 1812 when manufacturing first established itself 
in Massachusetts, that the commonwealth was in the midst of a large-scale social 
and economic change – the process that we have come to call modernization. The 
change would not be easy for the yeomen … nor was the adjustment easy for the 
reformers (because) the phenomena of rural depopulation, urbanization, and in-

dustrialization was foreign (to both).”
41
 

In 1823, John Lowell, retired lawyer, gentleman farmer and half-brother of in-

dustrialist Francis C. Lowell served in a variety of capacities as a member of the Massa-

chusetts Society for Promoting Agriculture. He opposed textile tariffs because he and 

others believed they encouraged “an unnatural and morbid extension” of industrialization 

                                                 
40 Alexander Hamilton, Report of the Secretary of the Treasury of the United States, On the Subject of 

Manufacturers. Presented to the House of Representatives, December 5, 1791 (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: 
1791). Quoted in, Folsom and Lubar, eds., p. 90. 
41 Tamara Plakins Thorton, "Between Generations: Boston Agricultural Reform and the Aging of New 
England, 1815 - 1830," The New England Quarterly 59, no. 2 (1986): pp. 190 - 191. 
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in New England. An acquaintance of Lowell’s, Josiah Quincy, a Massachusetts con-

gressman, never invested money in manufacturing because he believed it to be a source 

of political and social danger -- and Quincy lived until 1864, long after industrialization 

had become a fact of life in Massachusetts.
42  

John Lowell must have felt palpitations of the social and economic overhaul to 

come when he wrote, “I happen to have lived in a middle generation between the revolu-

tionary patriots and the modern man.”
43
 Privately, he was well aware of and possibly 

benefiting from his half-brother’s business ventures and had probably resigned himself to 

modernization as a fait accompli. Publicly, John Lowell advanced a brand of “agriculture 

reform” that provided little actual progress for New England farmers: cultivating smaller 

plots more intensively, staying in New England rather than emigrating to the western ter-

ritories, investing in new farm equipment rather than industrial ventures, and satisfying 

oneself with the unproven and increasingly doubtful precept that agriculture was New 

England’s source of moral strength. In fact, John Lowell promoted lowered expectations: 

less land, less respect, and little chance of economic advancement. He and other agricul-

tural promoters in New England had little to offer their audience but the “realities of irre-

versible change in Massachusetts – agricultural decline, land scarcity, population pres-

sure, emigration, competition from the West, urbanization, industrialization – in other 

words, the realities of modernization.” 
44
  

How do we classify the creation and growth of Lowell, Massachusetts? A typical 

and convenient way to resolve the question would be to assign Lowell a historical epoch; 

to classify its growth as either the end of the “Pre-Industrial Era” or an early example of 

the “Industrial Era.” But Lowell literally did not exist in the Colonial Era and by the 

1850’s, Lowell had undergone such transformative changes, it was literally unrecogniz-

                                                 
42 Ibid.: p. 208. 
43 Ibid.: p. 189. 
44 Ibid.: p. 207. 
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able as the city it was in the early 1820’s. Lowell refuses all convenient classifications; 

the city was formed and exerted its national influence in an interstice between convenient 

historical epochs. Lowell, its history and its influence, cannot be pigeonholed. 

A. SUMMARY 

In summary, modernization is a change in the organization and function of eco-

nomic and social institutions which, taken in total, fundamentally change the operation 

and rhythm of society; modernization is measured economically by increased per capita 

output and socially as the development and embrace of increasingly rational, complex 

integrated structures. 

Social and political authority in traditional society stem from citizen’s unques-

tioning acceptance of its community elder’s rulings and interpretations of the commu-

nity’s essential documents; modern communities expect leaders to use rational principles 

to carrying out social principles codified by its citizens. Traditional societies are typically 

static, a trait exhibited by its individual members as well as by the community as a whole. 

By contrast, modern societies are in a state of constant flux, with individual members of-

ten embracing technology to author further change. 

The typical city or town of a traditional society is physically diminutive, travel 

options for its inhabitants are few and communication with other cities and towns is ru-

dimentary. In modern societies, cities and towns are physically expansive, heterogeneous 

in their cultural makeup and dependent upon exchanges with a myriad of different cul-

tures to stimulate further growth. As Richard Brown wrote, “the idea of modernization … 

is broad, comprehending not only production but also such diverse phenomena as scien-

tific analysis, rapid communications, even a symphony orchestra.”45 

Time, in a traditional community has little value because the hours of the day and 

the cycle of the seasons identify the tasks to be completed. In a modern society however, 
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time is increasingly commodified as employment continues regardless of the time of day 

or the season. In a modern society many jobs can – and must be – done regardless of the 

time of day or weather. 

Lowell, Massachusetts, planned by men steeped in the traditional world of post-

Revolutionary America but constructed and operated as the first modern industrial city in 

America, generated social and economic paradigms fundamentally different from the tra-

ditional world of its overseers, transformative changes that reverberated throughout the 

United States. 
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CHAPTER 3: CONDITIONS IN NEW ENGLAND, 1800 – 1820 

A. ORIGINAL SETTLEMENT 

The late Carville Earle contended that a cynical, bleak Elizabethan mindset per-

vaded North America’s seventeenth century English settlers. While all towns always need 

commerce, administration and defense, English settlers of that age could not help but see, 

“the earth and nature decaying, rusting, in senescence, (with) only a thin veil of culture 

(to keep themselves) from descending the chain of being to the barbarian and the ani-

mal.”
46
 Emphasizing the inapplicability of economics to the founding of the first English 

settlements in North America, Earle goes on to state that, “the Puritans disregarded (the 

fishing trade and any other pre-settlement staple) and sought instead the creation of a 

self-sufficient, interdependent urban society focused on Boston.”
47
 

According to best estimates, by 1650 Boston had grown to approximately 1,200 – 

2,000 citizens.
48
 Seventeenth-century Englishmen agreed that a town was a place of con-

centrated settlement with at least a small percentage of its population involved in non-ag-

ricultural activity. The English Puritan idea of “town” denoted a self-sufficient, social 

corporation.
49
 Economically and socially less-well endowed than Pennsylvania’s Quakers 

or Carolina’s immigrants, Earle believes Boston’s relatively rapid population growth in 

                                                 
46 Carville Earle, "The First English Towns of North America," Geographical Review 67, no. 1 (1977): p. 
36. Alan Heimert echo’s Earle’s viewpoint but has a more nuanced view of nature’s spectre during the 
Elizabethan age; “’The wild boars of the wilderness’ which Mather saw threatening his garden common-
wealth still connoted the un-subdued, but he and his generation had come to look on the ‘wilderness’ as 
something more than the habitat of the pagan and papist.” See, Alan Heimert, "Puritanism, the Wilderness, 
and the Frontier," The New England Quarterly 26, no. 3 (1953): pp. 369 - 370. See also, Arthur A. 
Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1964), pp. 121 - 
133. 
47 Earle: p. 35. 
48 Bridenbaugh cites the lower figure of 1,200; Rutman, the higher figure of 2,000. See, Carl Bridenbaugh, 
Cities in the Wilderness: Urban Life in America, 1625 - 1742, 2nd ed. (New York, New York: Capricorn 
Books, 1964), p. 6, Darrett B. Rutman, Winthrop's Boston: Portrait of a Puritan Town (Chapel Hill, North 
Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 1965), p. 179. 
49 Earle: p. 36. 
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the mid-17th century was due to a steady influx of Puritan families of middling socioeco-

nomic status, emigrating from England during hard economic times.
50
 

James Vance put forward a thesis of settlement and urban growth based on mer-

cantile trade and economics. According to Vance, potential settlement sites were recon-

noitered during pre-settlement trade. The probability that a settlement would actually oc-

cur at a particular site was based entirely on the frequency and rate of trade and the like-

lihood of continued future economic prosperity. 

While Vance’s urban model emphasizes mercantile trade, other models highlight 

less tangible, but no less important factors. Carville Earle offers a monopolist-migration 

model for the very first English settlements. Instead of economic factors, Earle brought 

political-economic and demographic variables to the fore. Earle admits that Vance’s the-

ory of settlement growth may be applicable -- possibly even superior -- for describing 

post-settlement growth, especially as the frontier as pushed further West, but Earle did 

not believe it adequately accounted for the very first towns of North America, specifically 

with the first English settlements in North America. 

B. PHYSICAL LAYOUT OF NEW ENGLAND TOWNS 

New England towns, as originally platted, ranged in size from approximately 50 

to 100 square miles. There has been a great deal of debate over what essential character-

istics define a New England town. For many decades it was assumed that a typical New 

England town consisted of single-family homes arranged in a radial pattern around a 

town common which was itself anchored on its corners by the town hall and (usually) a 

Congregational church.
51
 To an extent Edna Scofield untangled the nomenclature of New 

England settlements: 

                                                 
50 Ibid.: pp. 44 - 45. 
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With the Land," Connecticut History 35, no. 1 (1994). 
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The terms ‘town’ and ‘township’ are used interchangeably in New England and a 
‘town’ does not mean a ‘village’. More than one town might be established within 
one ‘town’ in New England; and when that happened, each new village generally 
became the nucleus of a new ‘town’ which became separated from the mother 

‘town’ and was incorporated by itself.
52
 

However, New England’s economic base was agriculture and agriculture, by its 

very nature, promoted a pattern of dispersed and sparsely populated settlement. During 

the first decades of New England’s settlement, commercial towns were few and far be-

tween and typically grew up around ports. Towns, and agricultural towns in particular, 

“appear to have been composed of loosely gathered neighborhoods of farmers. The mo-

dal form of settlement was dispersed.”
53
 

In agricultural communities land and livestock functioned as a form of currency 

as well as insurance. As wealth, extensive land holdings possess a greater potential for 

financial return than meager land holdings. Large land holdings generated large financial 

returns which, in turn accentuated and elevated the landholder’s notoriety within the local 

social hierarchy. As insurance, extensive land holdings assured that family descendents 

could persist on the same land, in the same town. Thus, farming families worked and 

schemed to increase their share of land and livestock and, when successful, found them-

selves cultivating ever more isolated farmsteads. 

In contrast to agriculture, successful commercial and manufacturing ventures in 

the early nineteenth century occupied very little space and were sometimes located in the 

midst of a relatively dense population. A dry goods store, an import/export business, even 

a textile mill could be run out of virtually any building. As long as a business occupied a 

sound structure outfitted with it’s necessary equipment, the building’s architecture and its 

previous use mattered little. At the turn of the nineteenth century, New England towns 
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provided a labor pool as well as a customer base for its small-scale commercial and in-

dustrial ventures. 

The symbolic center of many early New England towns was the meetinghouse. 

Although designated as a symbolic center, town meetinghouses were not necessarily lo-

cated at a town’s geographic center. Town leaders, despite legislative mandates to the 

contrary, built their meetinghouses in locations thought most convenient for all citizens. 

Depending on topographic advantages and disadvantages meetinghouses were sometimes 

constructed far from a town’s geographic center. Once a meetinghouse was raised, towns 

built networks of trails and roads to the meetinghouse for its residents. “The location of 

the meetinghouse with respect to the distribution of population within a town was there-

fore always more important than geometric centrality.”
54
 

When a town experienced population growth, almost invariably the location of the 

meetinghouse became a matter of contention. The newest settlers typically occupied land 

furthest from the town center/meetinghouse and were thus less able to participate in civic 

affairs. Other new settlers might be physical proximate to their town’s meetinghouse but 

natural features such as rivers, lakes, or swamps denied them direct access. A practical 

solution to the quarrels over population growth and/or an inaccessible meetinghouse was 

the ‘hiving’ or division of the original town into two political and civic entities. 

Massachusetts towns could not subdivide of their own volition and had to petition 

the state for authorization. Generally, petitions were approved if members of a proposed 

community met three standards. First, members of the proposed community had to prove 

that their use of the existing town meetinghouse was an undue burden. In post-Revolu-

tionary New England, traveling more than six miles to a meetinghouse was considered an 

undue burden. Second, the appealing citizens had to be of such a number that could sus-

tain a geographically continuous town. In Massachusetts, 30 - 40 families were judged 
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sufficient for the creation of a new town. At the end of the eighteenth century, towns in 

eastern Massachusetts and southeastern New Hampshire were the smallest in New Eng-

land: typically 20 – 25 square miles with meetinghouses approximately 4.5 – 5 miles 

apart.
55
 

In 1820, many of New England’s commercial towns were also New England’s 

largest urban areas. All of New England’s urban areas on Map 2, beginning with Port-

land, Maine in the north and Portsmouth, New Hampshire, Salem and Boston, Massachu-

setts, and Providence, Rhode Island to its south were commerce-driven economies. This 

trend continues on Map 3 where we see that virtually all of the largest urban areas in the 

United States were seaboard ports or had ready access to a port. 

New England communities, for the first half of the nineteenth century, can be 

categorized as one of three types of settlements: country towns, commercial towns, and 

factory villages. ‘Country towns’ engaged in only a marginal amount of manufacturing, 

typically only enough to satisfy its resident’s immediate needs. The primary focus of 

‘country towns’ was agriculture while manufacturing was a part-time adjunct. Residents 

of ‘commercial’ and ‘factory’ towns relied on ‘country’ towns for at least a portion of 

their food and other farm-based supplies. Full-time craftsmen and manufacturers of 

small-scale goods such as buckets and shovels were common in ‘commercial towns.’ Ar-

tisans and craftsmen in commercial towns found their customer base in surrounding 

towns as well as distant marketplaces. 

Industrial technology was merely rudimentary until after the War of 1812 and 

New England’s factory villages of this era were of a single type. Between 1790 and 1810, 

approximately 120 water-powered textile mills were operating in New England, most of 

them in Rhode Island and southeastern Massachusetts. Mills of this period typically em-

ployed “growing families” and relied on the “putting-out” system of home manufacture. 
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The progenitor of this mill type was Samuel Slater and thus, the factories became generi-

cally known as “Slater-style” mills.56 

Most Slater-style mills were not structures specifically designed or built for textile 

manufacture but were common, available structures adapted by ingenious and experi-

enced local craftsmen. Mostly built of wood, and relatively inexpensive to retrofit and 

equip  – approximately $10,000 - $40,000 -- Slater-style mills in the early 1800’s were 

much smaller than the brick Lowell mills of the 1820s and possessed only about 1/3 the 

production capacity of the later Lowell mills.
57
 ‘Factory village’ residents developed the 

very specific technical skills used in the manufacture of cloth, hats or shoes. Factory vil-

lages, overwhelmingly devoted to manufacturing, were almost completely dependent 

upon country towns for their food and commercial towns for the manufactured goods 

they themselves could not fabricate.
58
 

With the advent of large-scale textile manufacturing in Lowell, the New England 

mill village became increasingly obsolete. Mill villages, their boundaries typically cir-

cumscribed by a single general store, a church steeple and a town hall, were replaced by 

sprawling manufacturing complexes like Lowell. Judging from the first and most general 

plans for Lowell, the mill owners assumed Lowell would be larger than a simple mill vil-

lage. 

In Lowell, a complex urban morphology developed parallel with but incidental to 

textile manufacturing.
59
 Whereas mill villages were interdependent, the new industrial 
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and manufacturing centers were self-sufficient and, in the case of Lowell, were endowed 

with national and international significance. Referring to Lowell, John Coolidge wrote, 

It was necessary to create a new type of industrial settlement. The old mill hamlet 
was obsolete; it was too small. Communities are organisms; they grow complex in 
geometric ratio to their expanding size. A hamlet would no longer be adequate. 

The new settlements must be towns, even cities.
60
 

C: DEMOGRAPHY 

Population figures for even the largest cities in traditional, pre-industrial America, 

strike the modern eye as laughably small. The 1790 U.S. Census shows only 24 towns 

with populations greater than 2,500 and only five with more than 10,000 residents. New 

York, NY, then as now the largest city in the United States, had little more than 33,000 

inhabitants. Prior to industrialization, large cities – even large crowds – were the excep-

tion rather than the rule. According to Peter Laslett, 17th century Europe’s largest gath-

ering occurred during the English Civil War in 1644 at the Battle of Marston Moor when 

27,000 men clashed. By comparison, in 1863 during the American Civil War, when in-

dustrialization was still spreading across North America, approximately 166,000 Union 

and Confederate soldiers fought at the Battle of Gettysburg. The estimated number of 

casualties at Gettysburg – those killed, injured, captured or missing – range from a low of 

46,000 to a high of 51,000. 

While modern assessments judge the number of men at the Battle of Marston 

Moor as few, economic historian Gregory Clark points out that innumeracy was wide-

spread in the pre-industrial world and that the physical magnitude of socially significant 

events were routinely overstated in order to reflect their larger symbolic importance.
61
 If 

Clark is correct about innumeracy then we have reason to believe Laslett when he states, 

“the crew of a ship, the team of workers on a building, the fifty or sixty grown men who 
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might be required to work a mine or an armaments manufactury, were looked upon as 

exceptional.”
62
 It also lends additional credence to the statement, 

large enterprises (in post-Revolutionary Boston) were uncommon: the median 
number of workers in ninety-six artisan crafts was only three, and the mean num-
ber thirteen. The typical middling artisan employed his sons and several other 
workers. These young apprentices and journeymen lived with the families of mas-

ter craftsmen, not alone in rented rooms.”
63
 

Sparsely populated towns were not particular only to North America. In France, at 

the end of the 18th century, almost four-fifths of its population was rural. At the mid-point 

of the 19th century, “more than three-quarters still lived in a commune of fewer than 2,000 

inhabitants. (This was the definition of ‘rural’ in 1846)”64 Excluding London, England’s 

urban areas were just as thinly populated, or even more so, than their North American 

successors. Seventeenth century Englishmen immigrating to North America often inhab-

ited settlements more populous than those they left behind. In 1701, England counted 

only 26 towns with populations between 5,000 and 10,000 and only seven cities with 

populations greater than 10,000.65 In 1750, Boston’s estimated population of 15,000 

would have ranked it as England’s eighth most populous urban area.
66
 

In 1874, the U.S. Census Bureau defined an “urban area” as “a place (generally, 

cities and towns)” of 8,000 or more inhabitants. In 1880, the Census lowered the 

population threshold for an “urban area” to 4,000 or more inhabitants and, in 1910, 

dropped the standard again to 2,500. Even with this lowered population threshold, urban 

areas in pre-industrial, traditional America were slow to appear in U.S. Census 
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tabulations. If we agree that an incorporated or unincorporated place with at least 2,500 

citizens can be defined as “urban”, the United States had only 33 urban areas in 1800, 46 

in 1810, and 61 in 1820. 

In post-Revolutionary America, we find thinly populated towns, little more than 

specks hugging the North America’s eastern seaboard. (See Map 5 and Map 6) In 1810, 

in Massachusetts, Connecticut and Rhode Island, only three towns – Boston and Salem, 

MA and Providence, RI – had populations greater than 10,000 and the combined popula-

tion of the three cities was not quite 56,500, 5.6% of the three state’s total population. 

The bulk of the state’s citizens, roughly 66%, lived in settlements of less than 3,000 peo-

ple while approximately 25% of the citizens lived in 49 towns varying in size from 3,000 

to 10,000 people. The remaining 3% of the population lived on farms spread out over 40 

– 50 square miles.67 By 1820, less than 5% of Americans lived in communities of more 

than 8,000 people.68 In Massachusetts, in 1820, the combined population of Massachu-

setts’ two largest cities, Boston and Salem, was 56,029 and accounted for 11% of the 

Commonwealth’s population. The remaining 89% of the population was distributed 

among 300 towns, very few of which contained 3,000 inhabitants.”69 

The population of post-Revolutionary New England was decidedly homogeneous 

especially when compared to other colonies along North America’s northeastern sea-

board. For example, just as in New England, the largest group of settlers in New York, 

New Jersey and Pennsylvania were of English descent. However these citizens of English 

descent made up only 45%, 40%, and 30% of their respective state’s population.70 This is 

in contrast to New England where fully 85% of the population was of English descent. In 
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addition, New England residents of that era tended to marry spouses from their own 

towns and establish their homesteads relatively close to their extended families thus per-

petuating their traditional familial and societal mores.
71
 

Initially thinly populated, American cities registered impressive population gains 

in the second and third decades of the nineteenth century. Daniel Smith begins his paper, 

“The Demographic History of Colonial New England” with the statement, 

The central fact of the demographic history of early North America is rapid 
growth. Both Canada and the white population of the English colonies experi-
enced increases of 2.5% per year during the eighteenth century. Seventeenth-
century rates, beginning from a low base and more influenced by immigration, 

were even higher.”
72
 

Not only did the general population increase at a rapid rate, it is important to note 

that for the periods 1790 – 1810 and 1820 – 1840, “the rate of increase in the number of 

people living in cities was almost double that for the whole population and exceeded the 

urban growth rate attained in any post-Civil War decade.”
73
 Taking advantage of the ob-

jectivity a half-century confers, Percy Wells Bidwell posited that, “the most striking, in-

deed the essential fact in the economic history of southern New England in the half-

century before the Civil War was an increase in population.”
74
 The failed attempt to main-

tain New England agriculture dominated the three decades between 1790 and 1820 just as 

the manufacturers dominated the following two decades, from 1820 to 1840.
75
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Second, whereas England’s industrial development occurred first and most force-

fully in its urban areas, America’s experience with industrialization was the exact oppo-

site; large scale manufacturing first took hold in rural areas, and only afterwards were 

factories established in the cities.
76
 

Prior to 1820, most European immigrants to North America settled in or near the 

northeast seaboard’s first cities: New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Boston. All of 

these cities began and continued to prosper as port towns; their standing was further en-

hanced with their acquisition of administrative and political power. For immigrants, the 

urban areas offered the prospect of immediate employment as well as ready access to le-

gal, financial, and political institutions.
77
  

Despite a loss of population between 1760 and 1776, by the end of the Revolu-

tionary War, Boston still controlled over 40% of the new nation’s shipping capacity. By 

1800, Boston had successfully exploited and expanded its commercial trade business to 

become “a powerful financial center and the greatest money market in America”78 and 

strove to become a nexus in the global shipping trade. The quality of other cities’ ports 

outstripped Boston’s but Boston’s pool of seafaring talent and money was unrivaled. 

Scudding trade routes from North America to Europe and from Europe to Asia, the inter-

national movement of goods produced tremendous wealth for Boston-based crews and 

financiers.79 

Compared to pre-Revolutionary Boston, previously unimaginable amounts of 

money circulated in post-Revolutionary Boston, so much so that, “even … tavern keepers 
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are gentlemen.”80 Merchants benefited directly from the city’s vibrant economy, and law-

yers, doctors, pharmacists, distillers, brokers, and retailers indirectly. Boston’s noveau 

riche, those engaged in the aforementioned businesses, used their new-found wealth to 

distinguish themselves from the unmonied with conspicuous displays of “Equipage, Fur-

niture, … and Dress.”81 Boston’s more exclusive clubs and societies limited membership 

to those of deep and impressive financial means. For example, at the turn of the nine-

teenth century, a group of Boston men discussed the day’s business affairs, literature, and 

political and social theory at a series of informal weekly meetings. The men quickly for-

malized their meetings and created the Anthology Society as a vehicle to promote their 

social causes. The Society publicized their views in their journal The Monthly Anthology 

and, in 1807, they sold 100 shares at $300/share to fund the construction of the Boston 

Athenaeum. The Athenaeum, the financial benefactor of Boston’s wealthiest citizens, 

quickly grew to be the richest private library in the United States.82 

Did the influx and recognition of wealth into Boston cause jealousy and envy 

among ordinary Bostonians? The Reverend Jedidiah Morse and his colleagues answered 

with a resounding, “Yes!” and aired their views in a regular pamphlet named The 

Panoplist. Morse published The Panoplist as a rejoinder to the Monthly Anthology and 

used it to condemn the Anthology’s editors as, “unprincipled and designing men, (who) 

have administered poison to the publick faith and morals.” For Morse, commerce was 

Boston’s social poison and its antidote was to stiffly remind Bostonians of their Puritan 

background, specifically of the social covenants that bound their forefathers together.83 

Morse accused Boston’s wealthiest citizens of overlooking, with discomforting ease and 
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frequency, those on the lowest rungs of Boston’s social and economic ladders. He also 

identified the Massachusetts Humane Society as perpetrating a remarkable instance of 

misplaced effort. The Society, founded by a consortium of Boston’s wealthier citizens to 

save people from drowning, “chose to build three small huts on islands where shipwrecks 

were common rather than aid the poor sailors who populated Boston’s North End.”84 

Regarding population increase, Boston’s population jumped 36% between 1790 

and 1800, from 18,320 to 25,000, much of the increase attributable to immigration. The 

immigrants, most of them newly arrived from Ireland, “crammed (Boston), recasting its 

boundaries and disfiguring its physical appearance; by their poverty they introduced new 

problems of disease, vice and crime, with which neither they nor the community were 

ready to cope.” In a back-handed acknowledgement that the arrival of Irish immigrants 

introduced new social pressures to Boston, Oscar Handlin notes that Boston selectmen 

rejected an appeal to create a fund for the “relief of idiots” in 1764 because “they were 

too few to justify attention” but goes on to note that the situation changed by the end of 

the eighteenth century: “Before the coming of the Irish, the problem (of insanity) was 

neither financially nor medically serious.”85 Its time-honored traditions and decorum 

taxed by the press of immigration, Boston, like other like other cities in the new nation, 

began to waver under the strain.86 

Since its settlement, Boston had assumed financial liability for poor townsmen as 

well as destitute newcomers. But by the late 1700’s Bostonians were eager to steady, if 

not reduce their financial obligations to this rising tide of immigration. Especially un-

wanted were the old and the infirm; individuals unlikely or clearly unable to provide for 
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their own welfare. Also suspect were large families headed by a parent with few or no 

employment prospects. So, along with many other North American cities, Boston adopted 

“warning out” statutes which denied admittance to or ejected individuals from their 

city.87 The practical effect of ‘warning out’ was usually the rendition of the unwanted 

back to their town of origin or to an almshouse -- the entire cost borne by the individual’s 

hometown. If a town of origin was unknown, or if return was impractical, the unwanted 

were disposed of, as the documents state, “as economically as possible.”88 

However, in 1794, the Massachusetts Settlement Act nullified “warning out” stat-

utes and placed full financial responsibility for those unwilling or unable to care for 

themselves on the cities and towns in which they resided.89 As a port of entry to the 

United States, the Settlement Act put a tremendous economic strain on the city of Boston. 

Immigrants who disembarked in Boston were, as a class, highly transient. Between 1830 

and 1860, anywhere from two to six times as many families passed through Boston than 

settled in Boston permanently, a turnover rate approaching 30% per year.90 In turn, high 

transience rates severely compromised Boston’s ability to provide social services.91 
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D. QUALITATIVE INDICATORS OF URBANISM 

The U.S. Census established a minimum threshold of 2,500 citizens for urban 

communities and we’ve noted that in 1800 only small percentage of North America’s 

population lived in settlements with populations greater than 2,500. We’ve also noted that 

most of North America’s larger urban areas owed their prominence to commercial devel-

opment and population gain through immigration. So, at the beginning of the nineteenth 

century, even though small in number, were towns with a more than 2,500 citizens ‘mod-

ern’?” Richard D. Brown wrote, 

Urban society is a crossroads phenomenon, bound directly to exchange and com-
munication, commercial as well as social and intellectual. Heterogeneity charac-
terizes the social and economic life of the city. Characteristics of urban society -- 
communications, heterogeneity, cosmopolitanism, and choice – are all relative 

and defy absolute definition and measurement.
92
 

New England and the rest of the United States experienced tremendous numeric 

growth in both population and commerce at the beginning of the nineteenth century and 

while these two factors tend to change a societies’ outlook from parochial to cosmopoli-

tan, simply put, at the dawn of the nineteenth century few urban areas in America pos-

sessed the qualitative factors found in a ‘modern’ society. Boston notwithstanding, for the 

40 year period between the War of Independence and 1825, Massachusetts’ traditional 

rural communities were the definition of ‘culture’ in the Bay State. 

Analyzing urban growth, Fernand Braudel declared that, “numbers are not every-

thing” and believed that “a town is always a town …wherever it is located, in time as 

well as in space.” This does not mean every town throughout history and around the 

globe merely replicates another but that all towns exhibit the following common charac-

teristics: 1. a continuous dialogue with rural surroundings, 2. a continuous supply of 

manpower, 3. the creation of a unique civic identity, 4. a location at the center of large 

                                                 
92 Brown, "Emergence of Urban Society in Massachusetts," pp. 30 - 31. 



 

 41 

and small communication networks, and 5. ongoing relationships with other towns and 

lesser suburbs.93 

At the end of the nineteenth century Harriet Robinson wrote about her experi-

ences as a child growing up alongside the factories and her years working in the mills as 

a young adult. Although she remembered Lowell as “little more than a factory village”,  

there were some who came to Lowell solely on account of the social or literary 
advantages to be found there. They lived in secluded parts of New England, 
where books were scarce, and there was no cultivated society. They had comfort-
able homes, and did not perhaps need the money they would earn; but they longed 
to see this new City of Spindles.94 

E. FAMILY 

Individuals in spatially dispersed agricultural communities are involuntary mem-

bers of their families, their churches and their social circles. In theory, at the beginning of 

the 19tyh century, an individual could forsake his or her family and strike out on their 

own but, in reality, families influenced (or provided) a marriage partner, career training 

and the financial means for life as an independent adult. Religious restrictions eased with 

each passing decade but, “membership was not entirely voluntary since the weight of 

habit, tradition, and the declared values of society continued to support participation in 

congregational life.”95 Religion held such sway in Massachusetts that the Commonwealth 

did not disestablish the Congregational Church as its official state-supported church until 

1833.96 Certainly, an individual, uncompelled by the traditional rhythm of life imposed 

by his family, church, and town was free to migrate to, say, Boston. But psychologically 

it was extremely difficult to weigh the possibility of success in an alien urban environ-
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ment against the known, metronomic safety net provided by family, religion and the 

town.97 As James Henretta noted, 

Only a major structural change in the society itself – the widespread appearance 
of non-familial social, economic, and political organizations – would undermine 
the institutions of lineage; until this occurred there were simply no alternatives to 
the family as a source of provision for a number of critically important needs.98 

At the turn of the nineteenth century most families predicated their preservation 

and sufficiency on the persistence of family-based economic ventures and did not take 

into account the rapidly emerging industrial organizations which reacted and produced 

according to the needs of others and remunerated their workers solely in the form of 

monetary wages. “Before the Revolution many sons had been reluctant to leave home; 

now they seemed almost eager to enter the larger world, whether they went west to farm 

or headed for the rapidly growing and multiplying cities.”99  

F. HEALTH 

When examining health issues in the early to mid-nineteenth century, it is impor-

tant to recall that the germ theory of disease was not generally accepted until the end of 

the nineteenth century. “Health”, in the first half of the nineteenth century, was simply a 

perquisite of a virtuous and ordered life, a tripartite balance of nature, society and the in-

dividual. “Disease” was the result of dissolute behavior brought on by filth, immorality 

and substandard living conditions. Because disease was viewed simply as the lack of 

health, the etiology of and remedy for many illnesses were simply unknown. 

Prior to the general acceptance of the germ theory, one of the few positive char-

acterizations of illness was “miasma”. The miasma theory of disease was, in short, illness 
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caused by “filth and decay in every form … both from the disease germs which they con-

tain, and the poisonous gases which they give off.” The nineteenth century’s best an-

tidotes for miasmatic episodes were ventilation, low humidity, and sunlight.
100
 

Curiosity about, and hopes for the development of a successful inoculation against 

disease – and in colonial America the most dreaded scourge was smallpox -- had filled 

the settler’s minds since the first European migrations. An inoculation, -- or ‘variolation’ 

as it was then termed – to control smallpox had been experimented with since at least the 

1670s and verified accounts of successful inoculations first came to the attention of the 

Royal Society of London in 1714.
101
 Cotton Mather, a minister with scientific interests, 

“persecuted witches and defended the scriptures, but at the same time took advanced po-

sitions on many scientific issues: he favored inoculation as a preventative of smallpox 

when many clergymen opposed it.”
102
  

In 1721, a virulent strain of smallpox coursed through New England killing al-

most 1,000 people in Boston alone. In June of that year, Zabdiel Boylston, a Cambridge, 

Massachusetts physician proposed to provide a smallpox inoculation to anyone who re-

quested one. The proposal sparked debate and heated questions were posed, both theo-

logical and scientific: Theologically, “is inoculation a sin or is refusing inoculation 

against God’s reason?” Scientifically, “if bleeding is acceptable, why isn’t inoculation?” 

Curiously, Cotton Mather exerted his influence among Boston-area ministers and “fa-

vor(ed) extending (Bolyston’s) experiment in inoculation. Most physicians … led by Dr. 
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William Douglass, the only practitioner in town with a medical degree, opposed inocula-

tion as an untested novelty.”
103
  

Finally, in November 1721, 13 Harvard students and 2 non-students already ill 

with smallpox were inoculated. A Harvard tutor, Thomas Robie, also inoculated residents 

of Boston and Cambridge. By December, 1721, enough of the patients had recovered to 

declare the experiment a success and from 1721 to 1722, Harvard students were inocu-

lated. Harvard was such an enthusiastic supporter of inoculation that it required its librar-

ian to get the shot despite the fact that Thomas Robie thought him too “unwell”. The dis-

ease raged through the Boston area during the winter of 1722 and Cambridge was forced 

to devote 25% of its budget to provide “relief of such persons and families as may stand 

in need thereof in case the small pox spread amongst us.” Finally, by the summer of 

1722, the disease had run its course.
104
 

The diphtheria epidemic of 1735 – 1740 highlights the persuasiveness of religion 

in uncertain times. Striking hardest in New Hampshire, the illness also exacted a heavy 

toll in many Massachusetts towns. In 1736, when the disease first broke out in Haverhill, 

Massachusetts -- a town directly east of present day Lowell -- the town had a population 

of 1,200. By year’s end, 116 of the residents had died of the disease and an additional 130 

died the following year. Diphtheria’s high mortality rates convinced Haverhill’s citizens 

to completely reject any rational, scientific explanation for the disease. Instead a supra-

natural explanation served the people well: if natural law demands the oldest die first, 

why, except for Divine intervention, did a transient illness like diphtheria leave 23 Hav-

erhill families childless? As diphtheria raged unchecked across the northeast, New Eng-

landers sought solace and answers in the swoons of religious fervor. Fast days and reli-
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gious services quickly proliferated while appeals to science and medicine were roundly 

dismissed as assaults on God’s sovereignty. 

Haverhill’s embrace of an eschatological solution to diphtheria in 1736 was an 

easy and complete reversal of Zebdiel Boylston’s successful argument for smallpox in-

oculations in 1721. Examined both scientifically and theologically, the success of Boyl-

ston’s inoculations demanded the community’s acceptance of the smallpox vaccine. 

However, in the eighteenth century, scientific solutions were not automatically or rou-

tinely accepted and, in the 1730s, confronted with an especially virulent wave of diphthe-

ria, citizens of Haverhill used theological precepts to explain the illness – and inoculation 

was not allowed a hearing.
105
 

In the nineteenth century, “disease” and “health” hovered in a nether world be-

tween scientific quantification and theological qualification. Unsurprisingly, remedies for 

disease and illness seesawed between the theologically-based and the scientifically-based. 

The two competing theories of disease -- miasmic and germ -- remained in debate for al-

most the entire nineteenth century and were often treated as compatible if not comple-

mentary theories. 

In the year 1800, Boston, Massachusetts did not have an insane asylum and the 

city was beginning to feel its absence. In 1801, the Reverend Jedidiah Morse, a conser-

vative Congregational minister who had gained a measure of fame for his books Geogra-

phy Made Easy and The American Geography, publicly appealed for the construction of a 

“Hospital for Lunatics”.106 What was the source of this newfound concern with mental 

illness? Morse identified two causes: First was the rise of commercialism. Boston, be-

cause of its position as a linchpin in national and international trade at the beginning of 

the 19th century, suddenly found itself overflowing with money. Morse preached that the 
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ever-swelling wealth of Boston’s burgeoning merchant class threatened the city’s social 

fabric. Morse’s second culprit was Boston’s reckless gain in population. Citing the fright-

ening number of penniless, transient, illiterate, unskilled and socially fractious immi-

grants already scurrying about Boston, Morse predicted dire consequences for the city if 

European resettlement in New England continued unchecked. Morse believed these new 

economic and social intrusions, if left unaddressed, would overwhelm Boston in a mi-

asma of insanity. Many prominent Bostonians agreed with Morse’s social analysis and 

helped fund his plea for an insane asylum. On October 1, 1818, Morse’s dream came 

true: in the leafy Boston suburb of Somerville, the McLean Asylum for the Insane opened 

under the aegis of Harvard’s Massachusetts General Hospital, the first insane asylum in 

New England and only the fourth in the United States.107  

Morse wanted McLean Hospital to offer true asylum – a hiding place or a refuge 

– from the social, economic and demographic maelstroms looming on the horizon. But 

Morse and his supporters misdiagnosed the problem. The malady was not an unmanage-

able influx of immigrants, nor was the problem a question of new-found wealth. Shifting 

social and economic paradigms did not portend mass insanity but modernization. Bos-

ton’s increased wealth and rising tide of immigration were harbingers of New England’s 

modernization from a traditional, pre-industrial, small-scale, Puritan-infused society to an 

industrialized, large-scale urban society. 

The effect of Boston’s new-found wealth attracted commentary from the medical 

field. For Edward Jarvis, a physician and psychologist of the period, the widening finan-

cial gap between Boston’s upper and lower classes was cause for worry: “Where no son 

is necessarily confined to the work or employment of his father … the ambition of some 

leads them to aim at that which they cannot reach, to strive for more than they can 
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grasp.”108 In other words, for Jarvis, Boston’s wealthiest families ran the risk of rendering 

their children emotionally and psychologically crippled. For Jarvis, the children of the 

financially elite, growing up in a closed social circle and accustomed to privilege were 

likely to become adults unwilling or unable to establish themselves as productive mem-

bers of society. The message was clear: the accumulation of wealth without instructive 

guidance on its power and proper use was a situation ripe for personal and social ruin. 

Boston, unable to financially nurse or legally banish the weak and unwanted, 

sought a professional solution. Stricter enforcement of applicable laws was not an option 

simply because the Boston Police Department was not formally organized until 1854.109 

Rather than define the immigrant cum homeless problem as a legal issue, city leaders cast 

the problem as a social issue. Boston recruited psychologists and other professionals 

trained in the identification of individuals with aberrant or insane behavior to play a 

prominent role in the repair and maintenance of Boston’s public peace. Undifferentiated 

from the mentally ill for the first half of the nineteenth century, “indigent and dependent 

groups of all varieties”110 were liable to become ensnared in the nascent publicly funded 

mental health care system. “In its origins … the mental hospital … was primarily an in-

stitution that was intended to serve more densely populated areas” like Boston and other 

major cities as a means to maintain civic stability and public safety.111 
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The truly mentally unbalanced were a problem in Boston for three different but 

related reasons. First, Boston, as a relatively dense and highly populated area was more 

likely to be home for more mentally ill people than smaller, less densely settled areas. 

The sheer number of Bostonians that needed help made the problem far harder to ignore 

or to address in an informal or ad hoc manner. Second, while Boston’s web of social ser-

vices far exceeded anything available in rural areas, its resources for the physically and 

mentally ill were, on the whole, meager and limited mainly to almshouses. Therefore, the 

rural indigent left their homes and gravitated to Boston where they hoped to surrender 

their fate to the city’s ill-equipped and limited charitable organizations. Third, Boston’s 

density meant that the average citizen was more likely to come in contact with and feel 

threatened by the aberrant, if not sometimes bizarre behavior of the mentally ill. Boston’s 

roiling milieu unsettled the city’s social stability and created a climate in which its citi-

zens felt their personal security increasingly at risk. 

G. AGRICULTURE 

Agriculture was the economic back-bone of most New England towns, from their 

first settlement through the first quarter of the 19th century.
112
 Many current conceptions 

of colonial and antebellum New England agriculture are the result of work done between 

1927 and 1950 by the New England Studies Program of the American Geographical So-

ciety. New England’s earliest settlers, as assessed by the New England Studies Program, 

gauged their prospects for agricultural success in largely negative terms: thin, granite-
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based New England soil provided little purchase, and although climatically temperate, 

southern New England’s less than 200 frost-free days per year severely limited the vari-

ety of crops that could be sold and exported.
113
 After selling their excess agricultural pro-

duction to New England’s newest immigrants, Colonial-era farmers focused their atten-

tion and efforts on harvesting the local timber and fish, two natural resources in increas-

ingly short supply in Europe yet available in seemingly superabundance in the New 

World. 

In fact, colonial New England owed not just its survival but its success to exports. 

As Darrett Rutman noted, “In expanding their operations to timber and fish, they were 

proceeding generally from the strength of the agriculturally based economy and specifi-

cally from the strength of their own trade in agricultural goods.”
114
 Rural New England, 

the most densely populated, most highly developed area on the North Atlantic coastline, 

sent its corn, potatoes, onions, tobacco, flax, grains and fruits as well as its cattle, sheep, 

horses, and hogs to Boston.
115
 Boston, given its relative proximity to London, Amster-

dam, Le Havre as well as the American South and the Caribbean soon established itself 

as a vertex in international trade. 

Despite the prominence of agriculture in New England, few, if any of its farms 

were self-sufficient enough to forge all their own tools, spin all their own cloth, raise all 
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their own livestock, or grow all their own crops.
116
 A lack of tillable land was part of the 

problem. For example, in rural areas west of Boston such as Worcester County, the aver-

age farm size in the early 1700’s was approximately 120 acres. By the time of the Revo-

lution the average size had declined to 43 acres.
117
 A second problem was the legal intri-

cacies of land inheritance. In post-Revolutionary New England the legal instrument of 

primogeniture dictated that upon a landowner’s death, family’s first-born male inherited 

the deceased’s property. Far too often, a first-born male’s good fortune meant younger 

brothers and sisters were left with barely enough land to eek out a living or with no land 

at all.
118
 

Given the interdependence of New England’s agricultural community, historians 

have long debated the likelihood that late 18th/early 19th century American farmers lived 

at a level of mere subsistence.
119
 James Lemon, writing specifically of southeastern Penn-

sylvania farms, declares that “romantic notions of the subsistent and self-sufficient farmer 

must be rejected”, and that farmers “plac(ed) individual freedom and material gain over 

that of public interest” and that their level of surplus output constituted “capitalist pro-

duction”. 

The historian James Henretta reinforces the essentially subsistent nature of the 

post-Revolutionary farm but refutes Lemon by noting that “the ‘calculus of advantage’ 

for (farmers) was not mere pecuniary gain, but encompassed a much wider range of so-

cial and cultural goals” and that “as late as 1820, ‘the portion of farm products not con-

sumed within the northern rural community’ and sold on all outside markets, both foreign 
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and domestic, amounted to only 25% of the totals” farmers (and) could in no way be 

classified as ‘capitalist’. Russell diplomatically argues that, “in place of ‘subsistence 

farm’ … a more accurate description would be ‘multipurpose farm’, and one of its pri-

mary purposes seems to have been the development of persons of superior capabilities 

and attainments.” 
120
 

Prior to 1800, most work on New England farms was done by members of the 

immediate and extended family. If a job proved too onerous, a family bartered for labor 

with other households or they hired servants or farm hands. As New England agriculture 

became fully integrated into national and international markets, farmers found themselves 

looking more frequently to hire additional extra-family help during plantings and har-

vests. But Mid-Atlantic and Southern colonies boasted long growing seasons and offered 

laborers long-term employment opportunities, whereas New England’s limited growing 

season created only short-term, financially insufficient jobs. In order to attract labor, New 

England farm owners had to offer farm laborers more than the prevailing wage paid at 

farms in the Mid-Atlantic and Southern region.
121
 

Agriculture itself never became a flourishing enterprise for many New England-
ers, but trade was far less localized than it had been in the colonial period. An in-
creasing distance intervened between the locations of production and consump-
tion as farmers became more dependent on outside markets, and thus central 
places, for the sale and purchase of goods.122 

Given the seemingly common-sense evidence of long stone walls half-buried in, 

what is now, deep wooded tracts of land, the New England Studies Program concluded 

that, at the beginning of the 19th century, New England farmers abandoned their rudi-

mentary tools, thin, unproductive soils and subsistence-level existence and, along with 
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European immigrants, pushed North America’s frontier ever westward to deeper Mid-

western soil. 

But, in contrast to the New England Studies Program, Michael Bell and Winifred 

Rothenberg offer histories of a successful New England agricultural economy. Bell con-

tends that the state of agriculture in late 18th century/ early 19th century New England, 

cannot be extrapolated from the precipitous decline of agriculture in a few New England 

towns.
123
 Bell does not dispute that New England agriculture experienced plateaus as well 

as periods of decline but he does not believe New Englanders abandoned their farms be-

cause of low rates of return or because the western frontier offered a cornucopia of riches. 

Indeed, Bell presents evidence that New England farms were able to sustain, if not in-

crease, their profits.
124
 

Winifred Rothenberg echo’s Bell’s thesis of New England’s agricultural success: 

Massachusetts agriculture, the pre-industrial economy which rested upon it, and 
(apparently) the farm family it rested upon were transformed by and under the 
subtle dominion of emerging regional and interregional markets for labor, farm 
commodities, and capital. The dynamism ran from agriculture to industry. It was 
market-driven productivity increases in agriculture, not stagnation, that permitted 

the exodus of labor from agriculture to industry.
125
 

Like Rothenberg, Carville Earle analyzed migration from rural farms to industrial 

cities and concluded that “unskilled urban wages were determined by the earnings of ru-

                                                 
123 James Goldthwait’s study of agricultural decline in the specific town of Lyme, New Hampshire – and 
alluded to by Bell in the title of his paper -- is the standard explanation for agricultural decline experienced 
throughout New England. See, James Walter Goldthwait, "A Town That Has Gone Downhill," Geographi-

cal Review 17, no. 4 (1927). 
124 Michael M. Bell, "Did New England Go Downhill?," Geographical Review 79, no. 4 (1989): pp. 451 - 
452. A synopsis of the American Geographical Society’s study proposal can found in, John K. Wright, 
"New England," Geographical Review 19, no. 3 (1929). Grain harvests, long dependent upon the sickle 
were only gradually replaced by the cradle, a European development. There were other incremental devel-
opments in agricultural technology. In 1814, the Ames Company of North Easton, Massachusetts began to 
plate the blades of their wooden shovels with metal edges. Also that year, Jethro Wood of Dartmouth, Mas-
sachusetts patented a cast iron plow with replaceable parts. See, Russell, pp. 308 - 316. 
125 Winifred Barr Rothenberg, "The Emergence of Farm Labor Markets and the Transformation of the Ru-
ral Economy: Massachusetts, 1750-1855," The Journal of Economic History 48, no. 3 (1988): p. 560. See 
also, Winifred Barr Rothenberg, From Market-Places to a Market Economy: The Transformation of Rural 

Massachusetts, 1750 - 1850 (Chicago, Illinois and London, England: The University of Chicago Press, 
1992). 
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ral labor, which in turn were established by the seasonality of employment and (offsea-

son) market imperfections.”
126
 In short, New England farms, where wages were too often 

irregular and unpredictable, suffered at the expense of urbanized areas where factories 

promised regular, predictable (and, Earl would say, larger) wages. In short, the desire to 

become or remain a noble Jeffersonian agricultural yeoman waned in direct proportion to 

the growing possibilities for a new and different life in a city. The desire to pursue agri-

culturally-based production declined with the advent of regional, national and interna-

tional trade.
127
  

While Bell and Rothenberg may be correct in a narrow sense, I believe they elide 

two major reasons for the decline of agriculture in New England. First, while it may be 

true that New England farmers continued to receive fair, if not premium prices for agri-

cultural products climatically suited to its growing conditions, the appearance of wheat 

rust in New England further damaged a nutritionally and financially essential but endan-

gered crop. After the appearance of the rust in Connecticut, grains raised in newly opened 

lands to the west supplanted New England’s production.
128
 Second, while I can agree 

with Rothenberg that the early 1800’s saw the creation of region-wide and nation-wide 

agricultural markets, I would not attribute this commodification to increasingly efficient 

farm laborers. Instead, unlike Rothenberg, I would assess the introduction of new and in-

creasingly efficient transportation systems such as turnpikes, canals, and at a later date, 

railroads and their ability to impact the national economy. Third, by the time of the 

American Revolution, New England soil had been under intense cultivation for close to 

                                                 
126 Carville Earle and Ronald Hoffman, "The Foundation of the Modern Economy: Agriculture and the 
Costs of Labor in the United States and England, 1800 - 1860," The American Historical Review 85, no. 5 
(1980): p. 1056. It should be noted that Rothenberger explicitly states that she “has made no attempt to 
translate wage rates for highly seasonal work into annualized earnings.” 
127 The migration from rural to urban areas continues on to this day. The geographer John Wright, writing 
in 1929 observed, “The toil and hardships of farm life have been lessened and may be further lessened by 
measures leading to greater material gain from the land; and yet the power of these measures to breed con-
tentment may be wholly neutralized by the hypnotism that the city exerts over the hopes and ambitions of 
the farmer and his growing sons and daughters.” See, Wright: p. 480. 
128 Russell, pp. 278 - 279. 
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150 years. Regardless of what crops were raised, even if improved by “scientific” meth-

ods, the soil was exhausted and was simply less productive than deeper, fresher soil out-

side New England. New England’s increasing inability to produce essential crops -- such 

as grains – meant its farmers were increasingly ill positioned to reap most of agriculture’s 

economic benefits.
129
 

By the end of the 18th century, agricultural commodities had spun a monetary 

web that extended from individual farms to towns, across regions as well as the nation, 

and even overseas. Within the web was a tension between the producers who wished to 

retain control of their farms and merchants who expected the agricultural community to 

respond immediately to market demands. “It was the deep valuation of propertied inde-

pendence, rather than lack of interest in dealing for profit that divided the (pre-industrial 

agricultural society) from their modern American descendants.”
130
 But in the period be-

fore industrialization, Gloria Main found, 

no long-term trends, either up or down, in the material standard of living among 
families living in rural New England … (and) parents of each generation suc-
ceeded in raising their children in material circumstances no worse and possibly a 

little better than that enjoyed by themselves.
131
 

And so the question becomes, if the standard of living in the rural countryside was 

not declining, then why did so many leave? 

For Bell, the reality was that a relatively few large and specialized farmers sur-

vived while the majority teetered on the edge of financial insolvency and began to search 

for alternatives. As New England agriculture devolved into an increasingly impractical 

financial venture, Bell believes the attraction of burgeoning urban areas and the alluring 

promise of steady, well-remunerated factory work compelled an exodus from agriculture: 

                                                 
129 For an extended discussion see, Thorton. 
130 Daniel Vickers, "Competency and Competition: Economic Culture in Early America," The William and 

Mary Quarterly 7, no. 1 (1990): p. 7. 
131 Gloria Lund Main, "The Standard of Living in Colonial Massachusetts," The Journal of Economic His-

tory 43, no. 1 (1983): pp. 102, 108. Main reiterates and bolsters her theme of colonial New England’s eco-
nomic resiliency -- if not prosperity -- in, Gloria Lund Main and Jackson T. Main, "The Red Queen in New 
England?," The William and Mary Quarterly 56, no. 1 (1999). 
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“All urbanizing and industrializing regions on the east coast experienced this pull, and 

agriculture declined accordingly in most of them.”
132
 For Rothenberg, “Market-driven 

alterations in the social relations of the farm family delivered labor from the family farm 

to manufacturing.”
133
 

In the first two decades of the 19th century New England farms declined not only 

in physical size but in level of production; only farmers able to market their crops as a 

commodity were successful. The decline of New England agriculture pushed rural house-

holds to take up extra-farm labor, specifically, out-work. As James Henretta has noted, 

What changed – from the 17th to the early 19th century – was the increased rate 
of capital formation stemming from the expansion of the market economy; the 
growing importance of ‘unearned’ profits …; and the extent to which middlemen 

dominated the processes of agricultural production and of westward migration.
134
 

H. MANUFACTURING AND HOME MANUFACTURE 

The British established settlements in New England and manipulated the region’s 

economy to produce maximum benefits for its British overseers: 

The principal cities in (colonial North America) were ports ranged along the At-
lantic coast in such a fashion as to provide landing places … for trading journeys 
to and from England.” There was an ever-growing flow of goods – staple raw ma-

terials from America and manufacturers in payment therefore from Britain.
135
 

England’s nascent industrial sector benefited doubly from this trade arrangement: 

First, English industry gained access to New England’s material resources. Second, Brit-

ain protected and promoted its industrial economy by prohibiting large-scale manufactur-

ing in New England.
136
  

                                                 
132 Bell: p. 465. 
133 Rothenberg, "Emergence of Farm Labor Markets," p. 560. 
134 James A. Henretta, "Families and Farms: Mentalite in Pre-Industrial America," The William and Mary 

Quarterly 35, no. 1 (1978): p. 24. 
135 James E. Vance, "Cities in the Shaping of the American Nation," Journal of Geography 75, no. 1 
(1976): p. 42. 
136 “(England) asserted the value of the northern colonies, and aimed to keep them in a non-industrial state. 
It sought to give them a means for paying for English goods, and divert them from manufacturing what 
England could provide, to center their trade in England, and diminish their need of buying and selling in the 
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After independence, during Thomas Jefferson’s presidential administration, po-

litically neutral America took advantage of Europe’s Napoleonic Wars to expand its share 

of international importations and exportations: “Upon gaining freedom, (Americans) ex-

panded the trade of the new nation, taking full charge of much of the ocean transport that 

had previously been carried in British bottoms, and ‘trying all ports and accepting all 

cargo.’”
137
 Americans transported sugar, coffee, cocoa, pepper and spices from the West 

Indies to Europe and redistributed European goods throughout the world. American agri-

cultural crops as well as its timber and fish were highly prized in Europe and were ex-

ported in increasing amounts to Europe. Cotton, grown in the American south, fast be-

came a valuable export, especially in England where textile mills had already begun op-

erations.
138
 

However, the end of Jefferson administration in 1809 brought about, what Arthur 

Schlesinger, Jr. called, the “End of Arcadia”. For Schlesinger, the “End of Arcadia” was 

the eclipse of the Jeffersonian ideal: that America’s greatest economic and moral 

strengths arise from and are sustained by its agricultural and natural resources. Even 

though Jefferson disdained America’s expanding cities and their burgeoning commercial 

sectors most of his life, Schlesinger holds that Jefferson was oblivious to the fact that he 

himself, by the promulgation of two measures, exacerbated America’s gathering indus-

trial wave.
139
 

The Embargo Act of 1807 was promulgated in response to English ships firing on 

American ships and Britain’s insistence that its trading partners not trade with France. 

The Non-Intercourse Acts of 1808 attempted to halt all American trade with England and 

                                                                                                                                                 
markets of Europe.” See, Curtis Nettels, "The Menace of Colonial Manufacturing, 1690-1720," The New 

England Quarterly 4, no. 2 (1931): p. 266. 
137 Vance: p. 42. 
138 Paul A. Groves, "The Northeast and Regional Integration, 1800 - 1860," in North America: The His-

torical Geography of a Changing Continent, ed. Thomas McIlwraith and Edward K. Muller (Lanham, 
Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield, 2001), p. 191. 
139 Schlesinger, p. 8. 
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France. In theory, both Acts would punish the English for abrogating America’s trade 

rights as well make America more self-sufficient. In practice, neither Act cowered the 

English and instead fomented the War of 1812. The War of 1812 – which began after Jef-

ferson left office and lasted until 1815 – brought commerce to a standstill along the At-

lantic seaboard, wreaked havoc with local maritime-based economies and functioned as 

the nail in free trade’s finely-crafted coffin. Finally, to add insult to injury, the fishing 

yield declined in the North Atlantic’s Grand Banks and Americans were left with few op-

tions since a treaty negotiated and ratified between the American and Canadian gov-

ernments effectively denied New England fishermen access to Canadian waters.
140
 

Prior to 1800, most citizens relied heavily on imported European products be-

cause New England village craftsmen and home-based manufacturers supplied only a 

limited number of goods.
141
 But, after almost eight solid years of interrupted and blocked 

trade, European goods had become prohibitively expensive and most seaport towns were 

struggling to create means of replacing lost income. A few ports resurrected their mari-

time economies but most never regained their former vitality.
142
 American investors soon 

began to divert their money from the stagnant and unreliable merchant marine economy 

to the burgeoning native manufacturing industries. 

Prior to 1820, unlike in England where commerce and manufacturing had already 

woven a dense web of interrelations, New England’s commercial and manufacturing base 

                                                 
140 Bidwell: p. 823. 
141 See, Timothy H. Breen, "Narrative of Commercial Life: Consumption, Ideology, and Community on 
the Eve of the American Revolution," The William and Mary Quarterly 50, no. 3 (1993). See also, Timothy 
H. Breen, The Marketplace of Revolution (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
142     Registered Tonnage 
Year  Massachusetts  Rhode Island  Connecticut Total 
1806  306,100   28,600   26,000  360,700 
1816  274,000   24,200   24,600  322,800 
 

Exports 
Year  Massachusetts  Rhode Island  Connecticut Total 
1806  $21,200,000  $2,091,800  $1,716,000 $25,007,800 
1816  $10,100,000     $612,800     $394,000 $11,306,800 
 Bidwell: p. 817. 



 

 58 

could be characterized by four levels of home-based ventures.
143
 The first type of house-

hold production was performed directly by household members within their own home. 

The second type was “itinerant production”, or goods produced with the help of part-time 

employees not directly related to the household; a type of production when family mem-

bers were either too small or too old to complete the tasks. The third mode of home pro-

duction involved the bartering of goods for raw materials and other necessities. The 

fourth type, craft manufacture – specifically, the production of relatively specialized 

goods such as chairs, shoes, wagon wheels, etc. – employed small groups of artisans who 

typically met all local demand for their goods and exported surplus wares beyond their 

immediate towns for sale elsewhere.
144
 Managed by family elders and performed by en-

tire families and extended families to provide short and long-term security, these manu-

facturing methods are readily identifiable as distinctly pre-industrial.
145
 

Home textile manufacture played a large role in post-Revolutionary American 

households. As late as 1820, well over half -- approximately 66% -- of all clothing pro-

duced in the United States was homespun.
146
 

In New England, at the dawn of the 19th century, many factors conspired to nul-

lify the construction and operation of large scale mills. First was the lack of adequate fi-

nancial capital and a shortage of labor. Intermittent wars and embargoes played havoc 

with the commercial sector, and a significant portion of money that could have gone into 

manufacturing was instead invested in land speculation and turnpike construction. Sec-

ond, American technology was simply not sophisticated enough to mass produce textiles 

                                                 
143 Christopher Clark, "Economics and Culture: Opening Up the Rural History of the Early American 
Northeast," American Quarterly 43, no. 2 (1991): pp. 287 - 292. “(New England’s) economic organization 
was much simpler in 1810 than that of the mother country had been in 1760. Most of our industrial prod-
ucts were turned out either in the farmhouses or in the shops of village artisans. Except in the shoemaking 
industry, the commission system had not been developed. Consequently, there was in New England no in-
dustrial proletariat to be cruelly exploited.” See also, Bidwell: p. 829. 
144 Clark, Roots of Rural Capitalism, pp. 95 - 100. 
145 Laslett, p. 8. 
146 George Rogers Taylor, The Transportation Revolution: 1815 - 1860, The Economic History of The 
United States (New York, New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1951), pp 210 - 211. 
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or, really, much of anything. Manufacturing at the beginning of the 19th century was de-

cidedly small-scale. For example, Philadelphia’s largest, most imposing factory in 1811 

employed 35 men. Third, transportation was slow and economically inefficient. Even 

though New England’s urban and rural areas were connected by an increasing number of 

canals and turnpikes, the speed of industry (and society) still moved at the pace of a draft 

horse. A slow transportation system, rendered unusable for a good portion of the year by 

inclement weather, meant manufacturers were unable to respond to market demands in 

distant areas in a timely and financially prudent manner. Finally, an inadequate transpor-

tation system meant that manufacturer’s goods had to be sold to customers within the fac-

tory’s immediate catchment area – and as shown earlier, large post-Revolutionary urban 

areas were the exception rather than the rule.
147
 

At the end of the 18th century, rural based out-work was often a family’s first en-

counter with wage-paying work. Taking in outside work was a necessary, and often wel-

come, option to moving west or to a larger town. While some men participated in out-

work – usually in the capacity of bookkeeping or transporting materials and products – a 

vast majority of home-based work was done by women. Women’s out-work contributed 

to their household’s well-being in three ways. First, women were able to continue their 

valuable, if unpaid, domestic duties. Second, women’s out-work production earned the 

household a wage which, of course, increased the family’s purchasing power. Third, 

unlike a mill or factory job, out-work did not bind women to a schedule; out-work prom-

ised monetary reward without demanding adherence to a time-clock. Young women in 

particular were encouraged to take up out-work as a way to develop their talents and, oc-

casionally, to accrue some spending money for themselves.  
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At best, out-work may have been tedious and, at worst, a burden of necessity. 

Compared to 12 hours per day in a textile mill work, out-work, from at least one child’s 

recollection, seemed almost bucolic: 

We had cotton brought to our house by the bale, (for us children) to pick to pieces 
and get out the seeds and dirt. There was no chemical process of bleaching in the 
country at this time (so) … my mother … stayed the cotton down on the green 
grass with sticks, so the wind should not blow it about. When she had a quarter of 
an acre spread out she would take her watering-pot and sprinkle the whole; and as 
soon as she got through the lot, the first was ready for another sprinkling. The 

bright sun drying up the water did the bleaching.
148
 

The benefits of out-work had to be weighed against its costs. Women and house-

holds that relied on out-work soon realized they lost an independence they had as agricul-

tural producers. Unlike many agricultural pursuits, those who engaged in out-work found 

themselves wholly dependent upon third parties for their supplies of raw material as well 

as the promotion and sale of their products. Also, while the sale of out-work did provide 

wages, the amount was never so munificent that it significantly changed a family’s finan-

cial stature. Finally, while out-work allowed women the freedom to devise their own 

work schedules, the overwhelming number of chores both within the home and around 

the farm often meant that devoting time to out-work was more a matter of will and perse-

verance than time management.
149
 

Gloria Main teased out four distinct roles for women in the pre-Industrial Ameri-

can economy: First, women worked alongside men during New England’s colonization in 

order to establish viable settlements. Second, toward the end of the 17th century women 

became more engaged with domestic pursuits such as “baking bread … spinning yarn and 

knitting stockings and mittens”. Third, slackening demand for unskilled labor at the be-

                                                 
148 Alfred Gilman, "Lowell," in History of Middlesex County, Massachusetts, Containing Carefully Pre-

pared Histories of Every City and Town of the County, by Well-Known Writers; and a General History of 

the County, From the Earliest to The Present Time, ed. Samuel Adams Drake (Boston, Massachusetts: Es-
tes and Lauriat, 1880), p. 55. 
149 Thomas Dublin, "Rural Putting-Out Work in Early Nineteenth-Century New England: Women and the 
Transition to Capitalism in the Countryside," The New England Quarterly 64, no. 4 (1991): pp. 567 - 571. 
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ginning of the 18th century encouraged women to enter specialized non-farm occupa-

tions. Fourth, the constancy of war -- specifically the Seven Years’ War (1750 – 1763) – 

displaced and eliminated many men from local economies, a void filled by women.
150
 

Over time, as women began to participate in the wage economy and acquired the eco-

nomic means to influence marketplace production, women’s economic roles expanded 

from adjunct or auxiliary to essential. 

Rural out-work continued in specific manufacturing sectors long into the 19th 

century. In 1837, 51,000 New Englanders – primarily women and children – wove straw 

and palm-leaf hats in their homes.
151
  

As Percy Bidwell noted, 

In only a few coast towns (of Southern New England) was there considerably 
greater commercial or maritime activity in the years just before the Civil War than 
there had been in the years 1810 – 1830. The increase in commercial activity of 
all sorts was to a large extent only the result of a more fundamental change, 
namely the growth of manufacturers. A large part of the raw materials … much of 
the food supply of the growing manufacturing towns … were transported by water 
to Boston and distributed thence by the railroads. The entire increase in domestic 
commerce, and a considerable portion of the foreign trade as well, was dependent 

upon the growth of manufacturers.
152
 

I. COMMUNICATION 

One of the first infrastructure improvements to directly impact the New England 

economy was the chartering of privately funded turnpikes in 1792. In exchange for the 

right to collect tolls from turnpike users, turnpike investors agreed to either maintain an 

already existing road or to lay a new road between towns. In eastern Massachusetts where 

a rudimentary transportation system already existed among the larger commercial towns, 
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the bulk of privately funded turnpikes were chartered as a means of improving already 

existing roads, not to create new roads to secondary towns.
153
  

An unexpected but welcome accompaniment to chartered turnpikes was the U.S. 

Postal System. The Postal System played in important role in the nation’s development 

because it would, in the words of President John Quincy Adams, extend ‘facilities of dis-

course’ to every villager in the Union. But the Postal Systems’ initiation and completion 

was also extremely important because it “not only transmitted information, but also sub-

sidized the stagecoach industry, making it possible for passengers with time, money, and 

inclination to travel overland throughout the vast hinterlands of the (American) South and 

West.”
154
 

As the nineteenth century progressed, an increasing amount of local, regional, na-

tional and international discourse was found in and transmitted through newspapers. In 

New England where less than 20 newspapers were published in 1780, one could choose 

from almost 100 by 1820. By 1830 the Postal System had so completely blanketed the 

nation that when Congressman Richard Johnson proposed an expansion of the network, 

John Bell of Tennessee opposed the measure on the grounds that the network was already 

complete.
155
 

J. TIME 

Prior to industrialization, the most common unit of time was the amount of time 

allowed or taken to complete a specific task. Thus, farmers watched for the first and last 

signs of frost, seamen noted the high and low tides, a housewife banked or stoked her fire 

beneath her simmering pot. True, “the spread of the clock from the 14th century onward 
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155 Richard R. John, Spreading The News: The American Postal System From Franklin to Morse (Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1995), pp 64, 109. See also, David M. Henkin, The Postal 

Age: The Emergence of Modern Communications in Nineteenth-Century America (Chicago, Illinois: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 2006). In 1820, Massachusetts, which at that time included parts of Maine, had 
443 Post Offices. 



 

 63 

(was) … a symptom of a new Puritan discipline” but it was not until the first quarter of 

the 19th century that the clock transformed the ebb and flow of time from an inchoate 

intangible into a commodity, its value measured first in hours, then in minutes. It was not 

until the advent of large-scale manufacturing like that in Lowell, Massachusetts that time 

became an invaluable unit of measure. 

Traditional communities hired people to complete a specific job in return for a 

specific amount of compensation; in the modern, industrial world most employees re-

ceive a specific salary in return for working a job that ended only when the employee or 

employer chose to terminate employment. Employers sought their greatest advantage by 

managing and utilizing their employee’s time. Thus, time became just as important as the 

object of production. Conversely, employees recognized their employer’s grip and re-

sented any infringement on what they considered to be their own personal “free” time. 

In many of New England’s Slater-style mill villages, the mill owners operated the 

only clocks available to the public. And since the chime of mill bells rather than a spe-

cific number of completed tasks defined the length of a work day, workers rightly began 

to suspect that mill owners sometimes abused the regular operation of their clocks. In or-

der to regulate and keep “public time”, inhabitants of many mill towns petitioned to have 

clocks installed in their town halls and local churches.156 E.P. Thompson noted the com-

modification of time when he wrote, “The first generation of factory workers were taught 

by their masters the importance of time; the second generation formed short-time com-

mittees in the ten-hour movement; the third generation struck for overtime or time-and-a-

half.”157 
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K. SUMMARY  

Post-Revolutionary America was, in almost every aspect except for its western 

frontier, small. The 1790 Census enumerated only 24 towns with populations greater than 

2,500 and only 5 with more than 10,000. By 1810 only three towns in Massachusetts, 

Connecticut and Rhode Island – Boston and Salem, MA and Providence, RI – had popu-

lations greater than 10,000 and the combined population of the three cities was barely 

56,500. Finally, in 1820, Massachusetts’ two largest cities, Boston and Salem had a com-

bined population of 56,029 and accounted for 11% of the Commonwealth’s population; 

the remaining 89% of the population was apportioned among 300 towns, very few of 

which contained 3,000 citizens. Worksites were also small. In post-Revolutionary Bos-

ton, the typical artisan employed only his sons and a few other workers. In 1811, the 

largest, most imposing factory in Philadelphia employed 35 men. 

New Englanders of this period were culturally homogenous. As in New England, 

the largest group of immigrants in New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania claimed 

English descent. But immigrants of English descent in New York, New Jersey, and Penn-

sylvania constituted only 45%, 40%, and 30% of their respective state’s immigrant popu-

lation. This is in contrast to New England where immigrants of English descent made up 

85% of the population. 

The family – guided by the local church -- was the basic social and economic unit 

in post-Revolutionary America. Individuals were, at least in theory, able to assert their 

individuality and make choices to separate themselves from their family and church but, 

in reality, every family member depended upon their closest relations for career training, 

a marriage partner, and the financial means to begin an independent adult life.  

There were, generally speaking, three distinct types of towns in New England be-

tween 1800 and 1820: 1. Country towns which provided agricultural products, 2. Com-

mercial towns which engaged in small-scale manufacturing and trade, and 3. Factory Vil-
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lages which owed their existence to one or more relatively small manufacturing industries 

such as a “Slater-style” textile mill. 

Although beset with an increasing number of chronic ailments and facing in-

creased competition from producers further west, agriculture remained the economic 

backbone of New England during this period. At the end of the 18th century, New Eng-

land’s farmers were already part of a regional, national and even international web of ag-

ricultural trade that soon highlighted the New England farmer’s inability to bring prod-

ucts to market at a price equal to or less than those agricultural products from other re-

gions. 

Home manufacturing was important in post-Revolutionary New England for a 

number of reasons. First, given the region’s unsteady agricultural economy, home manu-

facturing generated welcome income for many farm households. As late as 1820, ap-

proximately 66% of all clothing produced in the United States was homespun. Second, 

most home manufacture was done by women and, as a result, women were among the 

first in the United States to receive a paycheck. A paycheck, redeemed for cash, spoke the 

language of the growing business of trade and struck a spark of independence among ru-

ral women. 

Health care, even beyond 1820, vacillated between continued support for the “mi-

asmic” theory of disease and the “germ” theory of disease. Religious and medical ex-

perts, brought in to ameliorate the suffering of a small pox or diphtheria outbreak, 

pleaded their cases for each theory; sometimes ministers such as Cotton Mather argued 

for a scientific approach while medical doctors promoted appeals to the Divine for mercy.  

Massachusetts sanctioned the construction of private turnpikes in 1792 but travel 

between New England towns remained expensive and moved at a horse’s pace. The ini-

tiation and completion of the Postal System was important because, in addition to deliver-

ing the mail, it subsidized the stagecoach industry and established specific routes between 

towns. Newspapers became the medium of choice to exchange information in the early 
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19th century; in 1780 there were less than 20 newspapers in New England but by 1820 

there were almost 200. 

Time was not yet a commodity in post-Revolutionary New England. Agriculture 

and home manufacture still adhered to the rise and set of the sun, to the year’s seasonal 

cycles. During this period, the most common unit of time was the amount of time it took 

to complete a specific task. Not until after 1820 would work denote, in many cases, a task 

repeated ad infinitum regardless of the time of day or the season. Not until after the con-

struction of the Lowell mills would time become a commodity to be managed.  
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CHAPTER 4: DEFINITION OF AND EVIDENCE FOR THE PERSISTENCE OF 

THE SOCIAL COVENANT TO THE 1820S. 

To a very large extent, (between 1830 and 1850) New Englanders were still the 
descendents of English colonists, comparatively unaffected by the variety of 
stocks which had occupied other parts of the country. Puritanism still laid a deep 
impress upon the people. Calvinistic conceptions, a blend of individualism and 
social responsibility, were still at work. Men not only placed themselves under a 
rigorous self-examination to determine whether or not they were among the saved 
but they also felt the community sense of responsibility for sin. It was part of the 
Calvinistic doctrine and of the New England conscience, that man was his 
brother’s keeper.158 

   - Frederick Jackson Turner, “New England, 1830 – 1850”, 
   The Huntington Library Bulletin 1 (1931): pp. 155 -156. 

Max Weber’s “Protestant Work Ethic” rose out of the idea that Protestant theo-

logical precepts motivate individuals to diligently apply themselves to hard and beneficial 

works in order to convince themselves, or to create an impression in other’s minds, that 

they are among the Elect.
159
 In this ethic, tangible material success is important because, 

“God called no one to a life of prayer or to a life of ease or to a life that added nothing to 

the common good. Prayer must be the daily exercise of every man, not a way for par-

ticular men to make a living.”
160
 However, it must be noted that for Calvinist Puritans a 

lifetime of material gain and good works would not guarantee one’s Election; worldly 

success is, at best an untrustworthy harbinger of one’s predetermined fate. According to 

Calvin’s theology, God does not -- and cannot -- help those who help themselves.
161
 

While Puritan theology sanctioned the acquisition of material wealth to a limited degree, 

Puritan theology also issued injunctions to, “do no wrong to your own soul or that of any 
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other … the massive, uniform bulk of sermon and tractate literature equated any desire 

for profit with covetousness.”
162
 

A practical result of the Puritan Ethic was a remarkable period of calm and peace 

in North America at a time when both qualities were in short supply in Europe: 

Between 1630 and 1684 the Bay Colony avoided significant social and political 
disorder: no riots, no mobs, no disruptions of the judicial process by gangs of ag-
grieved plaintiffs. From the Ukraine to the Chesapeake few other polities in the 
Western World could claim as much, and it is no surprise that in 1643 New Eng-
lands First Fruits thanked the Lord specifically for bringing peace to Massachu-

setts ‘when almost all the world is on fire.’
163
 

Mutating into Congregationalism, Puritan theology continued to hold such sway 

that Massachusetts, Connecticut and New Hampshire declared it their state’s established 

church.164 Congregationalism provided a “civic humanist discourse to craft a moral econ-

omy that could restrain the self’s excesses.”165 Flexible enough to accommodate moder-

ate differences of opinion, Congregationalism still served as a useful test for detecting 

and expelling extremists.166 Intellectually, 

(The Puritan) mind partook of an inheritance from the Middle Ages, from Aris-
totle and scholasticism, held that society was an organism and not an aggregate of 
individuals and that the public good was to be achieved by cohesiveness and co-

operation, by being ‘knitt together in this worke as one man.
167
 

Social and economic changes demanded citizens engage in a precarious intellec-

tual balancing act. On one hand, as shown, the Puritan ethic sought to preserve and pro-

long a rigid social hierarchy along with the civic virtue of deference. But, on the other 

hand, it also welcomed the mounting numbers of entrepreneurial opportunities in the 
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swelling national and international trade. While theological dictates taught that dispro-

portionate individual monetary wealth corroded the personal and public soul, the Puri-

tan’s perception of wealth wavered as new and different goods – the trappings of pros-

perity – began to appear in marketplaces. The case of Robert Child, a 17th century Boston 

merchant, is a concrete example of the tenuous balance struck between the Puritan dictum 

to honor community and its demand to avoid excess profit. 

Born an English Puritan in 1613 and educated in medicine but stirred by potential 

profits in agriculture, commerce, and manufacturing, Robert Child established himself as 

a promoter of the “natural sciences”. Child, like most Puritans of his time, approached his 

profession as a “calling” – that is, he established practical, empirically verifiable goals 

designed to promote his personal development and edified his social surroundings. As 

Margaret Newell wrote, “Puritan values of stewardship, work, industry, and frugality un-

derlay a culture of discipline that Childs considered an essential precondition for success-

ful projects.” Also, Child’s entrepreneurial vision assumed, “the existence of a broadly 

shared commitment to ‘the publique good’ reinforced by the state, which precluded en-

trepreneurs from indulging in selfish and competitive behaviors and channeled their ac-

tivities into socially useful projects.”
168
 

In short, Child emigrated from England to the Massachusetts colony in 1638, re-

ceived an imprimatur for his business plans from the eminent Puritan John Winthrop and 

immediately threw himself into a myriad of projects. By 1645, after investing in and 

promoting a number of projects ranging from vineyard cultivation and sassafras harvest-

ing to graphite mining and foundry operations, Childs was a successful, wealthy busi-

nessman. However, the Massachusetts General Court took a dim view of his personal 

success and ruled against his proposal to expand his economic ventures. In a remon-

strance to the Court, Childs detailed a number of his political and religious complaints. In 
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return for airing his opinions Childs was put under house arrest in Boston for placing per-

sonal aggrandizement before the public good. 

The essential tenets of the Puritan Ethic remained constant for centuries but de-

pending on a historical period’s particular social, political, and economic culture, differ-

ent facets of the ethic have come to the fore: 

(In the middle of the seventeenth century, the Puritans) were changed from a peo-
ple seeking shelter from persecution to visionaries bent on evangelizing the world. 
Then they were turned into sturdy Whigs, defending God-given freedoms from 
the devouring British Anti-Christ. In the last years of the eighteenth century, they 
became the benevolent but firm ‘Puritan Fathers’, keeping watch over their people 
and inculcating habits of lawfulness and hard work. There is no reason to doubt 
that these varying interpretations were offered in good faith as attempts to depict 
the actual historical Puritans. Each of them, indeed, did capture a part of the Pu-

ritan ethos.
169
 

The Puritan Ethic influenced American colonists and how they viewed their 

world. For example, it was easy for them to conjure the English as a parasitical aristoc-

racy living off the hard work of their American colonies. Britain’s moral degeneracy was 

on stage for all to see: “Men disguise their lack of talent ‘by displaying their taste and ad-

dress, their wealth and magnificence, their ancient parchments, pictures, and statues, and 

the virtues of their ancestors,’ any artifice, any hypocrisy, that would convince others 

they were designed to rule.”170 American colonist’s negative views of Britain not only 

bulwarked American industry and frugality against the assaults of English vice but also 

inspired support for the 1807 Embargo, the Nonintercourse Act and, most importantly, 

the American Revolution: 

Colonial boycott movements were … a positive end in themselves, a way of reaf-
firming and rehabilitating the virtues of the Puritan Ethic. Nonimportation and 
non-consumption were preached as a means of renewing ancestral virtues. Ameri-
cans were reminded that they had been ‘of late years insensibly drawn into a great 
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degree of luxury and dissipation. The Puritan Ethic, in the colonists’ political as in 

their economic thinking, prepared the way for independence.
171
 

As noted earlier, after the American Revolution, the Puritan faith was seen and 

practiced differently than when it came ashore in 1630 on the Mayflower. While the 

vengeful, angry God of Puritan theology had receded from center stage, the principles 

and ideals of the Puritan ethic remained. Bolstered by an interpretation of history that 

predicated national success or failure on citizens embrace and use of Divine virtues, the 

Puritan ethic even strengthened in force.   

The Puritan Ethic, (was) not unconscious or subconscious, but (was) deliberately 
and openly expressed by men of the time. The men who expressed (the Puritan 
Ethic) were not Puritan, and few of the ideas included in the Puritan Ethic were 

actually new.
172
 

A common and very practical way for Puritan individuals and communities to 

embrace Divine virtue and to demonstrate self-control was to fast for a day. Throughout 

colonial New England, usually in spring, a government-sanctioned day of fasting was ob-

served as a means to give thanks for winter’s end and to celebrate the new year’s pros-

pects. The popularity of ‘Fasting Day’ spread among the colonies as a mark of solidarity 

prior to and during the War of Independence. Once victory was secured against the Eng-

lish crown however, the practice of fasting quickly waned and disappeared.
173
 Disap-

peared, that is, until the presidential administration of John Quincy Adams. 

President John Adams continued to champion New England’s old ways as a suit-

able model for the new American government. Timothy Breen wrote, 

For Adams, America, especially New England, was still the ‘City on the Hill’ that 
it had been for his seventeenth-century ancestors” and that “the early decades of 
Massachusetts history (was) a golden age – a brief period in which Providence 

caused religion and politics to be united with virtue and knowledge.
174
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Twice in his presidential term, first in 1798 and then in 1799, Adams announced 

National Fast Days to prevent, “the dissemination among (the people) of those principles, 

subversive of the foundations of all religious, moral and social obligations that have pro-

duced incalculable grief and misery in other countries” and for God to “withhold us from 

unreasonable discontent, from disunion, faction, sedition, and insurrection.”
175
  

With the stark exception of Abraham Lincoln’s appointment of a National Fast 

Day during the middle of the American Civil War, John Quincy Adams was the last 

president to use National Fast Days to implore God’s mercy on his nation and for its citi-

zens to atone for their moral transgressions.
176
 Upon Adams’ death in 1848 speakers 

gathered to eulogize the inveterate New Englander. An inescapable point of praise was 

Adams’ comprehensive knowledge and practice of the Puritan ethic: “All who knew the 

man, said the Reverend Mr. Allen, knew how strongly he was imbued with the ‘New 

England Puritanic faith.’ Puritans knew how to hold out against the world.”
177
 Future 
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presidents, especially Adams’ successor Andrew Jackson, were quick to sequester relig-

ion far from government. 

For example, in June, 1832 a European steamer docked in Quebec, Canada with 

42 of its passengers either dead or dying of cholera. The water-borne disease quickly dis-

persed and spread southward through Lake Champlain and down the Hudson River. By 

the beginning of July cholera had reached New York City where, as a preventive meas-

ure, all Fourth of July celebrations were canceled. Despite this and all other precautions, 

the number of cholera-related deaths in New York City climbed past 2,500. 

In a calculated political move, Henry Clay, a challenger to Andrew Jackson in 

that year’s presidential election, demanded that Jackson prompt a stay from the cholera 

scourge by mollifying the Divine with a National Fast Day. Clay issued this challenge 

hoping that voters would side with a man of abundant faith – himself -- rather than with 

Jackson, a man well-known for his irreligious nature. The mounting number of dead in 

New York City provided empirical evidence for a National Fast Day and the inchoate, 

but not insubstantial prospect of divine retribution pressed to be addressed. But Jackson 

declined Clay’s request for a National Fast Day because he did not want to, “in some de-

gree disturb the security which religion now enjoys in this country in its complete sepa-

ration from the political concerns of the General Government.”
178
 

Political opponents attacked Adams’ fast days as a backhanded way of coercing 

an entire nation to offer personal prayers for him. However Adams had vocal supporters 

such as Jedidiah Morse, the Boston-based orthodox Congregationalist minister and geog-

rapher. Morse decried, 

that we should have men among us, so lost to every principle of religion, moral-
ity, and even to common decency, as to reprobate (the fast); as to contemn the au-
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thority (Adams) who recommended it, and to denounce it as hypocritical, and de-
signed to effect sinister purposes is indeed alarming.179 

While Adam’s and Morse’s views did not enjoy unalloyed support, Massachu-

setts’ social and legal environment was still open to the mixing of religious and social 

causes; the U.S. Constitution has never prohibited states from establishing official 

churches and it was not until 1833, more than 40 years after the passage of the Constitu-

tion’s 1st Amendment, that Massachusetts disestablished its association with the Congre-

gationalist Church.
180
 

Morse used his monthly publication, “The Panoplist” as a megaphone to advertise 

and promote traditional, conservative social, political and theological positions. The pur-

pose of “The Panoplist” was to, “apprise the faithful of the serious declension in religion 

… and convey the urgent need for a judicious, firm and active cooperation of all friends 

of the truth.”
181
 Morse was quick to remind his readers that “prosperity corrupts the heart’ 

and contributing authors to “The Panoplist”, “repeatedly railed against the growth of 

commerce and its resultant wealth.”
182
 The unseen but obvious object of Morse’s scorn 

was Boston’s arriviste entrepreneurial class. In Boston, the debates were heated and the 

stakes high for the entire community. Liberal theologians first captured a Chair of Divin-

ity at Harvard College in 1805 and then, one year later, the presidency of Harvard. Con-

servatives answered in 1808 with the founding of the Andover Theological Seminary and 

the dedication of the Park Street Church, twin megaphones for their traditional theology. 

Timothy Dwight, grandson of Jonathan Edwards and president of Yale College 

enthusiastically supported Morse and “The Panoplist”. In his book Travels in New Eng-

land and New York (1822), Dwight catalogued civilization’s westward advance across the 

untamed, heathen (and, hence, uncivilized) North American continent and had no qualms 

attributing this “progress” to the original Puritans and their enduring mindset of persever-
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ance, fortitude, and civility. While proud of the Puritan’s long history, Dwight aimed to 

achieve more than simple aggregation of tamed wilderness; he wanted to utilize the Pu-

ritan ethic’s enduring appeal to create “a national and trans-Atlantic Christian union that 

would usher in a new millennium”. While Dwight can be classified as one of the 19th 

century’s more conservative religious commentators, his message provoked discussion 

and sympathy among some of that era’s more liberal-minded thinkers such as Ralph 

Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and Nathaniel Hawthorne.
183
 

And why shouldn’t Dwight have been enthusiastic and optimistic? America’s Pu-

ritan ideology not only refused to fade from view in the early 19th century but instead 

spread and gained strength. For example, in 1805, the New England Society was formed 

in New York City and devoted itself to celebrating New England’s Puritan ethic. Suc-

cessful Yankee merchants, attorneys and bankers living and working in New York joined 

the Society to congratulate themselves on their background and to promote the ideology 

to which they attributed their achievements. The all-male club discussed and endorsed, 

“the intelligence and high moral standards of New England people, characteristics attrib-

uted to Puritan beliefs … affirmative values capable of expressing changing communal 

aspirations.”
184
 Enthusiasm spread and soon the New England Society had chapters not 

only in the northeast (Brooklyn and Philadelphia) but also in the midwest (Cincinnati, 

Cleveland, Detroit, Chicago), the west (San Francisco) and the south (Charleston, South 

Carolina). 

Edmund Morgan, describing the persistence of the Puritan Ethic from the first Pu-

ritan settlements to the Revolutionary War wrote, 

Throughout our history (the Puritan Ethic) has been there, though it has continued 
to be in the process of expiring. One student of the Jacksonian period has con-
cluded that politics in the 1830’s and 1840’s was dominated by an appeal for the 
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restoration of the frugality and simplicity which men of that generation thought 
had prevailed in the preceding one.”185 

Darret Rutman also sees a continuation of the Puritan Ethic from the pre-indus-

trial agricultural economy of traditional America to the industrialized modern economy 

of Lowell, Massachusetts: 

The small place of early America was, in sum, a congeries of interacting 
neighbors – more, of good neighbors – but only because it had to be that way. We 
pan forward to the nineteenth century when, in an increasingly secular world of 
augmented technology, the neighborliness of an agricultural world gave way for 

many to the neighborliness of a boardinghouse and workplace.”
186
 

 

And Rowland Berthoff wrote, 

The original Puritan Ethic … was an attempt … to keep the emergent modern 
economic individualism in balance with traditional community. The latter-day 
doctrine (of the mid-19th century), which valued work and accumulation as good 

in themselves … turned the old ethic so completely upside down.
187
 

But, one hears the protest, what about slavery? How can one view Puritanism as 

pious, humane or high-minded when it apparently did nothing to prevent the introduction 

of slavery to the colonies? For example, Rhode Islanders began to participate in the slave 

trade in 1720 and by the dawn of the 19th century the state controlled approximately 6% 

of the nation’s slave trade. Among that states’ most active slave traders was the Brown 

family who, along with the Almy family, invested their slave-trade profits to establish 

Rhode Island as a major textile manufacturing center.
188
 “It is necessary to stress both the 

accumulation of capital derived from direct participation as slave traders and the accu-
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mulation of capital and expansion of commerce and manufacturing in economic sectors 

directly dependent on the slave(ry) trade.”
189
 

Slavery arrived on Massachusetts’ shores shortly after the Puritans. Originating in 

the West Indies, the first ship of “perpetual servants” docked in Massachusetts in 1638. 

But one must recognize that prior to the Revolutionary War, slavery in North America 

was, as it were, hiding in plain sight: 

The fact that slavery had been taken for granted for thousands of years prior to the 
mid-eighteenth century must be the starting point in any assessment of its influ-
ence on early American politics and nationhood. With the exception of some iso-
lated people with strong principles, especially Quakers, few Americans prior to 
the Revolutionary era seriously questioned the institution of slavery. It was the 
Revolution and its emphasis on liberty that made slavery a problem for Ameri-

cans.
190
 

If anything, since New England had no large-scale agricultural crops for slaves to 

tend, the practice of slavery repeatedly provoked in Puritans the uncomfortable possibil-

ity of doctrinal abrogation. Theologically, the Puritans held that a covenant, binding God 

to mankind, demands God to grant eternal salvation to His elected people. The ‘elected’, 

neither an ethnic group nor a particular race, are simply individuals chosen by God for 

eternal salvation. Because no conclusive outward signs identify who is or who is not 

among the elect, it was safer for the Puritans to admit the possibility that at least some 

Black slaves could be among the ‘elect’. But if some Black slaves are ‘elected’, then the 

Puritans, as good Christians, could not withhold the option of Christian baptism to the 

slaves. Even more to the point, Puritan doctrine held Christians should only enslave non-

Christians, never fellow Christians. Approached theologically, to admit Black slaves 

could be among the “Elect”, in effect, freed the slaves. Despite this theologically rational 

argument against slavery, Puritans justified their continued acceptance of slavery with 

Biblical citations such as Abraham’s slaveholding and Paul’s approval of slavery. While 
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this eschatological argument may seem merely theoretical, as late as 1730 Puritan slave 

masters refused Black slaves’ requests for baptism.
191
 

As early as 1641, some Puritans attempted to circumscribe the practice of slavery 

but by 1645 shipping and small-scale commerce had expanded to such a degree that the 

continued importation of slaves was virtually unquestioned.
192
 Boston was the hub of co-

lonial Massachusetts’ trade and commerce and merchants of any consequence lived with 

their slaves in Boston. In the 1750’s approximately 10% of Boston’s total population was 

Black slaves. Living in Boston, and more specifically, close to its wharves, Blacks 

worked in commercial firms as well as many facets of shipping and seafaring. 

Contemporaneous to the importation of West Indian slaves, a second form of 

slavery operated in the Massachusetts Bay colony. Approximately 50% - 66% of Euro-

pean immigrants in the early 1600’s were “indentured servants”; that is, free men who 

sold themselves into servitude for a span of time (typically 5 – 7 years) in exchange for 

passage from Europe to the New World.
193
 While one cannot legitimately draw an exact 

correlation between living conditions for Black slaves and indentured servants, “Many 

masters regarded their white servants as ‘filth and scum,’ miserable wretches,’ and inso-

lent young Scoundrels,’ and sometimes treated them as harshly as masters treated their 

African slaves.”
194
  

Massachusetts’ Black slaves were socially inferior to indentured servants but they 

enjoyed legal rights slaves in the southern colonies did not. In Massachusetts, Black 

slaves could own property, have complaints against them settled in a court of law and sue 

others for damages. While not codified in law, Boston’s slaves were encouraged to 
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marry, to raise families and to preserve the family unit by resisting their master’s at-

tempts to sell either children or parents. As for indentured servants, not only could they 

not marry without their master’s approval, the remainder of their debt – equivalent to 

their remaining indenture – could be sold to another individual without their approval. 

While both groups lived at the mercy of their masters one cannot overlook or understate 

the fact that indenture, unlike slavery, was entered into voluntarily and that slavery was 

“perpetual” rather than terminated at the repayment of a debt. 

Boston’s tenuous financial climate prior to the Revolutionary War persuaded 

many Boston merchants to move out of the city. The exodus of slave-holders before and 

during the Revolutionary War, as well as low birth rates, high mortality rates and the War 

itself precipitated a decline in Boston’s Black population between the 1750s and the 

Revolutionary War. In the mid-1770s, hoping to ride the ideological coattails of the free-

dom-seeking Massachusetts colonists, Black slaves and their supporters petitioned for the 

abolition of slavery in the Commonwealth. 

Nathaniel Appleton, the grandfather of Lowell industrialist Nathan Appleton, was 

a conspicuous advocate for the abolition of slavery. The son of a powerful Puritan cleric 

also named Nathaniel, Appleton drew up a number of pragmatic arguments against the 

continued practice of slavery. Couched in terms of territorial expansion and economic 

growth, the arguments include: 1. slavery diminishes opportunities for European immi-

grants, 2. unlike slaves, white European immigrants can settle and defend land, and 3. 

faced with limited opportunities, immigrants are more likely to descend to a life of “low 

standards”, possibly to the point that women, “chuse to trust their face for a living.”
195
  

The Revolutionary War, looming ever more imminent and unavoidable, provided an ad-

ditional argument against the practice of slavery: As a means to obtain their freedom, 

                                                 
195 Rosenthal: pp. 73 - 74. 
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slaves might ally themselves with the British.
196
 Appleton’s personal theology led him to 

believe that slaveholding is so heinous a crime that no Christian church could absolve its 

stain.  

Massachusetts abolitionists continued to press the issue of slavery after the War of 

Independence, stressing the moral, logical, and legal inconsistency of White Americans 

celebrating their new-found freedom while Black slaves remained crouched in their mas-

ter’s fetters. In 1854, Anthony Burns, originally from Alexandria, Virginia, was arrested 

in Boston as a fugitive slave. Burns’ case elicited sympathy within Boston’s Black com-

munity and the prospect of a rescue attempt by anti-slavery groups filtered through Bos-

ton. Despite overwhelming public sympathy, Burns was convicted and, as the news 

spread across Boston, businesses closed and draped their storefronts in black crepe. The 

outcome of the Burns case solidified public opinion in Boston against returning escaped 

slaves to their former owners.
197
 

Even though the Massachusetts legislature was not ready to abolish slavery, pub-

lic opinion began to make itself felt in Massachusetts courts which affirmed the freedom 

of several “fugitive” Black slaves. While the Massachusetts Constitution of 1780 de-

clared all men to be free and equal, the document made no reference to the abolition of 

slavery. Questions about slavery’s legitimacy lingered until 1783 when the Massachusetts 

Supreme Court, in Commonwealth of Massachusetts v Jennison declared that “the idea of 

slavery is inconsistent with our own conduct and Constitution”, thus banned the practice 

of slavery in the state.  

                                                 
196 Joanne Pope Melish, Disowning Slavery: Gradual Emancipation and 'Race' in New England, 1780 - 

1860 (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1998), pp. 52 - 54. 
197 Tager, pp. 97 - 101. Boston’s Irish Catholics not only did not help or support Burns, Irish military regi-
ments helped transport Burns from the courthouse to a ship waiting to return him to Virginia. Nineteenth 
century Irish-Americans typically interpreted the U.S. Constitution as permitting slavery, an interpretation 
possibly influenced by their competition with African-Americans for gainful employment. 
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A. SUMMARY 

The basic tenet of the Puritan Ethic holds that society is an “organism and not an 

aggregate of individuals and that the public good is achieved by cohesiveness and coop-

eration.” The Puritan faith, a malleable theology, evolved and changed focus over the 

centuries in order to address a wide range of issues relevant to its members: from a quest 

for asylum in the 16th century, to proselytizing the New World in the 17th century; from 

rebutting England’s legal and economic trespasses in the American colonies during the 

18th century, to reinforcing Puritan virtues of community and industry in the 19th cen-

tury. For this investigation it is important to note that, as Edmund Morgan wrote, that al-

though the Puritan Ethic, “lost for most men the endorsement of an omnipresent angry 

God …the values and precepts derived from (the Puritan Ethic) … remained intact.” 

Prior to the American Revolution, the Puritan Ethic functioned as an political an-

tidote to uxorious English rule, railing against British artifice and hypocrisy and promot-

ing the boycott of English goods as a means of reestablishing and reinforcing North 

America’s traditional social values. Embraced during the Revolutionary War as a means 

to curb personal excesses and succor Divine intervention in the political sphere, “Na-

tional Fast” days were revived in John Quincy Adams’ presidential administration to re-

mind and reinforce the importance and wide moral swath of the Puritan Ethic.  

Popular opinion continued to support the Puritan Ethic in the nineteenth century 

as evidenced by the formation of the New England Society in New York City in 1805. 

Formed by businessmen as a means to celebrate and perpetuate, “characteristics attribut-

able to Puritan beliefs … affirmative values capable of expressing changing communal 

aspirations”, membership in the Society soared and soon established chapters across the 

nation, from Charleston, South Carolina in the south to San Francisco in the west. 

Regarding slavery, prior to the American Revolution, the Puritan Ethic had little 

to say; slavery had been practiced for thousands of years and continued in North America 

as an unremarked and unremarkable institution. Massachusetts’ first slaves arrived in 
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1638 and Rhode Island quickly became a center in the ongoing North American slave 

trade. After the Revolution, with its promise of “freedom and justice for all”, Puritans 

faced a theological dilemma. Because “The Elect” -- those chosen by God for eternal sal-

vation -- are not recognizable by outward appearance, one could not dismiss the possibil-

ity that a specific slave is “elected” and, thus, deserved both freedom and baptism. While 

Puritan theologians wrestled this problem, citizens of Massachusetts adopted legal and 

social policies designed ease the pains and restrictions of slavery. While not codified by 

statute, slaves were encouraged to marry, raise families and resist master’s efforts to 

separate family members. Legally, Massachusetts courts repeatedly upheld the freedom 

of other state’s “fugitive” slaves, affirmed the right of slaves to own property and to bring 

legal suits against others in a court of law. While the Massachusetts constitution of 1780 

did not specifically outlaw the practice of slavery in the state, it did declare all men “free 

and equal”. Finally, in 1783, in Commonwealth of Massachusetts vs. Jennison, the Mas-

sachusetts Supreme Court invalidated slavery’s last sanctions and legally abolished slav-

ery in the state. 

 In 1860, a majority of Boston businessmen proudly identified themselves as 

members of the Republican Party. However, issues of the day had many of them caught 

on the horns of a dilemma. On one hand, if Boston businessmen affirmed the Republican 

Party’s platform that all men – and in 1860, ‘all men’ referred specifically to the Southern 

states’ African-American slaves -- are equal, wouldn’t this affirmation jeopardize busi-

ness profits? Republican businessmen who agreed all men are equal were dubbed “Con-

science Whigs”; those who worried over the potential of lost profits were called – not un-

surprisingly given the source of their business’ raw material – “Cotton Whigs”.
198
 “Cot-

ton Whigs” such as Nathan Appleton and Abbot Lawrence, worried that if Mr. Lincoln 

gained the Republican Party’s endorsement and became the Nation’s next president, his 
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anti-slavery philosophy could throw the nation into civil war – a conflagration that would 

occupy and reconfigure the nation’s physical and emotional landscape for an in-

determinate time and, most importantly to the Lowell mill owners, disrupt or halt the 

regular, large shipments of cotton from southern states to northern textile mills. Lincoln, 

of course, was elected president in 1860 and, just as the Associates feared, civil war en-

sued. 

In Philadelphia during the Civil War, “the proprietors of S&C Schofield … twice 

convened a company of men from their workforce to march off in the emergencies of 

1862 and 1863, ‘continuing their wages in their absence.’”
199
 In contrast, Lowell mill 

owners, unsure of their ability to turn a profit during wartime, simply shut down their fac-

tories, immediately creating a pool of approximately 10,000 unemployed workers. 

                                                 
199 Philip Scranton, "Varieties of Paternalism: Industrial Structures and the Social Relations of Production 
in American Textiles," American Quarterly 36, no. 2 (1984): p. 253. In fairness, it should be noted that 
even though Lowell mills sat idle, many sons of Boston’s upper-class families – including Lowells, Cabots 
and Abbots -- filled Union army regiment ranks. See, Richard F. Miller, Harvard's Civil War: A History of 

the Twentieth Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry (Hanover, New Hampshire: University Press of New Eng-
land, 2005). 
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CHAPTER 5: THE BUSINESS AIMS OF THE BOSTON 

ASSOCIATES 

A. CORPORATIONS 

Prior to and immediately following the American Revolution, British and Ameri-

can manufacturers were limited in both scope and size and were typically either individ-

ual proprietorships or partnerships.
200
 With the exception of Scotland, the Great Britain 

viewed articles of incorporation – that is, the legal right for a group to draw up rules for 

self-governance, to represent itself before the law as a single body, to acquire and dis-

perse property, and to persist beyond the death of any individual member – with suspi-

cion. Scotland’s relatively free rein in business matters led Charles Perrow to speculate 

that the success of Scottish mills may have at least partially influenced Francis Lowell’s 

financial plans for his textile mills.
201
 In the United States, corporations that “faithfully 

reflected the society that gave it form” began to appear in record numbers as soon as the 

yoke of English rule was removed. 

America’s first corporations, created in large part by the political willingness to 

ratify and sanction a specific administrative network, were often viewed by the public as 

governmental extensions created for the public’s greater good. The historian Pauline 

Maier notes a direct link between New England’s Puritan heritage and the new nation’s 

acceptance of corporations: “The first settlers of Massachusetts covenanted with each 

other to form towns and churches; their 18th century descendents created corporations 

that, in effect, sanctioned covenants that were similarly civic and sometimes also reli-

gious in character.”
202
 

                                                 
200 Robert F. Dalzell, The Enterprising Elite: The Boston Associates and the World They Made (Cam-
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201 Charles Perrow, Organizing America: Wealth, Power, and The Origins of Corporate Capitalism 
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2002), pp. 67 - 68. 
202 Pauline Maier, "The Revolutionary Origins of the American Corporation," The William and Mary 
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In fact, between 1780 and 1800 in Massachusetts, an overwhelming majority of 

incorporations concerned the establishment of charitable groups as well as towns and 

other political subdivisions.
203
 However, at the close of the 18th century, individuals and 

groups began with increasing frequency to petition legislatures to allow articles of incor-

poration solely for business purposes. 

State governments, still in their infancy, chartered the earliest business corpora-

tions only if corporate heads held their businesses to the same standards as political or 

charitable incorporations – that is, show that the corporation would produce a public 

good. For example, the Beverly (Massachusetts) Cotton Manufactuary, incorporated in 

1789, stated that the company’s products would promote “happiness and welfare … by 

increasing the agriculture and extending the commerce of the country.”  

Assistant Secretary of the Treasury, Tench Cox understood that his countrymen 

preferred not to acknowledge wealth and power as their goals and recognized, “that 

Americans would be more likely to endorse (the growth of manufacturers and industriali-

zation) with enthusiasm if permitted to conceive of it as a means of fulfilling the pastoral 

ideal”:
204
 

(manufacturing will) improve our agriculture … accelerate the improvement of 
our internal navigation … bring into action the dormant powers of nature and 
elements – (manufacturing) will lead us once more into the paths of virtue by re-
storing frugality and industry, those potent antidotes to the vices of mankind and 
will give us real independence by rescuing us from the tyranny of foreign fash-

ions, and the destructive torrent of luxury.
205
 

In 1813, the Boston Company, led by Francis Lowell and Nathan Appleton, peti-

tioned the Massachusetts’ General Court for incorporation as a joint-stock company. 

Aware that Massachusetts considered its corporations, “in effect, arms of the state in eve-

                                                 
203 Ibid.: p. 52. 
204 Jacob E. Cooke, "Tench Coxe, Alexander Hamilton, and the Encouragement of American Manufac-
tures," The William and Mary Quarterly 32, no. 3 (1975): pp. 379 380. 
205 Tench Coxe, "An Address To An Assembly of the Friends of American Manufactures: Convened For 
the Purpose of Establishing a Society For the Encouragement of Manufactures and the Useful Arts," (Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania: R. Aitken & Son, 1787), pp. 29 -30. 
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rything from building turnpikes to caring for orphans … the founders of the Boston 

Company were clearly both conscious of that tradition and eager to associate themselves 

with it.” The Boston Company -- whose individual members would become collectively 

known as the Boston Associates -- as chartered was, “a strikingly modern combination of 

resources and methods, but one devoted to maintaining the existence of a quite traditional 

class of leisured, public-spirited rentiers.”
206
 

The Boston Company first operated a textile mill in the Boston suburb of 

Waltham, Massachusetts. In 1821, the Boston Company began the Merrimack Manufac-

turing Company, the first textile manufacturing plant in what would become known as 

Lowell, Massachusetts.207 

Because they had an ever-growing list of stockholders and because they financed 

and operated many large textile mills, the Boston Associates were forced to address 

managerial issues unknown to almost all other manufacturers of the early nineteenth cen-

tury. First, managerial hierarchy in the early nineteenth century was minimal because 

manufacturing operations were small, both in terms of number of employees as well as 

size of physical layout. By contrast, Lowell’s textile mills employed thousands and 

manufactured textiles on a heretofore unknown scale. Second, because most of the early 

19th century traditional, small-scale factories used raw materials available at or near their 

manufacturing sites, plant managers could coordinate and address issues on a case-by-

case basis. On the other hand, the Lowell textile mills depended on cotton shipments 

from far afield which demanded the mill manager’s tight coordination and oversight of 

financial and transportation deadlines. 

                                                 
206 Dalzell, "Rise of the Waltham-Lowell System, p. 263. 
207 Dalzell, Enterprising Elite, p. 28. The Merrimack Manufacturing Company’s Articles of Incorporation 
are included in, Nathan Appleton, Introduction of the Power Loom, And the Origin of Lowell (Lowell, 
Massachusetts: B.H. Penhallow, 1858), pp. 20 - 22. Also, note the case of Robert Childs, a 17th century 
Puritan entrepreneur who assumed the state would promote businesses and industries that worked for the 
public good. See, Newell. 
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At the top of Lowell’s managerial hierarchy was the mill president who, in reality, 

had few duties of consequence. It was the Company treasurer’s duty to fatten corporate 

ledgers and to accomplish this they lived and worked close to Boston’s financial and 

commodity markets. Treasurers balanced company finances, bought raw material, author-

ized capital investments, and contracted the sale of its products; in other words, they gave 

shape and direction to a company’s short and long-term business plans. “Mill agents” 

lived close to the mills in Lowell where they oversaw the everyday management of the 

factories and kept a close watch over machinery and personnel. Mill agents mingled with 

mill workers but were definitely of a superior caste: “The mill agents lived in large 

houses not too near the boarding houses, surrounded by beautiful gardens which seemed 

like Paradise to some of the homesick girls.”
208
 Mill agents received directives from their 

company’s treasurer in Boston. Accessible but superior to the mill workers were the 

“overseers”. Typically drawn from among the operatives, overseers were tasked with mi-

nor managerial responsibilities. Overseers lived in the same boarding houses as the rest of 

the mill workers but, in deference to their position, were often allowed to live in the end 

units. Although rudimentary today, the division of labor between on-site and off-site pro-

fessionals was a major leap forward in 19th century business management.
209
 

B. THE BOSTON ASSOCIATES 

The Boston Associates were not a fixed, formal Association but a loose – and in 

succeeding generations, intermarried -- confederation of Boston-area friends and families 

focused on promoting an economic, social and legislative agenda for their mutual benefit. 

Francois Weil writes, “The expression ‘Boston Associates’ should not be interpreted lit-

erally because … it suggests a milieu or group of businessmen with common interests” 

and makes much of the fact that the term “Boston Associates” was not coined until 1935 

                                                 
208 Robinson, p. 8. 
209 Paul F. McGouldrick, New England Textiles in the Nineteenth Century: Profits and Investment (Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1968), p. 43. Because McGouldrick’s work is concerned 
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by the historian Vera Shlakman. According to Weil, the conflation of many individuals 

into one essentially faceless entity has made it easier for researchers to, “overlook both 

the spatial dimension of the industrialization process (that is, local diversity of investment 

networks within a region) and its chronological dimension (that is, transformations of re-

gional capitalist structures between 1810 and 1860).” One can note, as possibly Shlakman 

did, that the Boston Manufacturing Company’s bylaws include an “Article of Agreement 

Between the Associates of the Boston Manufacturing Company”.
210
 

Verbal portraits of all parties involved with the Boston Associates would be a 

lengthy and ultimately impractical exercise. When the Boston Associates founded The 

Boston Manufacturing Company in 1813, 100 shares of ownership were apportioned 

among its dozen initial investors. By 1820, the number of investors had climbed to 24; in 

1828 the number more than tripled to 74, and by 1836, 110 people held shares in the 

Company. Birth, marriage and death were the biggest reasons why the Company’s pool 

of investors continued to expand. The Company’s original investors gave shares to new-

born children, endowed newly wedded sons and daughters with shares and, upon their 

death, willed their remaining shares to other relatives. Thus, while the Company’s list of 

investors grew ever longer with time, familiar surnames continued to dominate the ledg-

ers.
211
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Illustration 3: Only known portrait of Francis C. Lowell, date unknown 

If anyone can be identified as the genius of the Boston Associates it was Francis 

Cabot Lowell. Able to trace his family’s roots back to 1639 when the Englishman Per-

cival Lowell emigrated from England to North America, Francis C. Lowell was born on 

the eve of the American Revolution in 1775.212 The son of a United States District Court 

judge, Lowell enjoyed a comfortable childhood on Boston’s north shore in Newburyport, 

Massachusetts. After graduating from Harvard in 1793, Lowell established himself in the 

business of commerce and trade by boarding a succession of Europe-bound cargo ships. 

His marriage in 1798 to Hannah Jackson is notable because of the strong and lasting 

business relationship Francis forged with Hannah’s brother, Patrick Tracy Jackson. 
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Lowell and Jackson shared a common interest in trade, Lowell an expert in European 

markets, Jackson in Asian markets.213 

By the start of the 19th century Francis Lowell was successful enough to have 

bought more than 20 parcels of land within Boston’s shipyard as well as additional land 

further north in Maine. Francis Lowell was one of the prime movers in the construction 

of Boston’s India Wharf, designed to accommodate the increasing trade with Asia. 

But, as noted, war and embargoes disrupted the financial markets and business 

optimism soured. In 1810, with trade at a dead calm, Lowell planned a working vacation 

to Great Britain. Lowell saw most of England in side-trips from his rented home in Edin-

burgh, Scotland. Lowell, supplied with letters of introduction, met with many politicians 

and toured multiple manufacturing facilities, from cotton mills to iron foundries. The 

Lowells spent the winter of 1811 in Paris and couldn’t help hearing the rumors of war 

when they returned to England in the spring of 1812. They immediately made prepara-

tions to return to America and, after their bags were searched twice, they boarded a ship 

and returned to Boston. 

Patrick Tracy Jackson’s known family lineage does not approach the length or de-

tail of Francis Lowell’s. Jackson’s Irish immigrant grandfather, also named Patrick, es-

tablished himself as a merchant north of Boston in the coastal town of Newburyport, 

Massachusetts. Jackson’s father Jonathan rose to local prominence as a member of the 

1782 Continental Congress and his later appointment as Harvard College’s Treasurer. 

Patrick Tracy Jackson was born in Newburyport, Massachusetts on August 14, 1780 and 

was apprenticed to the wealthiest Newburyport merchant at the age of 15. When not quite 

twenty years old, Jackson demonstrated a capacity for leadership by commanding a cargo 

vessel from Boston to St. Thomas in the Caribbean. Eager to expand his knowledge of 

trade and commerce, Jackson soon set sail with his brother to explore commercial oppor-
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tunities in India. Successful in his initial venture, Jackson planned additional trips to In-

dia, eventually sailing there a total of three times. On the return leg of Jackson’s third 

voyage the British Navy commandeered Jackson’s ship at the Cape of Good Hope and 

took Jackson captive. Freed after one year, Jackson continued on to Boston, arriving four 

years after the voyage had begun. Jackson’s treatment at the hands of the English Navy 

convinced Jackson to navigate future commercial transactions from his Boston office. 214 

Joining with his brother-in-law Francis C. Lowell to create the Boston Manufac-

turing Company, Jackson took on a number of mainly engineering-related tasks. Jackson 

spearheaded the creation and operation of the Boston-Lowell Railroad as well as the 

planning and construction of a network of roads and turnpikes. 
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Illustration 4: Portrait of Nathan Appleton by George Peter Alexander Healey, 1846 

Nathan Appleton, born in New Ipswich, New Hampshire on October 6, 1779, 

traced his family’s genealogy back to 1396 in Suffolk County, England and was the sev-

enth son and one of Isaac and Mary Appleton’s 12 children. Owing to the increased scar-
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city of land at the end of the 18th century, only one of Isaac and Mary’s children became 

a farmer. Nathan, after attending boarding school in New Ipswich, entered Dartmouth 

College but left after one year and moved to Boston to apprentice with his brother Sam-

uel, the head of an import/export business. Business ventures introduced him to Boston’s 

wide circle of commercial operators, one of whom was Francis C. Lowell. 

In September 1810, Appleton and his wife Maria traveled to Scotland and Eng-

land’s Lake District, ostensibly for the benefit of Maria’s failing health. Appleton met 

Francis Lowell several times in Edinburgh, Scotland, where Lowell told Appleton that, 

“he (Lowell) had determined, before he returned (to the United States), to make himself 

fully acquainted with (cotton manufacture), with a view to introducing it at home. I urged 

him to do so with an understanding that I should be ready to cooperate with him in such 

an undertaking.” 

Trade was no longer an option when war erupted between England and the United 

States in June, 1812 so, 

in 1813, Mr. Lowell … and Mr. P(eter) T(racy) Jackson came to me one day on 
the Exchange, and stated that they determined to establish a cotton manufactury. 
They had obtained an act of incorporation; and Mr. Jackson had agreed to give up 
all other business, and take on the management of the concern. On the organiza-

tion of the company, I was appointed one of the directors.
215
 

Amos Lawrence, a direct descendent of John Lawrence, a Puritan immigrant, was 

born in Groton, Massachusetts on April 22nd, 1786.
216
 Born and raised in a rural town, 

Amos described his family’s situation in 1807: 

I was then, in the matter of property, not worth a dollar. My father was comforta-
bly off as a farmer, somewhat in debt; with perhaps four thousand dollars. My 
brother Luther was in the practice of law, getting forward, but not worth two 
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thousand dollars; William had nothing; Abbot, a lad just fifteen years old, at 

school; and Samuel, a child seven years old.”
217
 

Amos served in business apprenticeships in his hometown between the ages of 13 

and 20 and then, upon reaching the age of majority, moved to Boston and promptly set up 

a trading company. In 1808 Amos’s brother Abbot, who was also sent to Boston to estab-

lish himself in business and society, joined him. Abbot agreed to a six-year business in-

ternship with his older brother Amos and, by 1814, Abbot Lawrence became a partner in 

the Boston import/export firm of A.&A. Lawrence. However, with Boston’s shipping in-

dustry becalmed, Abbot quit the firm and planned to hitch his star to a career in the 

American Army. Unfortunately, a newly declared peace cut short Abbot’s military career 

so, instead, he sailed for England on the Milo to expedite additional business opportuni-

ties for himself and his brother. 

The cavalcade of war and trade injunctions left the American public with a dearth 

of luxuries and the importation of English goods held the greatest promise for a quick 

profit: 

Three years of war, and twice that number of restrictions upon commerce, had 
made our people very rigidly economical; and they only bought what was neces-
sary, not what was luxurious. In place of a silk gown or pelisse, they purchased 
cotton for the first, and dispensed with the last altogether. So with tea. Although 
they did not wholly forego it, they were careful in the use of it; and now to make 
up for lost time, they feel as if they may indulge in the fashions of the city, and 

gratify their palates with the beverage of the East.
218
 

Abbot Lawrence sailed to Manchester, England where he bought a number of 

goods, shipped them back to America and sold them all within one week at an enormous 

profit. 

Amos and Abbot Lawrence were not major players in the Lowell mills until ap-

proximately 1830 when they became one of the primary cotton suppliers to the mills. 
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Abbot Lawrence made his biggest impact on the development of the Boston region with 

the promotion and construction of railroads, most conspicuously the line from Boston to 

Albany, New York begun in 1836 and completed in 1846. 

Although not specifically referencing his personal concerns with industrialization, 

in 1840 Amos Lawrence wrote of the pre-industrial aspirations that spawned the corpo-

rate city of Lowell, the unexpected wave of modernization overwhelming it and his fears 

for public and political life in the proceeding decades of the modernizing world: 

How far our experience in self-government in this country is going to advance the 
cause of good government, and the ultimate happiness of man, is yet a problem. 
Our principles are of the most elevating character; our practices under them, of 
the most debasing; and, if we continue in this way another generation, there will 

not be virtue enough in active use to save the forms of our government.
219
 

Abbot Lawrence spent the years 1849 –1852 as United States Ambassador to 

England where he lent moral and financial aid to a Reverend John Waddington, a Con-

gregationalist minister attempting to revive a Pilgrim Church in Southwark, England. 

Whether in spite of or because of his avowed religious backbone, Abbot Lawrence was 

by popular acclimation the wealthiest man in Boston and more than able to support Rev. 

Waddington.220 In a letter dated April 22nd, 1851, Abbot Lawrence wrote, in part,  

In common with most of my countrymen , I entertain the most profound and sin-
cere reverence for the memory of the band of heroic Christians who … founded a 
Christian colony which has now grown into one of the great nations of the earth. 
If that nation has proved to the world that religious freedom and religious faith 
may flourish together, or that perfect liberty and perfect law are not incompatible, 
I attribute it … to the deep and permanent influence which the principles of Brew-
ster and Robinson, Carver and Bradford, and their little Commonwealth, have had 
upon its character. The Rock of Plymouth where they finally made their home, 
has become our Mecca, to which we annually … make a pilgrimage to renew our 
vows of fidelity to the principles of our forefathers, and offer up our thankful de-
votions to their and our God for the civil and religious liberty he has permitted us 

to inherit from them.”
221
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C. GENERATION OF WEALTH NOT BOSTON ASSOCIATE’S PRIMARY CONCERN 

The creation and administration of a new managerial hierarchy in the Lowell mills 

appears to point directly to their owner’s desire for profit. So did the Boston Associates 

intend on squeezing out every last penny of profit from their textile mills? Did the Boston 

Associates operate their mills in a manner that maximized their return on investment? 

Robert Dalzell answers in the negative: 

Far from the maximization of profits, the goal of the system – from the time of its 
founding onward – was the preservation of fortunes already made. Though it 
looked like a textbook specimen of blossoming industrial capitalism, in certain re-
spects it neither functioned as one nor was it intended to. (Among the Boston As-

sociates) profit maximization was never at the top of their list of priorities.
222
 

As a class, the Bostonians who invested in the Lowell mills wanted to preserve 

their standing in Boston society, not necessarily to add to their income. Nathan Appleton, 

one of the financial forces behind Lowell stated that his involvement in manufacturing 

was “an accident” and making money was not his life’s goal.
223
 Discretionary income 

was a prerequisite for Lowell investors but to assume or even hope to multiply one’s per-

sonal wealth was considered a vulgar, if not improper goal. “The acquisition of wealth 

was necessary and desirable but it was only one of life’s goals and its importance was 

shaped by its relations to other aims. The great danger was that one might become too 

greatly absorbed in the quest for treasure, neglect other proper pursuits and stain one’s 

character.”
224
 In fact, apathy toward generating profit seemed widespread among Bos-

ton’s commercial investment class. For example, at the exact same time the Boston Asso-

ciates were raising capita for their mills in northeast Massachusetts, the State of New 

York was trying to attract investors for its Erie Canal project. Although the proposed Ca-

nal attracted skepticism from every sector – after all, the Erie Canal would span the 

                                                 
222 Dalzell, "Rise of the Waltham-Lowell System, p. p. 245 - 247, 263. 
223 Appleton stated he was satisfied with the $200,000 he had made in earlier commercial enterprises. See, 
Joseph W. Lipchitz, "The Golden Age," in Cotton Was King: A History of Lowell, Massachusetts, ed. Ar-
thur L. Eno (Somersworth, New Hampshire: New Hampshire Publishing Company, 1976), p. 84. 
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breadth of New York State – New Yorkers invested heavily while Bostonians sat on the 

sidelines. When the Canal was completed the New York-based investors reaped signifi-

cant rewards while the timidity of Boston’s investors put the city further under New York 

City’s economic shadow.
225
 

Between 1817 and 1825, the Boston Associates realized an annual dividend of 

19.25% from their textile mill in Waltham, Massachusetts, a rate of return roughly 

equivalent to a return on investment in either turnpike or canal construction. While 

19.25% is an impressive return on investment – at that rate the Boston Associates would 

recoup virtually all of their initial investment in five years – most commercial ventures of 

that period were structured to return initial investment costs as well as a profit in an even 

shorter time frame. For example, the planning, execution and completion of an interna-

tional trade venture rarely lasted more than two years. At the end of a ship’s voyage, all 

cargo was sold and the profits split proportionally among its investors. True, not all trade 

ventures were profitable and some ships ended up at the bottom of the ocean. But the cost 

of a lost ship was usually compensated, at least in part, by insurance money, and com-

mercial investors typically hedged their bets by investing in multiple commercial ven-

tures at once. 

For example, in 1815, Thomas H. Perkins began a series of opium shipments to 

China and by 1819, Perkins’ cargo alone was worth over $765,000. In a single transac-

tion Perkins shipped 60,000 tons of opium and earned $50,000 – merely typical profit for 

that size and type of transaction. Perkins’ ventures into the fur trade generated similar 

profits. Over the course of nine years Perkins realized a profit of $90,000 plus 5% com-

mission on all sales in China and America. Sea-borne ventures to India were particularly 

lucrative generating, at a minimum, 10% – 20% profit. 

                                                 
225 Frederic Cople Jaher, "Nineteenth-Century Elites in Boston and New York," Journal of Social History 
6, no. 1 (1972): p. 33. 
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The Boston Associate’s seeming aversion to profits persisted even after the 

Lowell manufacturing complex was completed. The Boston Associates modernized 18th 

century business practices in some ways but remained obstinately oblivious to profit in 

many other areas. For example, technological advances were not a priority as long as the 

machines (and the machine operators) could work faster; mills did not advertise their fin-

ished goods but sold their cloth in bulk to firms who resold it; despite the fact that Lowell 

mill owners intermingled personally and professionally, there is little evidence of coop-

eration or conspiracy on their part to hold down production during times of low demand; 

during times of sustained high demand, rather than build larger mills with greater capac-

ity or attempting new management practices, mill owners either added marginal amounts 

of footage to existing mills or constructed new mills that replicated the design and foot-

age of existing mills .
226
 

In most cases, Boston Associates’ personal fortunes derived from commercial 

ventures and had any one of the Associates wanted to generate additional income, there 

was no reason to abandon the ventures they knew and practiced so well. The evidence 

suggests they could have realized just as much – or more – profit by continuing their 

commercial and shipping ventures as from any equivalent investment in manufacturing. 

And even after the completion of their manufacturing complex, opportunities abounded 

for either the maximization of profits or the minimization of costs. So then, what exactly 

was the inescapable pull of manufacturing? In short, beyond securing their personal fi-

nancial well-being, Francis C. Lowell, Nathan Appleton, Patrick Tracy Jackson and the 

other members of the Boston Associates wanted to build a modern large-scale manufac-

turing complex superintended by a management system whose objective was to preserve 

and perpetuate traditional, small-scale New England social conventions.
227
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D. UTOPIAS 

Presented with evidence that the Boston Associates viewed personal profit as, at 

best, a secondary concern, an inevitable question is: Did the Boston Associates intend the 

Lowell mill complex to function as a utopian community? The early 19th century was a 

hotbed of utopian thought and proposals to harness engineering and technological ad-

vances to “make work either unnecessary or light and interesting” were a common 19th 

century reaction to European industrialization.228 Robert Owen, the 19th century Scottish 

industrialist and owner of wool spinning mills in New Lanark, Scotland as well as the 

founder of a progressive community at New Harmony, Indiana is the typical and most 

often cited reason why Francis Lowell wanted to fashion his industrial complex as a uto-

pia.
229
  

Supporters of the utopian theory point out that Francis C. Lowell was vacationing 

in Edinburgh and Glasgow, Scotland at precisely the same time that Robert Owen was 

busy managing his utopian experiment at New Lanark, Scotland. And since Lowell went 

to Great Britain in order to acquaint himself with British manufacturing methods, it is 

difficult for some authors to not jump to the conclusion, as Robert Sobel does, that, in 

fact, “(Francis C.) Lowell probably visited New Lanark.”
230
 In his social survey of 

Lowell, George Kenngott does not explicitly state Robert Owen and Francis Lowell made 

physical contact in Scotland but with statements such as “the idealism of Robert Owen 

bore early fruit in the factory system at Waltham and at Lowell”, he certainly hoped to 

create an implicit link between the two.
231
 In fact, some authors of in-depth studies of 

                                                 
228 Philip W. Porter and Fred E. Lukermann, "The Geography of Utopia," in Geographies of the Mind: 

Essays in Historical Geosophy In Honor of John Kirtland Wright, ed. David Lowenthal and Martyn J. 
Bowden (New York, New York: Oxford University Press, 1976), p. 211. 
229 “(The City of Lowell) perpetuated in its name the memory of the American who, like Robert Owen, had 
faith that the degradation of English manufacture lay in its system, not in the work itself.” See, Allan Mac-
donald, "Lowell: A Commercial Utopia," The New England Quarterly 10, no. 1 (1937): p. 39. For a discus-
sion on the transmittance of Fourier’s utopian ideals from Europe to America and their implications for 
utopian communities such as Brook Farm as well as  manufacturers see, Carl J. Guarneri, "Importing Fou-
rierism to America," Journal of the History of Ideas 43, no. 4 (1982). 
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Lowell, like the geographer Sallie Marston, conclude with no supporting documentation 

that, “in the planning and building of Lowell, the enterprise was promoted as the con-

struction of an industrial utopia.”
232
  

John Coolidge makes two points regarding the unlikelihood that Owen’s utopian 

ideals influenced Lowell. First, Coolidge points out that Owen spun wool whereas Lowell 

was interested in spinning cotton, an industry centered not in Owen’s Scotland but in 

England’s Lancashire region. This is precisely where Sobel misreads the historical re-

cord. When staying in Scotland, Francis Lowell expressed a desire to visit as many cotton 

mills as possible – that is, the cotton mills in Manchester, England. Second, at the time of 

Lowell’s visit, Owen’s progressive ideas were limited to providing good wages and edu-

cation to workmen, not maximizing citizen circulation and interaction via utopian urban 

design. Neither Francis Lowell nor his successors ever consciously attempted incorporate 

utopian design features into Lowell’s physical layout. As John Coolidge notes, 

Regular planning, the broad, well-shaded roads, the simple but finely propor-
tioned houses, seem today like the realization of some Utopian dream. Actually, 
the settlements were neither visionary nor strikingly novel. So far from represent-
ing a radical new departure, they are strongly traditional – not to say conservative 
– architecturally, and as a social conception they indicate an obvious extension of 
the recognized scheme of things, rather than the first step in the creation of a new 

order.
233
 

 

Robert Dalzell admits parallels between Owen and Lowell – both men were phil-

anthropically motivated and operated rural, water-powered manufacturing enterprises – 

but asserts that Owen was, “a single, rather eccentric, product of (a) larger phenomenon. 

Scattered across Scotland … were literally scores of examples … of development that 

might have interested (Frances Lowell).”
234
  

Greenslet, in his book-length encomium to all persons Lowell sniffed, “Whether 

Francis had visited Robert Owen’s Utopia at Lanark on the Clyde … is not known … but 

                                                 
232 Sallie A. Marston, "Public Ritual and Community Power: Saint Patrick's Day Parades in Lowell, Mas-
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he was, we do know, concerned about the character and health of his people from hu-

manitarian as well as business motives.”
235
 Most interestingly, some Lowell “mill girls” 

knew of but remained unmoved by utopian ideals. Harriet Robinson, one of the “girls”, 

noted that, 

lectures on the doctrine of Fourier were read, or listened to, but none of (the mill 
workers) were ‘carried away with the idea of spending their lives in large ‘phalan-
steries’, as they seemed too much like cotton mills. The Brook Farm experiment 
(south of Boston in Roxbury) was familiar … but the fault of the scheme was … a 

few would have to do all the work.
236
 

While some wish to enshrine the business plans of Francis C. Lowell and his as-

sociates as utopian or an example of unalloyed altruism, no firm evidence legitimizes the 

noble motives. 

E. SUMMARY 

In post-Revolutionary America the right to incorporate – that is, the legal right for 

a group to draw up rules for self-governance, to represent itself before the law as a single 

body, to acquire and disperse property, and to persist beyond the death of any individual 

member – was limited to charitable groups and political subdivisions. At the turn of the 

century, legislators were pressured to broaden articles of incorporation to include indi-

viduals and groups engaged in business. Legislatures agreed to this broader interpretation 

as long as applicants demonstrated that with incorporation their business functioned as if 

an agent of the State and produced a public good. In 1813, Francis Lowell and his consor-

tium of investors collectively known as the Boston Associates, successfully applied for 

the incorporation of the Boston Company as a joint-stock company. 

 Francis Lowell’s incorporation of the Boston Company was a tenuous break with 

the traditional world. The Boston Company was very modern because unlike the multi-

                                                                                                                                                 
234 Dalzell, Enterprising Elite, pp. 14 - 15. 
235 Ferris Greenslet, The Lowells and Their Seven Worlds (Boston, Massachusetts: Houghton Mifflin, 
1946), p. 159. 
236 Robinson, p. 49. For a discussion on the less than utopian experiment at Brook Farm south of Boston 
see, Sterling F. Delano, Brook Farm: The Dark Side of Utopia (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 2004). 
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tude of traditional, small-scale textile mills whose markets were local and regional, it 

proposed to build technologically advanced, large-scale mills whose products would be 

sold across the nation. Although pedestrian today, the Boston Associate’s business model 

was completely new at the beginning of the 19th century: Company treasurers lived and 

worked in the region’s financial center (Boston) in order to secure materials at an advan-

tageous price while a management hierarchy ensured the efficient production of cloth in 

the distant mill. On the other hand, the Boston Associates did not jettison Puritan social 

mores but, instead, consciously employed their large-scale industrial complex as a vehi-

cle to inculcate and perpetuate the rhythms and ethics of traditional New England towns.  

 Examined individually, most of the Boston Associates were independently 

wealthy and had little or no need to enlarge their personal fortunes. A myriad of income-

generating ventures abounded in the Boston area – turnpike construction, international 

trade, et al – but those who pooled their economic resources with Francis Lowell to build 

a complex of modern textile mills north of Boston on the Merrimack River sought to ful-

fill the original intent of “incorporation”; that is, to add to the public good. 

Even though profit was a secondary motive for the Boston Associates, it does not 

mean the Associates intended or wanted to build or operate any sort of worker’s utopia. 

Many have suggested that Francis Lowell was inspired to create a worker’s community 

while on a working vacation to the British Isles. Lowell, visiting cotton mills throughout 

the Isles, allegedly met and was heavily influenced by New Lanark, Scotland’s utopian 

socialist Robert Owen. However, no evidence confirms the two ever met or exchanged 

utopian sympathies, nor does the physical form or layout of the Lowell mills indicate that 

Francis Lowell or any of the Boston Associates attempted to evoke a utopian vision. 
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CHAPTER 6: DISTINGUISHING CHARACTERISTICS OF 

AMERICAN MANUFACTURING 

In his book The Age of Jackson, the historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., highlighted 

the radically different social and economic expectations and goals of Thomas Jefferson 

and Andrew Jackson. Jefferson champions gentleman farmers, the men who cultivate 

their land as well as their minds while Jackson bets on backwoodsmen making their for-

tunes in manufacturing and commerce in the cities. For Schlesinger, Jefferson and Jack-

son epitomized the bipolar choice facing a growing number of Americans: “frugality vs. 

extravagance; … country vs. city; virtuous farmer or mechanic vs. depraved capitalist or 

demoralized day laborer.” Schlesinger reiterated Jefferson’s famous remark about urbani-

zation -- “The mobs of great cities add just so much to the support of pure government, as 

sore do to the strength of the human body.”237 – however he failed to note that Jefferson 

later stated that remark referenced “only the great cities of Europe and not this country at 

the present time” because U.S. manufacturers are “as independent and moral as our agri-

cultural inhabitants and they will continue to do so as long as there are vacant lands for 

them to resort to.”238 In fact, by 1817, Jefferson’s acceptance of manufacturing had 

grown to such an extent that he, along with John Adams and James Madison, accepted 

honorary memberships in the “American Society for the Encouragement of Domestic 

Manufactures”. Jefferson’s distinction between European and American manufacturers 

was not based on technological or economic principle but moral soundness. As Leo Marx 

noted, 

From Jefferson’s perspective … the factory system … is but feudal oppression in 
a slightly modified form. Once the machine is removed from the dark, crowded, 
grimy cities of Europe, (Jefferson) assumes that (industry) will blend harmoni-
ously into the open countryside of his native land. He envisages it turning mill-
wheels, moving ships up rivers, and, all in all, helping to transform a wilderness 
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into a society of the middle landscape. At bottom it is the intensity of his belief in 
the land, as a locus of both economic and moral value.239 

While eager to take advantage of Andrew Jackson’s open embrace of industry, 

Francis C. Lowell and his Associates were Jeffersonian in the sense that they did not 

want their corporate ventures to repeat European industry’s degradation of individual and 

civic morals. 

A. MANUFACTURING AS A MORALLY UPLIFTING EXERCISE 

Charles Dickens gained fame and lasting renown with his stories of desperate 

lives lived amidst industrializing England. Populated with innocent, pure-hearted victims 

such as David Copperfield and Pip, Dickens painted a dark-hearted portrait of Great Brit-

ain’s industrial economy. While Dickens’ tales of squalor and desperation are quickly 

pigeon-holed as fiction, the historian E.P. Thompson wrote, “nearly all the vices known 

to the 18th century were perpetuated in the early decades of the 19th, but in an intensified 

form. As Dickens knew, Peter Grimes was as likely to be found in early Victorian Lon-

don as in Georgian Adleburgh.”240  

For example, in the first quarter of the 19th century children worked in nearly all 

the cotton mills of Lancashire, six days/week from 13 to 16 hours a day, in temperatures 

that typically ranged from 75o to 90o. Many children were eight or nine years old and 

millworkers under the age of six were not unheard of. No time was allotted for breakfast 

or a mid-day meal and children spent much of their one hour dinner break cleaning the 

machinery. Because they were not allowed to sit down or leave the factory when the 

looms were in motion, children often complained of fatigue and arm and leg pains. As a 

result, factory overseers beat the children to keep the machinery running and parents beat 

children to keep them working in the mills. 

                                                 
239 Leo Marx, The Machine In The Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America (London, Eng-
land: Oxford University Press, 1969), p. 150. 
240 Edward P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (New York, New York: Random 
House, 1963), p. 334. 
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Dr. John O. Green noted that English law prohibited any child under the age of 

nine from working, a prohibition routinely circumvented by parents who lied about the 

age of their children. In an attempt to curtail the number of children in the labor force, a 

minimum height rule was introduced as a condition of employment. Green rejected this 

standard because a very tall but very young child – possibly the weakest of all children – 

would probably find employment.241 Not until 1825 did the English Parliament pass a 

bill limiting laborers under the age of 16 to 69 hours of work/week; that is, 12 hours/day, 

five days/week plus 9 hours on Saturday. In Manchester, England, infamously portrayed 

as “Coketown” in Dickens’ ‘Hard Times’, in 1842, a man born into the gentry or profes-

sionally employed could expect to live to the age of 38 while mechanics, laborers and 

their families would likely not see their 18th year. 

In the early 19th century, descendents of New England’s Puritans knew that while 

material success hints at moral strength, material success is not achieved without moral 

strength. While monetary gain motivated many early American industrialists, the pros-

pect of using the factory as vehicle for strengthening personal and civic virtue was an 

equal, if not more compelling motivator for the Boston Associates. As Charles Sanford 

wrote, 

Manufacturing not only was not evil; it was productive of positive good in rescu-
ing labor from indolence, drunkenness, pauperism, vice and in initiating habits of 
industry, learning, and religious piety. (Mill owners) identified technological pro-
gress with moral and spiritual improvement through the agency of the factory and 

a benevolent paternalism.242 

Americans, including Francis Lowell, perceived European elites as predators atop 

the newly created European working class. American industrialists described Europe’s 

elite as a dissolute, effete, self-appointed aristocracy, their legitimacy sustained by a thin 

                                                 
241 John O. Green, The Factory System, In Its Hygienic Relations (Boston, Massachusetts: Massachusetts 
Medical Society, 1846), pp. 8 - 9. 
242 Charles L. Sanford, "The Intellectual Origins and New-Worldliness of American Industry," The Journal 

of Economic History 18, no. 1 (1958): p. 14. 



 

 106 

veneer of obsequious manners. In contrast to the indulgences of their European cousins, 

American industrialists saw, “fashionable dress, intellectuality, leisure, and often art” as 

physical evidence of moral laxity if not complete failure. Indicators of personal and social 

responsibility were, “simplicity of dress and manner, plainness of speech and thought, 

modesty, sobriety, manliness and industry”243 The Frenchman Michel Chevalier was 

struck by the near-ascetic personality of “the Americans of New England” among whom 

“a pretty trick, is severely frowned upon” and about whom there is, “a vigilant, inexora-

ble and rigid public opinion.”244 In 1829, Amos Lawrence, a member of the Boston As-

sociates, wrote to his son vacationing in Europe, 

Bring home no foreign fancies which are inapplicable to our state of society. It is 
very common for our young men to come home and appear quite ridiculous in at-
tempting to introduce their foreign fashions. It should always be kept in mind that 
the state of society is widely different here from that in Europe; and our comfort 
and character require it should long remain so. Those who strive to introduce 
many of the European habits and fashions, by displacing our own, do a serious in-
jury to the republic, and deserve censure. An idle person, with good powers of 
mind, becomes torpid and inactive after a few years of indulgence, and is incapa-
ble of making any high effort; highly important it is, then, to avoid this enemy of 

mental and moral improvement.245 

European wealth and manners were so repugnant and inherently decadent to 19th 

century Americans that David Lowenthal believes Americans extended their moral con-

demnation to Continental landscapes: 

Americans considered attachment to historical (that is, European) landscapes not 
merely as wrong or foolish but immoral, unmanly, and unpatriotic. The theme of 
Old World evil versus New World innocence has many aspects; old European 
buildings, ruined or not, often symbolized the oppression, decadence, and tyranny 
the American founding fathers had supposedly thrown off. Nineteenth-century 
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American worthies repeatedly advised young men to shun European corruptions 

and seductions.246 

No doubt, Francis Lowell and his Associates worked to create -- and wanted the 

public mind to perceive -- a clear and distinct difference between Europe’s textile indus-

try and their vision for the industry in America. The Boston Associates opposed, in both 

theory and practice, European employment practices as well as the employment practices 

of Rhode Island’s pioneering textile manufacturer, Samuel Slater. Like English mills, 

Slater’s ‘Rhode Island System’ mills advertised for and employed “growing families”. 

An employment roll at one of Slater’s “family mills” included: “1 family with 8 members 

working; 1 family with 7 members working; 2 families with 5 members working; 4 fami-

lies with 4 members working; 5 families with 3 members working; 8 single men; 4 single 

women.” 247 Patrick Tracy Jackson distanced himself and the Boston Associates from 

English mill practices when he wrote, “It is well known, that in the Old World, no class 

of the working population is more degraded or worse educated (than textile mill opera-

tives.)” In 1832 Jackson distinguished Slater-style mill employees from his own mill em-

ployees in Lowell when he wrote, “…none is more respectable and intelligent, or better 

educated.”248  

As soon as the first mills in Lowell proved profitable, the Boston Associates 

worked quickly to spread the concept of manufacturing as a morally uplifting business. 

Their efforts certainly contained an element of self–promotion; if the Associates could 

convince the nation to accept large-scale manufacturing and industrialization, then the 

Associates could reap the ideological and financial benefits of that acceptance. But, as I 

have demonstrated, profit was not the primary motivating factor for Francis Lowell, Na-
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than Appleton, P.T. Jackson or any of the other original Boston Associates. One Associ-

ate, George Cabot, was convinced that not just the idea but the reality of Lowell-type 

manufacturing would spread throughout the United States; Amos and Abbot Lawrence 

urged Southerners to copy their successes in New England; manufacturers bought the use 

of Lowell’s patents for substantially reduced fees.
249
 Succinctly stated, 

Bostonians sought to create and preserve a tightly knit social order through the 
cohesive force of family and an ethic of personal responsibility. Rejecting the sin-
gle-minded pursuit of wealth, Bostonians claimed to prefer the balanced personal-
ity that tempered the quest for wealth with standards of gentlemanly decorum and 

the purifying influences of culture and stewardship.
250
 

Charles Dickens, referenced earlier for his portrayal of industrialization’s hard 

consequences, praised the moral stature of Boston’s business climate, albeit compared to 

their much maligned English predecessors:   

The golden calf they worship at Boston is a pigmy compared with the giant effi-
gies set up in the other parts of that vast counting-house which lies across the At-
lantic, and the almighty dollar sinks into something comparatively insignificant, 
amidst a whole Pantheon of better gods.251 

The Puritan Ethic’s emphasis on moral propriety extended from the factory floor 

to the Associates’ financial management. An American agent of England’s Baring 

Brother’s Bank, Thomas Wren Ward, charged with assessing the financial stability and 

credit-worthiness of American business firms awarded his highest ratings to Boston mer-

chants, “such as William Appleton, Nathan Appleton … (both) having been in business 

for over a generation.” More recently established firms New York were, “quite safe, but 

… may not be considered as ranking with those whom I suppose are to continue always 

beyond question.”252 
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B. MANUFACTURING TO WORK IN CONCERT WITH AGRICULTURE AND NATURE 

Tasked with convincing Americans that their agriculturally-based economy 

needed to promote the growth of manufacturing, Tenche Coxe, an Assistant Treasurer 

under Alexander Hamilton in George Washington’s administration, touted the benefits of 

a partnership between farms and factories: 

Without manufacturers the progress of agriculture must be arrested on the fron-
tiers of Pennsylvania. The inhabitants of the fertile tracks adjacent to the Ohio, 
Potomac and Susquehanna, besides the cultivation of grain must extend their 
views immediately to pasturage and grazing and even to manufacturers. Foreign 

trade will never take off the fruit of their labors in their native state.253 

P.T. Jackson, one of the Boston Associate’s principal investors, highlighted the 

positive, reciprocal relationship between industry and agriculture in America, a relation-

ship intrinsically superior to England’s urban-based industry: 

In Europe, manufacturers are established in large cities, the business is followed 
from parent to child, and wages are so miserably low, that few families can be 
supported without parochial aid. In the United States, manufactories are dispersed 
through the country. The mechanic arts … (are) more vitally connected with the 
American System, than any other interest except the main pillar of national 

strength, the Agricultural.
254
 

From its inception, East Chelmsford, the future site of the city of Lowell, was an 

agricultural community. To counter arguments that textile mills would remove an inordi-

nate number of acres from agricultural production, Nathan Appleton stated that not only 

was land west of New England less expensive but that it was also agriculturally more 

productive than New England soil. Appleton believed North America’s repository of in-

expensive, fertile land to be nearly limitless and confidently predicted a surplus of agri-

cultural land for 100 – 200 years. For Appleton, the length and breadth of England had 

long since been explored and exploited and offered its citizens no new opportunities 
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whereas America’s uncharted western tracts acted as a pressure release valve, a blank 

canvas for anyone to master their own destiny.
255
 For the Boston Associates, America’s 

vast unsettled tracts ensured that no American industrial town would ever resemble -- 

physically or morally – a European manufacturing center such as Lancashire or London. 

Without doubt, the availability of abundant water power was an important factor 

when locating the sprawling Lowell manufacturing complex. Absent the Merrimack 

River’s extraordinary power, the Boston Associates could never have had dreamed so 

grand. However, a less tangible but no less important benefit of the Merrimack River 

Valley was its far remove from urban areas. Not all members of the Boston Associates 

were a priori opposed to locating in or creating a large, urbanized industrial center, how-

ever a majority of its shareholders preferred to locate mills in sparsely settled areas.
256
 

The fact that the Boston Associates constructed their large textile mills along a river in a 

rural area was a tangible, physical departure from the pattern of growth in English manu-

facturing. 

At the beginning of the 19th century most European textile mills were steam 

powered and located in urban areas. On the other hand, a vast majority of New England’s 

textile mills drew their power from waterfalls and fast flowing rivers and streams. Conse-

quently, most textile mills in New England were not in low-lying urban areas such as 

Boston but in upland, rural areas, closer to a river’s headwaters. For the public, a scenario 

of mills virtually hidden away in rural areas, their wheels and looms assumed to be spin-

ning in concert with the strengths of Nature, tended to negate what was known or be-

lieved about the evils of urban-based European manufacturing. Inserting or blending 

large-scale manufacturing into a rural setting tended to mollify citizens and made the in-

                                                 
255 Nathan Appleton, Labor, Its Relation in Europe and the United States Compared (Boston, Massachu-
setts: Eastburn's Press, 1844), pp. 220 - 221. 
256 S.A. Mrozowski and others, "Living on the Boott: Health and Well-Being in a Boardinghouse Popula-
tion," World Archaeology 21, no. 2 (1989): p. 301. 
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dustrialization’s growing shadow less ominous. In 1820, William Tudor, the editor of the 

North American Review wrote that, 

while he was not anxious for the growth of large manufacturing towns, and that 
kind of population that exists in them in Europe, our manufacturing population is 
now blended with that of agriculture; the laborers of the former are drawn to the 
latter, and frequently return to it for a time. This preserves their health and energy; 
and in this way we may go on to a great increase of manufacturers.257 

In his Thanksgiving speech in 1828, the Reverend Bernard Whitman of Waltham, 

Massachusetts defended the growth of manufacturing in general and the Boston Associ-

ates in particular. Whitman said that fears that manufacturing would create “nurseries of 

ignorance, and vice, and wretchedness” were unfounded because the fears were based on 

“descriptions of the worst English establishments; and not by any circumstances which 

now exist, or ever have occurred in this commonwealth.” For Whitman, the growth of 

manufacturers and the industrialization of America was a safe proposition because they 

would never be linked with urbanization.”258 

C. SUMMARY 

Jeffersonian and Jacksonian ideals symbolized America’s two diverging social 

and economic paths at the beginning of the 19th century. Thomas Jefferson, always an 

advocate of the noble farmer, acknowledged the presence and usefulness of home manu-

facturing but wanted to hold its scale and scope in check lest it yoke Americans in Dick-

ensian social and economic conditions. Jackson, the first American president born on its 

frontier, championed the growth of manufacturing and of cities. Economic growth and 

technological innovation promised a new age for Jackson and for Americans; family 

farms no longer defined the limits of individuals’ lives, and cities and marketplaces pro-

vided goods that were once too expensive if not completely unobtainable to most Ameri-

cans. 

                                                 
257 William Tudor, Letters on the Eastern States, 2nd ed. (Boston, Massachusetts: Wells and Lilly, 1821), 
p. 220. 
258 Bender, pp. 36, 42. 
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Certainly, the Boston Associates’ plans for a series of textile mills along the Mer-

rimack River classify them as Jacksonians. However, the Boston Associates were solidly 

Jeffersonian in their view of European industrialization. Americans in general and the 

Boston Associates in particular condemned employment practices and conditions in Eng-

lish mills and dismissed European industrialists as dissolute fops who abdicated their 

duty to instruct their employees in personal and civic virtue. By contrast, in addition to 

the primary task of textile production, the Boston Associates utilized their industrial 

complex as an instrument to reinforce traditional social networks and to inculcate per-

sonal and civic responsibility among employees. 

Not only did the Boston Associates use their manufacturing plants to strengthen 

and embolden personal and civic morality, the location of their mills – in the comparative 

wilds of northeastern Massachusetts -- negated that era’s two additional fears: manufac-

turing’s sublimation of agriculture and the inexorable growth of urban areas and their 

concomitant social ills.  

The Associates saw the relationship between agriculture and industry as symbi-

otic; one could not survive without the other. The agricultural sector needed industrialists 

because as population increase and exploration pushed America’s frontier pushed west-

ward only large-scale manufacturers would be able to provide farmers and settlers with 

the number and variety of required farm implements and supplies. Industrialists needed 

the agricultural sector because mill workers, living and working in relatively dense areas, 

lacked enough land to raise crops and thus were increasingly dependent upon western 

agriculture for food and other farm-based products. As for urban growth, the Boston As-

sociates simply did not imagine that the Lowell mills would create a permanent popula-

tion living in close proximity to their industrial complex. For the Boston Associates, their 

typical employee would be a young, unmarried female on a short-term hiatus from her 

family farm in rural New England; after working for a short time in a Lowell mill, the 

young woman would, as traditional New England society would expect, leave Lowell and 
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return to her family in rural New England. The prospect of the Lowell mills as generators 

of urban growth was not entertained. 
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CHAPTER 7: VARIETIES OF CORPORATE BENEVOLENCE 

Philip Scranton uses the term ‘paternalism’ to describe early 19th century styles 

of business management. For Scranton, ‘paternalism’ appears in many different guises. 

Scranton points out that “paternalism”, for some, “represents a way-station … to cost-

conscious, rational, business practices.” For Marxists, paternalism can be “an obstacle to 

workers’ realization of their class position” and finally, for others, paternalism is an “ex-

tension of … family authority from the farm or home/workshop into the factory and 

mill.”
259
 Refracting the concept of paternalism even further, urban archaeologists hope, 

“the philosophy of corporate paternalism regulated workers’ lives and controlled … 

physical surroundings” to such an extent that they can reconstruct sanitary conditions in 

early 19th century Lowell.
260
 One can safely assume that individuals looking for a job 

will ask themselves the very practical question, “Given a choice of employers who ex-

hibit different levels and types of ‘paternalism’, which employer would a person 

choose?”
261
 

Our ability to evaluate and judge different aspects of ‘paternalism’ comes from, in 

large measure, our position in history. When judging 200 year-old social conventions, it 

is too easy to cast a negative connotation to the word “paternalism” and especially the 

phrase, “paternalistic mill owner”. We should, at the very least, note that the Oxford Eng-

lish Dictionary’s first citation for “paternalism”, as it relates to industrialization, is posi-

tive and that it occurs more than 50 years after the creation of Lowell: “”Kindly paternal-

                                                 
259 Scranton: p. 235. Lowell mills paid comparatively large wages but prior to 1850 there is not a single 
recorded instance of a mill operative promoted to the level of manager. Cowley reports that 42 men “here-
tofore employed in the mills, who found no adequate sphere on the corporations, and who have risen to 
higher theatres of action outside the Lowell mills.” See, Charles Cowley, Illustrated History of Lowell 
(Boston, Massachusetts: Lee and Shephard, 1868), p. 61. See also, Gary Kulik, Roger N. Parks, and Theo-
dore Z. Penn, eds., The New England Mill Village, 1790 - 1860 (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 
1982), p. xxix. 
260 Mrozowski and others: p. 302. 
261 Judith A. McGaw, "'A Good Place To Work', Industrial Workers and Occupational Choice: The Case of 
Berkshire Women," Journal of Interdisciplinary History 10, no. 2 (1979). 
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ism has resulted in a perfect understanding between employer and worker.”262 The term 

‘paternalism’, weighed down by overly negative implications of our modern era must be 

abandoned for another, more appropriate term such as ‘benevolence’.  

In the 19th century ‘benevolence’ implied more than just exchange of wages for an 

agreed upon amount of work. Benevolence included the availability of housing as well as 

funding and constructing public facilities such as libraries and churches. Also included 

under benevolence’s umbrella was worker protection from morally injurious influences 

such as alcohol. Benevolence was limited only by an employer’s better desires and finan-

cial resources. However, benevolence raised a manufacturers’ cost of production and 

thus, especially benevolent employers operated at a competitive disadvantage to less be-

nevolent mill owners. 

Benevolence, from the worker’s perspective, refracts into different perspectives. 

While the Lowell boardinghouses were truly welcome sights to young unskilled women 

away from home for the first time, the boardinghouse rules posted inside all houses be-

came, after a time, untenable. Likewise, Lowell’s churches were a boon for those inclined 

to worship but, not unsurprisingly, less so for the irreligious. For those less inclined to 

attend, church services were simply the employer’s long reach encroaching on, what was 

supposed to be, a worker’s free time.
263
 

Thomas Dublin recognizes the importance of Lowell’s company-provided board-

inghouses to young women away from home for the first time. Dublin emphasizes the 

boardinghouses’ role as an arena for female employees to create order, discipline, enjoy-

ment, and fulfillment among themselves: 

                                                 
262 J.A. Simpson and E.S.C. Weiner, eds., The Compact Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford, England: Ox-
ford University Press, 1992), p. 1286. 
263 For an extended discussion of early Lowell worker’s reactions to their employer’s benefices, see Edith 
Abbott, "History of the Employment of Women in the American Cotton Mills: II," The Journal of Political 

Economy 16, no. 10 (1908). 
A common misconception is that Sunday religious services were compulsory for Lowell mill workers. Al-
though boardinghouse rules “strongly encouraged” attendance and workers who failed to attend services 
might be reported to the mill owners, mandatory Sunday church attendance was not the letter of the law.  
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The female operatives in Lowell in the mid-1830s formed a community based on 
bonds of mutual dependence. Their experiences in Lowell were not simply similar 
or parallel to one another; they were inextricably intertwined. Community was 

both an objective and a subjective reality in the lives of female operatives.
264
 

The creation and growth of Lowell’s industrial complex was based on the as-

sumption that virtuous young women would, after a short tenure in one of Lowell’s mills 

return to their rural farms strengthened by Lowell’s culturally and morally superior envi-

ronment. In return for their magnanimity, the Lowell mill owners would reap benefits 

that were both tangible – well-crafted products that sold well and generated a modest 

profit – and intangible – a solidified relationship between mill worker and mill owner 

based on common expectations and goals. The Lowell mill owner’s benevolence was a 

tenuous, volatile commodity because virtually all social and work-related rules were 

promulgated by the corporate owners in Boston, physically and quite possibly emotion-

ally out of contact with the mill workers.
265
 

In antebellum America there were, in general, three different types of textile 

manufacturing facilities and each displayed its own version of corporate management and 

benevolence: 

Antebellum mills ranged from genuinely large ‘Lowell’-style plants situated in 
northeastern urban or urbanizing locales, to scores of comparatively smaller 
‘country’ mills rooted in northern rural communities, to metropolitan mills than 
sprang up in settings like Philadelphia and that themselves extended from major 

free-standing structures to single floors of buildings.
266
 

A number of factors contributed to the rise of three distinct managerial styles. The 

first factor was a mill owner’s cultural background. Slater Style/Rhode Island mills were 

named for Samuel Slater and his employment practices which mimicked, to a large de-

gree, the English textile mills. Textile mills in Philadelphia were, by and large, operated 

by immigrant Germans who drew on and replicated their cultural history of apprentice-

                                                 
264 Thomas Dublin, "Women, Work, and the Family: Female Operatives in the Lowell Mills, 1830 - 1860," 
Feminist Studies 3, no. 1/2 (1975): p. 30. 
265 Coolidge, "Low-Cost Housing," p. 16. 
266 Prude: p. 240. 
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ship. Descendents of New England’s Puritans headed to the Lowell mills where, it was 

said, “a steady employer has it in his power to do more for the morals of society about 

him than the clergy themselves.”
267
 

A. SLATER STYLE / RHODE ISLAND MILLS  

Many textile mills in Rhode Island, Connecticut, and southeastern Massachusetts 

operated under the same rubric as Samuel Slater’s Pawtucket, Rhode Island mill which in 

turn retained the well-known English practice of, 

employ(ing) poor families, and generally those having the greatest number of 
children … where their only means of living has been the labour of the father and 
the earnings of the mother, while the children spent most of their time at play. 
These families are often very often ignorant, and too often vicious.268 

Large Lowell-sized mills were never even contemplated because southern New 

England’s rivers and streams offer substantially less waterpower than the fast flowing 

sections of northern Massachusetts’ Merrimack River. Slater-Style mills tapped the same 

small to medium-sized rivers and streams used by the area’s small-scale grain and wood 

mills. Through the first half of the 19th century, relatively little capital was required to 

construct and operate a Slater-style mill and no Slater-style mill rivaled the output of the 

Lowell mills. 

Slater-style mills could be found in rural towns already peppered with basic in-

dustries such as wood milling, smithing or coopering. Caroline Ware summarized the 

combination of factors that compelled local entrepreneurs to build Slater-style mills:  

It was easy to start a mill. An ambitious farmer furnished the land and received a 
share in the business as payment; one or two mechanics, also partners in the busi-
ness, erected the buildings and machinery; children from neighboring farms fur-
nished the labor supply; and two or three merchants or professional men supplied 
a few hundred dollars of capital to buy cotton and take care of the other initial ex-
penses.269 

                                                 
267 Macdonald: p. 44. 
268 White, p. 127. 
269 Ware, "Effect of the American Embargo," p. 685. 
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The typical Slater-style mill owner was a local man, a graduate of one of his 

town’s basic industries, who used the mill for two separate and distinct purposes. First, 

the mills were a tool to protect and strengthen local social standards: 

A leading object of this company in buying so much land was to prevent the in-
troduction of taverns and grog shops with their usually corrupting, demoralizing 
tendency. Another object was to be able to give the men employ on the lands, 

while the children were employed in the factory.
270
 

Second, many Slater-style mills were small enough that, like other family-based 

businesses, the mill owner was also the mill supervisor. Most owners knew their em-

ployee’s names and often used their familiarity to coerce employee’s economic, political 

and religious loyalty. Naturally, if an owner/supervisor was benevolent and/or com-

manded respect, the result was a healthy work environment. Conversely, if the overseer 

was feared or resented, the result was a work environment overcast with desperation.
271
 

This close supervision points to a second motivation among Slater-style mill owners: 

Entrepreneurs most directly responsible for launching these industrial enterprises, 
and particularly the individuals assuming significant proprietary roles, did so for 
their own clear-eyed purpose: gain. As stridently as anyone in the early republic, 
these figures turned their energies to ‘deep calculations and (their) calculations 

(were of) wealth’.
272
 

A Slater mills’ employee catchment area was strictly local since any individual or 

family willing or able to travel a considerable distance for mill employment would ven-

ture to Lowell, not southern New England. Mill employees found few if any lodging op-

tions in the typical Slater-style mill town so mill owners were compelled to build at least 

a minimum number of employee housing units before opening his mill. But Slater-style 

mill owners did not view employee housing as their responsibility and, “as soon as the 

families are brought in, the help employed is generally distributed. The custom in most 

                                                 
270 White, pp. 127 - 128. 
271 Scranton: p. 241. 
272 Prude: p. 247. 
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places is, to allow and require every hand to provide for themselves. In this way the price 

of board is regulated by competition, and labourers choose their associates.”
273
 

B. PHILADELPHIA / EUROPEAN STYLE APPRENTICE SYSTEM 

As the influx of immigration to America intensified in the 1840’s, Philadelphia’s 

textile firms fostered a distinct type of corporate paternalism. As British, Irish and Ger-

man immigrants poured into Philadelphia, small, specialized textile firms began operating 

in all sections of the city. In contrast to both the Slater and the Lowell mills, most Phila-

delphia mills were staffed by European males, who had developed skills and talents as 

apprentices in European factories. Thus, loosely modeled on the European apprentice 

system, the Philadelphia textile industry functioned as a confederacy of training centers 

for milliners and machinists. Philadelphia’s perpetuation of the apprentice system was in 

complete contrast to the Lowell and Slater-style mill cultures. Collectively, the Philadel-

phia mills filled the market niche for specialized textile production such as lace, hosiery 

and yarn. 

Smaller than even the Slater mills, Philadelphia milliners often rented only one or 

two floors of a building, sometimes sharing space with other manufacturers in the same 

building. Corporate housing was available for a few Philadelphia mill workers but board-

inghouses were the rare exception in Philadelphia. 

The professional skills exhibited by the Philadelphia milliners created respect for 

the trade in the city. And while the Philadelphia millineries certainly competed against 

each other for customers, there was a detectable collaboration among the manufacturers. 

For example, masters were expected to train journeymen well enough to launch their own 

successful textile mills. Once accomplished in their trade, journeymen would be expected 

to leave their employer, start their own mill and begin the training cycle anew. It was not 

unusual for, 

                                                 
273 White, p. 128. 
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a skilled knitter (to) secure a few machines, rent a mill-floor or workshop, buy 
yarn, set up his own designs for fancy goods, and enter the marketplace alongside 
the immigrant masters for whom he had worked in earlier years. Should his fledg-
ling business fail, a return to the shops would follow, with perhaps another at-

tempt years later.
274
  

Table 1: Paternalist Forms
275

 

   Lowell   Slater / RI  Philadelphia 
Production  Bulk staple  Batch staple  Batch specialty 
Strategy  goods   goods   goods 
 
Labor   Low-skilled,  Low-skilled,  Skilled, 
Force   mostly female  mostly female  mostly male 
 
Productive  Incorporated,  Incorp. & partner- Proprietary & 
Format  integrated,  ships, integrated, partnerships, 

large-scale  moderate scale  moderate scale 
 
Spatial  Regional  Small towns & Urban complex 
Context  satellite cities  rural sites  (neighborhoods) 

 
Startup  >$200,000  $10,000 - $40,000 $500 - $5,000 

Capital (c. 1850) 

 
Industrial  Corp. expansion On-site expansion Spin-offs in urban 
Development  and interlock  or similar  districts 
 

C. SUMMARY 

The labor struggles of the past 180 years have fractured and corrupted the term 

“paternalism” to the point where the word cannot be used without igniting a fire of ideo-

logical controversy. Therefore, I use the term “benevolence” to describe the relationship 

between employers and employees in the 19th century. Benevolence in the 19th century 

meant more than just employers paying employees a fair wage; benevolence also meant 

employers provided employee housing, sponsored lectures and seminars on personal 

                                                 
274 Scranton: p. 249. 
275 Ibid.: p. 242. 
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growth and public responsibility, and built facilities for public use such as libraries and 

parks. 

In the early 19th century the northeast United States had three distinct types of tex-

tile mills and each type exhibited its own type and level of benevolence. First were the 

large-scale Lowell style mills whose owners honored their Puritan ethic by acknowledg-

ing their social responsibilities to their employees. Second were Slater-style mills whose 

owners transplanted their employment practices from England. Third were the Philadel-

phia textile shops whose employees worked in a European apprentice-style system. 

Lowell-style mills were the largest and most expensive of the three mills types. 

Specifically designed and built to house the equipment necessary in a textile mill, 

Lowell-style mills dotted the banks of only the largest of New England’s rivers. The size 

of the mill’s physical plant and the complexity of managing its supplies, workforce and 

output demanded large amounts of financial capital and a large professional staff. Lowell 

mills, in their first decades, provided housing to most of its employees. Employees were 

overseen by managerial staff during work hours and employees were provided libraries, 

parks, and lectures during their off hours.   

The smaller Slater-style mills could be found in many small southeastern New 

England towns, powered by any one of New England’s minor streams. Slater-style mills 

did not need a specific floor plan or layout and many buildings such as granaries and 

sawmills were retrofitted to become textile mills. Reasonably inexpensive to equip and 

run, many mills were owned by local townsmen. As stated, Slater-style mills advertised 

for “growing families” to fill their employment rolls and relied especially on children to 

run machinery in their typically cramped facilities. A small percentage of mill owners 

provided housing for their first employees but most employers demanded that employees 

provide for themselves.  

Philadelphia’s mills, the smallest of the three types, sometimes occupied only a 

floor or two within a building and most any building with enough space could be used. 
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Philadelphia’s textile mills, dominated by German immigrants, practiced a European 

style apprentice system. The Philadelphia mills produced specialized textiles such as lace 

and journeymen who practiced and studied under masters were expected to eventually 

leave their master and start their own independent textile firms. Housing was not pro-

vided although workers often lived and worked in the same quarters. 
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CHAPTER 8: THE FOUNDING OF LOWELL AND THE 

CONSTRUCTION AND OPERATION OF THE LOWELL MILLS 

The present-day site of Lowell, Massachusetts was known to Native Americans as 

“Wamesit” which can be translated as, “a place for all Indians to gather together.” Each 

spring and summer Native Americans gathered at Wamesit to harvest the season’s quota 

of shad and salmon from the Merrimack – or as Native-American’s knew it, the “Mus-

ketaquid”, or “Meadow” --  River. Fur traders in the 1620s, hoping to expand their trade 

opportunities, were the first non-Native Americans to explore the Merrimack River Val-

ley. 

Simon Willard, a Boston-based fur trader, is credited with founding the first of 

many English settlements along the Merrimack River in the mid 1630s. Additional set-

tlements rapidly followed Willard’s plantation and in-migration to the Merrimack River 

valley soon intensified. Nine years after Willard’s first settlement, after the settling of 

many European immigrants in the Merrimack Valley, Passaconaway, the Merrimack Val-

ley’s Sachem, submitted himself and his followers to the increasingly expansive rule of 

the Puritan John Winthrop. 

In 1653, the General Court of Massachusetts recognized a petition by 29 males to 

purchase a settlement “beginning on the Merrimack River and a neck of land next to the 

Concord River … mak(ing) up a quantity of six miles square”. Colloquially known as the 

Wamesit Neck Purchase, the rectangular tract of land was formally christened “Chelms-

ford”. The six square-mile Wamesit Purchase bolsters Edna Scofield’s contention that 

immediately after 1713, the Massachusetts “General Court guided settlement (and) laid 

out townships six miles square.”
276
 

In contrast to other Massachusetts towns such as Andover and Sudbury which de-

veloped “open-field” agricultural systems, Chelmsford allotted and developed its land in 

                                                 
276 Scofield: p. 660.  
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a “closed-field” system.
277
 The differences and consequences between open and closed-

field systems are borne out in the development of the towns. 

Homes in open-field towns tended to cluster together along their town’s main 

road; homes in closed-field towns tended to be more widely dispersed throughout the 

town. Land assignments in closed-field settlements closely correlated with each settler’s 

needs and social status; Chelmsford’s lots varied in size from 2 to 20 acres with extra 

acreage assigned away from the primary house lot for grazing livestock and raising crops. 

Commonly-held land set aside in the town center was a source of wood as well as a graz-

ing area for livestock. Supplementary tracts, furthest from the town center, were reserved 

for the townsmen’s heirs and future settlers. Chelmsford’s citizens fixed their attention 

and devoted their time to their agricultural pursuits and, as was the case in many of New 

England’s closed-field settlements, the town’s original focal point or nucleus – its town 

common -- rapidly lost its importance. The area’s poor, porous soils seemed as if to con-

spire in accelerating the dispersal of Chelmsford’s residents to outlying lots.
278
 

Sawmills were operating in the Merrimack Valley by the late 1660’s and in 1680 

the area’s Native-Americans would have heard a bell purchased for the local meeting-

house. They could have interpreted its toll as their death-knell for they suffered grievous 

losses at the hands of Chelmsford citizens during King Philip’s War (1675 – 1676) and 

faced a continuing unstanched influx of settlers. By the mid-1680’s the Wamesit and 

                                                 
277 For the development and impact of the “closed-field” system in Chelmsford, see Charles F. Carroll, 
"The First White Settlement: The Seventeenth Century," in Cotton Was King: A History of Lowell, Massa-

chusetts, ed. Arthur L. Eno (Somersworth, New Hampshire: New Hampshire Publishing Company, 1976), 
pp. 13 - 15. Regarding the “open-field” system in Andover, Massachusetts see, Philip J. Greven, Four Gen-

erations: Population, Land, and Family in Colonial Andover, Massachusetts (Ithaca, New York and Lon-
don, England: Cornell University Press, 1970). Sudbury, Massachusetts’ “open-field” system is examined 
in Sumner C. Powell, Puritan Village: The Formation of a New England Town (Middletown, Connecticut: 
Wesleyan University Press, 1963). 
278 John A. Goodwin, "Villages at Wamesit Neck," in Cotton Was King: A History of Lowell, Massachu-

setts, ed. Arthur L. Eno (Somersworth, New Hampshire: New Hampshire Publishing Company, 1976). 
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Pawtucket Indian tribes were so discouraged they sold their remaining lands to English 

settlers and moved to Canada where they aligned themselves with the St. Francis tribe.
279
 

A fulling-mill – that is, a mill that cleans and then thickens cloth through beating -

- was established in 1691 but farming and fishing remained the area’s economic engines 

through the eighteenth century. An early account of Lowell’s section of the Merrimack 

River describes, “savages gather(ing) at (Pawtucket Falls on the Merrimack River) for the 

annual fishing festival. … palefaces subsequently flock(ing) here with no less eagerness, 

and the scenes enacted by them would do no discredit to the orgies of a prior date.” The 

Merrimack remained such a popular fishing spot that “fishwards” enforced a law limiting 

fishing to three days per week.
280
 

In 1869, J.W. Meader wrote a description of the first permanent European settle-

ment in what was then Chelmsford and eventually became Lowell: 

The old fish-house, in architecture unlike any other building, with its strange sur-
roundings. Added to this was the motley group of teams, the busy lumbermen, the 
excited fishermen dressed for the occasion … crowds of spectators enjoying the 
fun intensely. At the same time the tavern and store were doing a thriving busi-

ness, and all classes of trade received a share of the profits of the fisheries.
281
 

In May, 1776 the town resolved that if, “the Continental Congress … declares an 

independent state … they would stand by them at the expense of life and fortune.” This 

was not an idle declaration for East Chelmsford men had already fought alongside other 

colonists at Lexington and Bunker Hill and the cluster of approximately 50 homes at the 

junction of the Concord and the Merrimack Rivers could ill-afford to lose any of its citi-

zens. After independence was won and families were reunited, Chelmsford must have 

                                                 
279 Robert D. Mitchell tells the fate of Southern New England’s Native Americans in, Robert D. Mitchell, 
"The Colonial Origins of Anglo-America," in North America: The Historical Geography of a Changing 
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280 J.W. Meader, The Merrimack River: Its Source And Tributaries. Embracing A History Of Manufac-
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looked forward to a resumption of the steady agricultural rhythm for, “most of those who 

lived in Chelmsford had been farmers and cattle raisers, and farming and cattle raising 

had not changed much (since the area’s first colonization). Despite political and social 

upheaval the basic economy would not change until the coming of the Industrial Revolu-

tion.”
282
 

On June 27th, 1792, Massachusetts Governor John Hancock granted a charter to 

the Proprietors of the Locks and Canals on the Merrimack River, granting that corpora-

tion water rights to the Merrimack River. The Locks and Canals’ families of financial 

backers – Lowells, Appletons, and Jacksons – would become familiar names during the 

American Industrial Revolution. Prior to railroads, canals were the most economical and 

most efficient means of transport. From 1790 to 1825 virtually all materials brought into 

and sent out of what is now Lowell were shipped via canals. In 1796 the Pawtucket Ca-

nal, 1.5 miles long and built at a cost of $50,000, circumvented Pawtucket Falls and 

eased the navigation of the Merrimack. One year later, a rival canal corporation began the 

Middlesex Canal which, when completed in 1803, not only connected the Merrimack 

River Valley to Boston but opened the Merrimack to navigation as far north as Concord, 

New Hampshire. 

In 1813, Phineas Whiting and Josiah Fletcher opened a cotton mill near the en-

trance to the Middlesex Canal. The mill was small, about 60’ x 50’, cost the two men ap-

proximately $2,500 to build and resembled any of the other Slater-style mills punctuating 

New England streams at the beginning of the 19th century. Whiting and Fletcher’s mill 

operated successfully through the mid-1820’s when it was bought by investors.
283
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Illustration 5: Boston Manufacturing Company, Waltham, MA, 1813 - 1816 

 

Contemporaneous with Whiting and Fletcher in Chelmsford, the Boston Manufac-

turing Company, under the guidance of Francis C. Lowell, Patrick T. Jackson, Nathan 

Appleton and others, established a cotton mill approximately 10 miles west of Boston in 

the town of Waltham, Massachusetts. (See Illustration 11.) However, the Waltham mill 

was fundamentally unlike Whiting and Fletcher’s or any other Slater-style mill. 

First, instead of investing a “few hundred dollars” to establish their mill, Francis 

Lowell and his associates raised $400,000 in capital for their Waltham mill, spent ap-

proximately 25% of it to construct their mill and reserved the remainder for operating ex-

penses and contingencies. To put the Boston Manufacturing Company’s enormous oper-

ating capital in perspective, $400,000, even in the mid-1830’s, was 10 times the average 

value of the typical Slater-Style mill. 
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Second, in contrast to the typical English mill or its New World cousin, the Slater-

style mill, Francis Lowell and his associates in the Boston Manufacturing Company made 

a conscious decision to hire young, unmarried women rather than children and “growing 

families”. In addition to their ideological differences with England’s plutocratic industrial 

barons, the Company came to the pragmatic conclusion that, in the long run, children are 

unprofitable as employees because their physical and intellectual immaturity predisposes 

them to short bouts of light work, rather than the required long hours of concentration. 

Also, employing children could possibly burden them with an obligation to hire the chil-

dren’s unskilled parents – a further drain on industrial productivity. Suspicious of adults 

who could not or would not establish themselves in farming or emigrate to the expanding 

western frontier, the Company resolved to hire young, unmarried women. 

Owners of the Waltham mill first scouted the Merrimack River as a potential site 

for industrial development in November, 1821. “At that time there were … less than a 

dozen houses of what constitutes the city of Lowell”.
284
 An offhand, but amazingly pre-

scient comment was made that the industrialists would “probably live to see the place 

contain twenty thousand inhabitants.”
285
 That autumn, Thomas Clark, a representative of 

the Locks and Canals Corporation, purchased Nathan Tyler’s Chelmsford farm as a site 

for a textile mill. This was the first of many purchases which, by 1824, totaled approxi-

mately 400 acres for the construction and expansion of the Associates’ planned manufac-

turing complex. 

                                                 
284 Meader, p. 253. 
285 Nathan Appleton and John A. Lowell, Correspondence Between Nathan Appleton and John A. Lowell 

In Relation to the Early History of the City of Lowell (Boston, Massachusetts: Eastburn's Press, 1848), p. 
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A. LOWELL’S PHYSICAL PLAN AND INITIAL GROWTH 

 
 

Illustration 6: “First Birdseye View of Lowell” 

By Benj. Mather, copied by John Coggeshall, 1825. Looking northwest from south of the Paw-

tucket Canal, the Lowell Machine Shop is on the far left, the Hamilton Mfg. Co. occupies the 

middle foreground, the turrets of Saint Anne’s Episcopal Church rise out of the middle back-

ground, while on the far right is the columned home of Kirk Boott, the future site of the Lowell 

Corp. Hospital 

 
Nathan Appleton, Patrick Tracy Jackson, and Kirk and John W. Boott drew up ar-

ticles of association to establish the Merrimack Manufacturing Company on December 1, 

1821; it commenced business on September 1, 1823. While the Merrimack and Boston 

Companies mimicked each other in that the powers of the corporate presidents could be 

best described as weak, the Merrimack’s overall managerial hierarchy was much more 

clearly delineated and sophisticated than the Boston Company’s. 



 

 130 

The first president of the Merrimack Company was Warren Dutton. He and his 

successors called and presided over meetings but had little direct influence or impact on 

mill or financial management. Below the president were the Treasurer and the Mill 

Agent. Kirk Boott served in both capacities when the Merrimack Company was first or-

ganized but it soon became clear that the scale and scope of manufacturing was far too 

much for one man to adequately manage. 

Rather than working in an office at the textile mill, the Merrimack’s treasurer 

broke with tradition and worked in the city of Boston where most of the company’s fi-

nancial deals were commenced and consummated. In modern business management, it is 

a given that the person balancing a company’s financial affairs, buying its supplies, and 

selling its finished products – all on a national and international scale – should position 

themselves as close to the nexus of business activity as possible. New to the business 

world in the 19th century, this division of managerial duties and location of company per-

sonnel persisted and became the dominant business paradigm that remains at the core of 

modern corporate practices. 

 
 

 

Illustration 7: Kirk Boott, Mill Agent, Lowell Massachusetts 
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The mill agent carried out the Company’s policies at the mill site. As noted, Kirk 

Boott served as the Merrimack Company’s first agent. (See Illustration 14) Born in Bos-

ton, Kirk Boott began his education in England at the Rugby School and returned to Bos-

ton to finish his schooling at Harvard College. Despite his many years spent at Rugby and 

Harvard, Boott’s personality was more inclined to action than intellectual pursuits. As an 

example, early in his life Boott purchased a commission in the British Army and, under 

the Duke of Wellington, fought against Napoleon Bonaparte. Boott reveled in the physi-

cal demands and battle-forged comraderie of military life and only when his regiment 

was deployed to America to fight on behalf of England in the War of 1812 did he resign 

his military commission and return to the United States. As mill agent, Boott did not 

abandon his martial demeanor and, not unsurprisingly, was generally unpopular among 

Lowell’s working class. Gruff and quick to judge, Boott was not unwilling to use his rid-

ing crop on “impudent” boys. Ever the confirmed Anglophile, Boott flew both the British 

and American flags on the Fourth of July – with the Union Jack on top.  

Boott planned the development of corporate lands, platted streets and designed 

mills. Mindful of Francis Lowell’s dictum that European degradation not be transplanted 

to American shores, Boott planted trees around the mills and boarding houses, arranged 

in such a way as to mimic the academic quadrangles of Cambridge and Oxford.
286
 

In August, 1825 the editor of the Essex Gazette wrote of Lowell, 

It is indeed a fairy scene. There are three superb factories and two immense of 
brick buildings for calico-printing. In front of these, on the banks of the factory 
canal which is fenced in and ornamented with a row of elms, are situated the 
houses of the people. They are handsome and uniformly painted, with flower gar-
dens in front and separated by wide avenues. There is a … gothic stone church … 
a post office, fine taverns … intersected with fine roads and good bridges. About 

300 persons are employed, two-thirds of whom are females.
287
 

                                                 
286 Coolidge, Mill and Mansion, pp. 31 - 32. 
287 Quoted from, Kenngott, pp. 11 - 12. 
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The Merrimack mill was so successful that within two years investors began to 

press for additional mills, canals, and machinery. The Proprietors of Locks and Canals 

petitioned the Massachusetts legislature to amend its charter in order to empower the 

Company to buy and sell real estate, water rights and mill privileges. The petition was 

successful and in 1826, except for land needed for its own mills, the Merrimack Manu-

facturing Company ceded to the Locks and Canals all land, water rights, locks and canals. 

This conveyance of property and rights is important because all future development along 

the Merrimack River, whether the construction of mills, the digging of canals or acquisi-

tion of machinery was dictated by the Locks and Canals Company. 

Within 20 years of the incorporation and construction of the Merrimack mill, 11 

additional textile corporations were organized and their mills constructed alongside the 

Merrimack. The mills, in order of their incorporation were the Hamilton, (1825), the Ap-

pleton (1828), the Lowell (1828), the Middlesex (1830), the Suffolk (1830), the Tremont 

(1830), the Lawrence (1831), the Belvidere (1834), the Boott (1835), the Massachusetts 

(1839), and the Whitney (1839). So as to not impinge on each other’s market niche, each 

mill specialized in the production of specific textile products: The Merrimack Company 

produced fancy calicoes (patterned cotton cloth); the Hamilton Company, flannels, drills 

(cotton twill), and dimities (thin cotton fabric with a stripe or check of heavier yarn); the 

Boott Company, cassimeres (striped cotton twill); the Appleton and Lawrence Compa-

nies, underwear and stockings.288 

                                                 
288 Dalzell, Enterprising Elite, p. 50. 
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Illustration 8: Lowell, Massachusetts, 1820 

Source: J.G. Hales, “A Plan of Sundry Farms Etc. at Patucket in the Town of Chelms-
ford”, 1821; MassGIS, 2004 and 2008; U.S. Census, 2000 
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Illustration 9: Lowell, Massachusetts, 1832 

Source: Benjamin Mather, “Plan of the Town of Lowell and Belvidere Village”, 1832, 
MassGIS, 2004 and 2008; U.S. Census, 2000 
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Illustration 10: Lowell, Massachusetts, 1847 

Source: G.W. Boynton, “Plan of the City of Lowell”, 1845; Prop. Of Locks & Canals, 
“Map Showing Part of City”, 1912; MassGIS, 2004 and 2008, U.S. Census 2000 
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B. WATER POWER AND RAILROADS 

 

Illustration 11: Development of Canals in Lowell, 1823 – 1845 

 

 

Illustration 12: Bridge Street Canal, Lowell, Massachusetts, 1900 
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The opening of the Middlesex Canal rendered the Pawtucket Canal obsolete for 

long distance freight but in 1822 the Pawtucket Canal was enlarged to serve the newly 

constructed Merrimack and the Hamilton mills. The Western and Eastern Canals were 

completed in 1835. Additional canals were dug as required by the mills: the Northern 

Canal was constructed between 1846 and 1847, and the Underground Canal (also known 

as the Moody Street Canal) was built in 1848. When completed, the total length of canals 

serving the Lowell mills was 5 miles. Lowell was the center of a region-wide web of ca-

nals that extended from Boston in the east to New Hampshire in the north. 

In 1825, the Merrimack River’s Pawtucket Falls was dammed with a massive 

stone structure that created a pool of potential energy its owners estimated at approxi-

mately 10,000 horsepower. Modern calculations verify, if not raise the owner’s original 

estimates. Margaret Parker estimated the Merrimack River’s “mean discharge of 8,020 

second-feet, produces(s) in a descent of 30 feet a theoretical motive force equivalent to 

about 27,000 horsepower.” A more conservative, and more realistic, estimate is offered 

by Robert Gordon. In 1880 the Merrimack River was capable of producing approxi-

mately 88,870 water horsepower. However, because manufacturers could reap only about 

15% of the potential water power at low economic cost, a more realistic estimate of us-

able hydro power was approximately 13,330 water horsepower. 
289
  

The Merrimack’s plentiful waters, coursing down through New Hampshire’s low 

mountains and Massachusetts’ rolling hills, fed by spring’s snow-melt and refreshed by 

summer’s regular rains, gave Lowell manufacturers a competitive advantage over cotton 

weavers who relied on steam to power their looms. Batchelder notes that, 

at Manayunk, where the canal for the supply of coal to the city of Philadelphia 
passes by the walls of the mills, and where steam power can be produced at less 

                                                 
289 Margaret Terrell Parker, Lowell: A Study of Industrial Development (New York, New York: The Mac-
millan Company, 1940), p. 60. Robert B. Gordon, "Cost and Use of Water Power During Industrialization 
in New England and Great Britain: A Geological Interpretation," The Economic History Review 36, no. 2 
(1983): pp 245, 252 - 256. 
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cost than in any other manufacturing section of the country, the mills are driven 
by water power” and that even in Scotland, the cost of steam power, “would be 

50% above the cost of water-power on the Merrimack.
290
 

Generally speaking, “the possibility of using high pressure steam was known be-

fore 1800 but its use required well-made boilers and accurately machined cylinders and 

pistons – items which were not within the skills of machinists before the start of the nine-

teenth century.”
291
 

The head of Locks and Canals, Patrick Tracy Jackson, recognized that canals 

made transportation much more reliable and efficient but remained unusable through 

much of the Northeast’s long winters. In 1830, after hearing of England’s Manchester 

and Liverpool Railway, the Locks and Canals Company created a bonus of $100,000 for 

the design and successful completion of the Northeast’s first railroad.
292
 

 

                                                 
290 Batchelder, pp. 91 - 94. 
291 Peter Temin, "Steam and Waterpower in the Early Nineteenth Century," The Journal of Economic His-

tory 26, no. 2 (1966): p. 188. 
292 Meader, p. 246. 
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Illustration 13: Locomotive Race on the Lowell Railroad, 1835 

 

Lowell Machine Shop employees copied the design of a locomotive engine pur-

chased in England and shipped to the United States. With the financial backing of Lowell 

mill owners, the Boston and Lowell Railroad was incorporated in 1830 and began service 

between Lowell and Boston, Massachusetts in June, 1835. Three railroads, the Boston 

and Lowell Railroad, along with the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad (in 1830, the first pas-

senger and freight railroad in the United States) and the Mohawk and Hudson Railroad 

(1831) rapidly became America’s leading passenger and freight railroads. 

America’s quick and successful industrialization is often attributed to the con-

struction and expansion of railroad lines throughout North America during the second 

half of the 19th century. While railroads undoubtedly played an important role, “the rail-



 

 140 

road … was a part rather than a condition for the industrial revolution. The fact that the 

cheap condition of transportation was satisfied by one innovation rather than another de-

termined, not whether growth would take place, but which of many possible growth paths 

would be followed.”
293
 In the 1830s, the Lowell and Boston Railroad established itself as a 

reliable and efficient means of transportation. By the mid-1840’s the railroad attracted 

most of the hauling traffic previously handled exclusively by the Middlesex Canal and by 

1853, the railroad so dominated transportation between Lowell and Boston that the Mid-

dlesex Canal went out of business.
294
 

                                                 
293 Robert William Fogel, Railroads and American Economic Growth: Essays in Econometric History 
(Baltimore, Maryland: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1964), pp. 235 - 237. 
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C. MILL OPERATIONS 

 

 

Illustration 14: Mill Time Table, Lowell, Massachusetts, 1853 
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Illustration 15: Lowell, Massachusetts, 1840 

 

Illustration 16: Mill Workers, Lowell, Massachusetts, 1860 
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i. The Journey To Lowell 

In France it would be difficult to conceive (that) … young girls, generally pretty, 
should be separated from their families, and thrown together, at a distance of 50 
or 100 miles from home, in a town in which their parents could have no person to 
advise and watch over them.295 

 

There are a myriad of reasons why many, mostly young, unmarried females jour-

neyed to Lowell: First, the women often provided financial support to elderly parents or 

younger brothers and sisters. Alongside articles exalting the reinforcement of traditional 

values in Lowell’s manufacturing community, “The Lowell Offering” published mill op-

erative’s accounts of supporting their rural relatives or helping to pay off a mortgaged 

farm.
296
 Some women came to Lowell to earn money to further their own education and 

others toiled in the mills so their brothers would have tuition money to further theirs. 

In the 1820s and 1830s the majority of the mill operatives were young women but 

older women also came to work in Lowell. Often more pragmatic than younger women, 

older women moved to Lowell because that era’s legal system denied women property 

rights and gave husbands the right to trustee wives’ wages. They also came to Lowell to 

escape the expectations and limitations of their home towns. Older unmarried women 

were often told -- or they themselves felt -- they were “burdens” to their families. In the 

following passage, Harriet Robinson punctures a common misperception that rural nine-

teenth century New England was a genteel time and place where women serenely waltzed 

through maturity. To the contrary, for older women, burgeoning cities and mill employ-

ment were two of the few tangible hopes for women to exert their personal independence 

and find fulfillment: 

In almost every New England home could be found one or more … women, 
sometimes welcome, more often unwelcome, and leading joyless, and in many in-
stances unsatisfactory, lives. The cotton factory was a great opening to these 
lonely and dependent women. From a condition approaching pauperism they were 
at once placed above want. At last they had found a place in the universe; they 

                                                 
295 Chevalier, p. 138. 
296 Benita Eisler, ed., The Lowell Offering: Writings By New England Mill Women, 1840 - 1845 (Philadel-
phia, Pennsylvania: J.B. Lippincott Company, 1977). 
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were no longer obliged to finish out their faded lives mere burdens to male rela-

tives.
297
 

 

Surviving letters and documentation give the unmistakable impression that al-

though “mill girls” remained emotionally close to their rural families, they also created 

and exercised a degree of personal independence. First, they made a personal, conscious 

decision to leave their family farms. Second, they decided where to work in Lowell. 

Third, they decided how much to contribute back to relatives outside Lowell.298 In short, 

the women assumed and exercised a degree of independence undreamt of by their ances-

tors. 

One indicator of women’s personal independence can be inferred from job tenure 

as affected by marriage. Virtually all women who came to work in Lowell during the 

early 1830s were unmarried. Married women worked in the mills for an average of 2.4 

years; unmarried women worked in the mills for an average of 3.9 years.
299
 The short job 

tenure for both married and unmarried workers indicates that few women viewed the 

mills as a long-term employment option. But the large discrepancy between married and 

unmarried women indicates that women worked in the mills, at least in part, out of per-

sonal choice rather than personal economic need. Robert Dalzell points out that cash 

wages, especially for women, were relatively rare in the early 19th century. A paycheck 

received twice per month conferred a degree of financial independence inconceivable in 

an agricultural economy.
300
  

In 1830, approximately 50% of Lowell’s female operatives were between 15 and 

19 years of age, their mean age slightly less than 20. About 75% of these women came 

from farming families, families typically less wealthy than their neighbors.
301
 

                                                 
297 Robinson, p. 42. 
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299 Ibid., p. 110. 
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Before the machine system was fully developed … there was no initial displace-
ment of men by women when the factory system was established. The women and 
girls in these factories were doing what had always been ‘women’s work’. Until 
1831… 60% - 90% of the cotton mill employees of the country were women. 
Higher percentages of women employees were found in New England, particu-

larly in Massachusetts.
302
 

In fact, in 1831, 80% of Massachusetts’ cotton mill employees were female; by 

1865 the percentage had dropped to only 62%. 

Family affiliations and networks of friends provided newly-arrived women in 

Lowell places to live and introductions at the mills. It is interesting to note that very few 

women who came to Lowell in it earliest years could rely upon either family or friend-

ship for direct help. The first wave of Lowell employees, no matter what their age, were 

forced to call upon personal maturity and individual resources in order to establish them-

selves in Lowell.
303
 

Workers, both male and female, continued to exert their independence even after 

their mill careers were over. Thomas Dublin examined the lives of 400 New Hampshire 

women who worked in Lowell’s mills and found that approximately 33% did not return 

to New Hampshire after they married or left a mill’s employment.
304
 

ii. Occupations 

Cotton bales, unloaded from cargo ships at Boston’s docks were loaded on to 

trains and shipped to Lowell’s cotton mills. Once the cotton bales arrived in Lowell men 

executed the the first steps in the manufacturing process. Men unloaded the cotton bales 

from the trains and brought them to a first floor carding room. Once unpacked, bales of 

                                                 
302 Edith Abbott, "History of the Employment of Women in the American Cotton Mills," The Journal of 

Political Economy 16, no. 9 (1908): pp. 604 - 605. An 1821 wage book from the Boston Associates’ 
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New Hampshire see, Tamara K. Haraven, Family Time and Industrial Time: The Relationship Between the 

Family and Work in a New England Industrial Community (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University 
Press, 1982). 
304 Dublin, Transforming Women's Work, p. 118. 
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cotton were mixed together to create as uniform a color as possible. The largest cotton 

boles were wrested apart and the cotton fibers splayed by machines known as “whippers” 

and “conical willows”. “Picker” and “lapper” machines, operated in fire-proof buildings 

for fear of the cotton dust’s ability to spontaneously combust, combed the cotton free of 

all lumps and dust and then wound the cotton around wooden cylinders. This processing 

typically required at least 10 male workers accompanied by two overseers. 

On a mills’ first floor, women operated “drawing frames” which aligned all of the 

cotton fibers in one direction and gathered the cotton into rope-like strands. Additional 

processing through “double-speeders” and “stretchers” prepared the cotton for its transfer 

to the “spinners”, typically located on the second floor of the textile mill. Approximately 

twenty-four women were needed to complete this processing. 

Spinning was either “throstle” or “mule” spinning. Each spinning machine had a 

chronometer which measured the amount of cloth produced. The amounts were tallied 

weekly and displayed on a board in the spinning room for all workers to see. A spinning 

room in a Lowell textile mill employed approximately 60 women spinners with four or 

five additional spinners, if needed. The spinners were watched by three overseers, who in 

turn were coordinated by a supervisor. 

Next, in the only process done by hand, approximately 20 – 25 women “dressed” 

the cotton strands – that is, sized, brushed and dried the strands – before they were sent 

off to the weavers. According to Miles, the typical Lowell textile mill had two weaving 

rooms. Staffed by anywhere from 10 to 25 women, cloth was woven, trimmed, measured, 

folded and recorded in inventory. 

Care must be taken when consulting and generalizing from source material. For 

example, Dr. John O. Green, writing about the outstanding health of Lowell factory op-

eratives in 1846 says, “Another consideration bearing upon both the character and the 

health of (Lowell) is the fact that we have no permanent factory population.” (Author’s 

emphasis.) Green asserted that Lowell had an impermanent, if not transient, factory popu-
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lation because the factory operative’s average tenure in Lowell was approximately 4.5 

years.
305
 Green goes on to state that “no persons are employed in (Lowell) mills who are 

addicted to intemperance” and “It is enough for our present purpose, that a more strictly 

and universally temperate class of persons cannot be found than the nine thousand opera-

tives in Lowell.”  

iii. Child Labor 

A note must be added regarding the use and abuse of children in America’s agri-

cultural, mercantile and manufacturing sectors. First, and most important, few specifics 

can be adduced on the use or abuse of children in the antebellum period because prior to 

1830 in Massachusetts, “there were no distinct labor laws (and) the laws enacted from 

1830 to 1867 were avowedly faulty, hastily constructed and unenforcible as placed upon 

the statute book.
306
 Also, prior to 1870, the U.S. Census gathered no information on the 

numbers or ages of working children, much less their job descriptions and job tenure. It 

was Harriet Robinson’s recollection that, “every man, woman and child (over ten years of 

age) could get work (in Lowell)” and when free public schools were built in Lowell, 

“every child under fourteen should attend them (only) three months in the year.”
307
 

For a number of reasons, North America’s first settlers expected all children to be 

employed in the general work force, typically beginning at the age of seven. Hewing a 

life out of the new continent’s howling wilderness was a matter of life and death and so, 

not unexpectedly, every family member contributed whatever possible for familial and 

communal   survival. Thus we read William Bradford on the children’s role in the colo-

nial economy and work’s effect upon them: 

                                                 
305 Green, pp. 13 - 14. 
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Children … having lernde to bear ye yoake in their youth, and willing to bear 
parte of their parents’ burden, were, oftentimes, so oppressed with their hevie la-
bours that though their minds were free and willEng, yet their bodies bowed under 

ye weight of ye same and became decreped and their early youth.
308
 

Bradford’s solicitous tone should not lead us to believe that the children’s burdens 

were lightened at the first available chance. In fact, in 1640, the Massachusetts legislature 

codified measures to prevent  idleness among children, measures specific enough to de-

mand that children who tend cattle be assigned additional tasks such as spinning and 

weaving to make up for livestock’s low demands and meager immediate output. 

Second, children were sent out for employment as way to stay clear of colonial 

“Poor Laws” which, at best provided subsistence-level relief or, at worst, meant removal 

to an almshouse. Thus, parental destitution provoked the employment of minors. Colonial 

America tolerated neither indigent families nor indolent children and often compelled 

them to enroll in vocational schools or become apprenticed to craftsmen. America inher-

ited much from England, including child labor practices. Examining pre-industrial Eng-

land, Peter Laslett observes that “a boy, or a girl, born in a cottage, would leave home for 

service any time after the age of ten.” 
309
 

Moving forward to the dawn of the 19th century, Edith Abbott wrote, “the intro-

duction of children into our early factories was a natural consequence of … above all, of 

the Puritan belief in the virtue of industry and the sin of idleness.”
310
 In this sense, work is 

portrayed in a positive light. The employment of minors was seen as a means to build 

self-assurance and pride as well as benefit the family and community. This positive view 

of work is most clearly demonstrated by its use at Brook Farm, a utopian community lo-

                                                 
308 William Bradford, Bradford's History 'Of Plimoth Plantation.' From The Original Manuscript. With a 

Report of the Proceedings Incident to the Return of the Manuscript to Massachusetts (Boston, Massachu-
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cated south of Boston in West Roxbury. Founded in 1841 by the transcendentalist and 

Unitarian minister George Ripley, 

children over ten years of age shall be provided with employment in suitable 
branches of industry … credited for such portions …and on the completion of 
their education in the Association at the age of twenty, shall be entitled to a cer-
tificate of stock to the amount of credits in their favor, and may be admitted as 

members of the Association.
311
 

Even utopian communities demanded the labor of children. The Brook Farm ex-

periment lasted a turbulent six years. The community’s death knell was not an apocalyp-

tic nightmare but rather a web of irreconcilable personality conflicts complicated by 

shoddy management of the community’s meager income. One of Brook Farms’ original 

supporters, Nathaniel Hawthorne, recounted his less than elevating experiences of the 

community in his novel, A Blithedale Romance.
312
 

 

Illustration 17: Stereo View of Samuel Slater’s Textile Mill, Pawtucket, Rhode Island 

                                                 
311 Octavius Brooks Frothingham, Transcendentalism in New England (New York, New York: G.P. Put-
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Undeniably, some parents offered their children for employment in the mills for 

their own economic gain. Mills based on Samuel Slater’s labor practices typically hired 

“a collection of families dependent entirely upon (their children’s) labor, and often of 

parents who were disposed to live upon the labor of their children rather than upon their 

own, and exposed (them) to suffering, as the operatives have been in England.”
313
 

Also, manufacturers certainly viewed children as a valuable economic resource. 

First, manufacturers always sought to reduce immediate costs of production and they 

knew male employees commanded the highest wages, women proportionally less, and 

children the least of all. Assuming female children were the least expensive employees, it 

is no wonder that the Niles Register, an industry proponent, noted that manufacturing, “is 

now better done by little girls from six to twelve years old.” Second, given their small 

physical size, children were better suited than adults for maneuvering among a mill’s 

many large machines. For these reasons, it is not surprising that Samuel Slater’s Rhode 

Island mill commenced operations with a workforce made up entirely of children.
314
 

Child labor was not unknown in Boston: 

About three-quarters of the one thousand workers in … a (late eighteenth century) 
cotton and wool card factory (in Boston), were children. About a fifth of all the 
children in Boston from eight to sixteen years of age were probably employed 
there. The owners chose to hire them rather than women, since children could eas-
ily run the machinery and were paid less.315 

Abbott notes that while the total number of children working in mills was rela-

tively small, their numbers remained small only because the total number of mill workers 

was small. However, “children formed a very large proportion of the total number of 

(mill) employees and that utilization of children’s labor was commended almost with 

unanimity.”
316
 

                                                 
313 Batchelder, p. 74. 
314 White, 99. 
315 Kulikoff, "The Progress of Inequality in Revolutionary Boston," p. 379. 
316 Abbott, "Early History of Child Labor," p. 25. 
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It must be noted that the Boston Manufacturing Company rejected Slater’s em-

ployment practices for two reasons. First, the debased environment within a Slater-style 

mill aped too closely the English mills Lowell and his Associates so deplored. For that 

reason, Lowell’s fledgling mills hired mainly unmarried women who, in turn, rented liv-

ing quarters in company-owned boardinghouses. Second, the simple economic fact was, 

children couldn’t earn enough money working in the mills to pay the boardinghouse ex-

penses. This is not to say that child labor was completely unknown in early Lowell. In 

1827, Kirk Boot estimated Lowell’s six mills employed approximately 1,200 employees, 

of which 1,100 were female, 80 were male, and 20 were between the ages of 12 and 14. 

In 1845, Rev. Henry Miles counted “27 operatives under the age of 15 employed in 6 cot-

ton factories along with a slightly higher proportion of children employed in the Print 

Works and Carpet Factory … and that all operatives under the age of 15 received 3 

months of school per year as required by Massachusetts law”.
317
 

While the exact number of minors employed in factories is not known, we do 

know that the conditions in which mill children worked depended in large measure on the 

mercy of the mill owner. Edith Abbott notes that, 

the conditions under which children worked … (were) due rather to standards set 
by different manufacturing centers than to the interference of state laws. The in-
evitable result of this lack of regulation was not only that very young children 
were worked but that they worked long hours, over time, and at night. Even in 
Lowell, where conditions were particularly favorable, (children) were on duty 
nearly fourteen hours a day, and then did household tasks and went to evening 

school.
318
 

The arrival of new immigrant communities in Lowell compounded the child labor 

question. For example, the first trickle of what became a steady stream of immigration 

from Quebec to New England and Lowell began in the 1840s. According to separate re-

ports generated by the Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Rhode Island Bureaus of Labor 

                                                 
317 Henry A. Miles, Lowell, As It Was, and As It Is (Lowell, Massachusetts: Powers and Bagley, 1845), pp. 
192 - 193. 
318 Abbott, "Early History of Child Labor," 32 - 33. See also, Macdonald: p. 58. 
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Statistics, first-generation French-Canadian parents ignored or evaded child labor laws as 

well as compulsory child education and sent “children from seven to eight years old to 

work instead of school” and “hoped … to escape the schools entirely and keep the chil-

dren at work in the mills.”
319
 The State of Connecticut’s 1885 report states, “The French-

Canadian, in a great many instances regards his children as a means of adding to the earn-

ing capacity of the family, and, in making arrangements for work, he urges, and even in-

sists upon the employment of the family as a whole, down to the very youngest children 

who can be of any possible service.” 

iv. Pace of Work 

The Lowell mills shut down entirely for only four holidays per year: Fast Day, 

Fourth of July, Thanksgiving Day, and Christmas Day. And lest a modern reader think 

the mill owners Scrooge-like in their unwillingness to disturb the manufacturing proc-

esses, “These (days off from work) make one day more than is usually devoted to pastime 

than in any other place in New England.”
320
 

The one extra day the Lowell operatives enjoyed was ‘Fast Day’. A holdover 

from the Colonial period, ‘Fast Day’ was the antipode of Thanksgiving. That is, rather 

than a day to celebrate the fruits of one’s labor, ‘Fast Day’ was set aside for personal and 

communal castigation; one confessed sins, atoned for transgressions and beseeched 

God’s mercy on one’s benighted self and society. ‘Fast Day’ persisted until 1899 when 

the Massachusetts legislature legally expunged the holiday in favor of a more celebratory 

and less onerous holiday, the still-observed ‘Patriots Day.’   

In 1845 the Massachusetts legislature investigated the average number of hours 

operatives were expected to work in the Lowell textile mills: 

                                                 
319 Iris Saunders Podea, "Quebec to 'Little Canada': The Coming of the French-Canadians to New England 
in the Nineteenth Century," The New England Quarterly 23, no. 3 (1950): pp. 371 - 372.  
320 Massachusetts House of Representatives, Review of the Report of the Special Committee of the Legisla-

ture of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts on the Petition Relating to Hours of Labor (Boston, Massa-
chusetts: J.N. Bang, 1845), p. 6. 
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Table 2: Average Length of Work Day in Lowell Mills, 1845 (MA Legislature) 

Month  Hours Minutes  Month  Hours Minutes 
January 11 24   July  12 45 
February 12 0   August  12 45 
March  11 52   September 12 23 
April  13 31   October 12 10 
May  12 45   November 11 56 
June  12 45   December 11 24 
Source: Massachusetts House of Representatives, Review of the Report of the Special 

Committee of the Legislature of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts on the Petition Re-

lating to Hours of Labor (Boston, Massachusetts: J.N. Bang, 1845), p. 7. 

Of course, Lowell’s mills offered a number of diverse jobs and each mill had its 

own specific mode of operation. Therefore, it is not altogether surprising there is no con-

sensus regarding the length of a typical workday. Miles reported that the Lowell mills 

operated, on average, year-round, slightly less than 12 hours/day. Coolidge disagrees 

with this estimate and states, without citing any supporting evidence that the mills oper-

ated, “probably 12 1/2 for the year round.”321 

                                                 
321 Coolidge, Mill and Mansion, p. 14. 
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D. HEALTH ISSUES 

 

Illustration 18: Home of Kirk Boot (1822), and first site of The Lowell Hospital (1842), 
Merrimack and Pawtucket Streets. 

The first industry-funded hospital in the United States was established in Lowell 

in 1840 and remained Lowell’s sole hospital for the next 27 years. The Lowell mills con-

tributed $20,000 to buy Kirk Boot’s vacated home and reconfigure it to hospital specifi-

cations. Additional mill contributions covered approximately 75% of the Hospital’s oper-

ating expenses. Operative’s illnesses and injuries, acquired either in the mills or outside 

of work, could be treated at the Lowell Hospital for $3 (females) to $4 (males) per 
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week.
322
 According to Henry Miles, a patient, upon release from the hospital, was liable 

for the cost of their medical care. If an operative/patient was not able to pay the medical 

fees then their Corporation assumed the financial responsibility. While there is no indica-

tion that an inability to pay ever precluded an operative’s medical treatment, neither 

Miles or the Report of the Lowell Hospital discloses the number or percent of people ad-

mitted to the Hospital who were unable to pay. 

But, it must be noted that in mid-19th-century America, an ill person would 

probably not seek a physician’s advice and would visit a hospital only as a last resort. 

(Consequently, rates of hospital admittance may not accurately reflect rates of illness.) 

Instead, the sick typically relied on nearby relatives for advice and treatments. If an ill 

person lived far from immediate family but travel was a viable option, the sick often re-

turned home to be nursed back to health. If a person could not or did not want to return to 

their family, home remedies (patent medicines) were locally available. Physicians visited 

boardinghouses to treat injuries such as broken bones but were less willing to visit pa-

tients for respiratory diseases; doctors recognized the likelihood of the illness spreading 

to other boardinghouse lodgers and wanted to force the patient to the hospital. 

In the mid-1800’s the Lowell Hospital was perceived as an almshouse, a dump-

ing-ground for the poor where admittance as a patient doomed one to the fate of an ‘in-

mate’. Prior to and concomitant with the Lowell Hospital, the Lowell Dispensary -- be-

gun in 1836 by the man who also financially backed the Lowell Cemetery, James G. Car-

ney -- provided medical care to Lowell’s poor. Staffed by two physicians, the Dispensary 

provided basic health services and, for Lowell residents lacking financial means, was the 

sole source of medical care. Over time, given the Lowell Hospital’s 90% ‘cure’ rate and 

pioneering work in the treatment of women’s cancers and related surgeries such as the 

                                                 
322 Miles, pp. 207 - 208. 
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hysterectomy and the ovariotomy the community’s perception of the Lowell Hospital 

changed. 

Dr. Gilman Kimball, the author of the Lowell Hospital’s first Annual Report in 

1849
323

, highlighted the Hospital’s good fortune to have a large population of textile mill 

workers for patients: 

The operative population of Lowell are young, robust, and generally free from all 
established constitutional infirmities. It is just such a class as we should suppose 
would pass through disease in the shortest time, and with the least danger. Such 
circumstances are manifestly in favor of our Lowell population. 

Just as mill owners testified that rural mills inoculated workers against the moral 

toxins common in the English factory system, so the Hospital administrators lauded “the 

arrangements of this institution … over most other establishments … as regards its ad-

vantages for pure air (and) a degree of quietude.”
324
 

Table 3: Lowell Hospital Admissions, By Year and Disease, 1840 - 1849, 

 Typhoid Dys- Pneu- Bronch- Rheum- Scar-  Tuber- Small-  
Year Fever entery monia itis atism letina Measles culosis pox Other Total 
‘40 – ‘41 49 11 4 3 6 2 0 1 0 0 76 
‘41 – ‘42 102 5 33 16 11 9 3 1 0 0 180 
‘42 – ‘43 74 4 3 14 8 2 0 0 0 0 105 
‘43 – ‘44 63 3 6 3 8 0 2 3 0 0 88 
‘44 – ‘45 87 2 2 1 5 1 4 0 0 0 102 
‘45 – ‘46 114 2 7 4 9 9 6 3 0 0 154 
‘46 – ‘47 143 4 4 3 10 4 4 4 0 0 176 
‘47 – ‘48 108 21 2 6 6 0 7 1 0 0 151 
‘48 – ‘49 76 44 1 4 2 1 7 2 51 0 188 
Total 816 96 62 54 65 28 33 15 51 407 1,627 
Died 41 8 2 0 0 1 1 6 6 12 77 

Source: Gilman Kimball, Report of the Lowell Hospital From 1840 to 1849 (Lowell, 
Massachusetts: Lowell Hospital, 1849), p 4. 

But just below the surface, serious concerns emerge. First, if the mill workers en-

joyed pure air and a sense of quietude it was, in large measure, because the Hospital staff 

softened the bite of disease and mortality as best they could. 

                                                 
323 Gilman Kimball, Report of the Lowell Hospital From 1840 to 1849 (Lowell, Massachusetts: Lowell 
Hospital, 1849). 
324 Ibid., pp. 7 - 8. 
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Written in a style one assumes was intended to soothe but instead reads as nar-

cotic, “In no instance is a patient allowed to witness a death, or know that such an event 

has occurred in the establishment. Indeed every thing which may be supposed to operate 

injuriously on the mind or the senses, is most studiously avoided.”
325
 Even though Kim-

ball quickly dismisses data on typhoid fever in England’s manufacturing districts, he ad-

mits that “(Lowell’s) operatives as a class (author’s emphasis), have suffered from it to a 

greater degree than the citizens at large.” The Report soon confesses that, “the same evils 

that so glaringly and deplorably affect the sanitary condition of the manufacturing towns 

of Europe, are gradually making their appearance in our own.” 

Unwilling to cite any epidemiological reports outside New England, Kimball, like 

Curtis, concludes that the intractable typhoid problem is rooted in the mills’ inadequate 

ventilation: “Regard(ing) the mills … many, if not all of them, are more or less imper-

fectly supplied with pure air.”  Despite this apparently clear-cut conclusion, Kimball is 

loathe to assign responsibility to his employer and dulls his conclusion with the following 

caveat: 

All the rooms in each mill are not equally deficient in this respect, and this differ-
ence in many instances seems to be owing to the mere thoughtlessness or negli-
gence of the overseers. In other instances, it depends, as it appears, upon the sup-
posed effect that a free admission of air is to make upon the running of the 

work.
326
 

Unlike Dr. Kimball, Dr. Curtis was quick to note that the mills provided little or 

no ventilation to the operatives who work in limited spaces for 12 – 15 hours/day, in 

temperatures ranging from 65o to 85o year-round. The lack of fresh air, according to Cur-

                                                 
325 Ibid., pp. 8 - 10. Kimball must have noticed the spike in typhoid cases during 1847 – 1848, exactly 
when the Famine Irish were migrating to North America. While Kimball’s Report casts a dim light on 
European industry, he does not single out any native or immigrant nationality as a source of illness. 
326 Ibid., pp. 13 - 14. 
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tis, was “the most prolific source of deteriorated health in the adjuncts of factory labor 

among us, and in our neighboring manufacturing towns.”
327
 

Summarized, the Lowell Hospital’s Annual Report of 1849 states that if manufac-

turing causes or exacerbates an operative’s disease or illness, the Hospital staff will dis-

pense medical help but only with the understanding that the continuance of manufactur-

ing takes priority over amelioration of the disease or illness.
328

 

Maris Vinovskis examined the history of Massachusetts mortality rates and con-

cluded that 17th century urban areas (e.g., Boston and Salem) experienced very high mor-

tality whereas rural areas (e.g., Dedham and Andover) had very low mortality. However, 

in the 18th century and continuing through to the mid-19th century, rural and urban mor-

tality rates converged to the point that there was no discernible difference between urban 

and rural mortality rates. 
329
 

Unlike most Massachusetts municipalities, by 1836 the City of Lowell had estab-

lished a Board of Health. However, it was not until 1890 that the Board of Health com-

bined its efforts with other City officials to end nightly sewage collection and compelled 

all mill-owned boarding houses to be connected to the city’s new sewage system and it 

was not until the 20th century that all mill-owned buildings were connected to the sewer 

system.) 

The presence of a sewer system does not assume and should not be confused with 

adequate sewage treatment. Lowell’s sewer system, while a definite advance over open 

cesspools, merely transported and dumped offal into the city’s primary source of drinking 

water, the Merrimack River. Anecdotal evidence of disease, such as transient rose-

                                                 
327 Josiah Curtis, Brief Remarks On The Hygiene Of Massachusetts But More Particularly Of The Cities Of 

Boston and Lowell (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: T.K. and P.G. Collins, Printers, 1849), p. 30. 
328 Kimball. 
329 Maris A. Vinovskis, "Mortality Rates and Trends in Massachusetts Before 1860," The Journal of Eco-

nomic History 32, no. 1, The Tasks of Economic History (1972). Just as London’s size demands that it be 
excluded or marked as an exception to most historical English demographic data, so too Boston’s size 
skewed mortality rates, especially in the colonial era. 
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colored spots on the abdomen – an indicator of typhoid fever – or persistent diarrhea with 

bloody and mucoidal discharges – indicators of dysentery – helped residents link the 

Merrimack’s water with illnesses and, as a result, the number of private water wells in-

creased. Newspapers of the era are filled with anecdotal reports and letters regarding 

links between contaminated drinking water and illness. For example, 

During a few months past, all of my family have been afflicted with a humor. My 
children’s hair has been fallen off, till I am obliged to shave their heads, occa-

sioned doubtless by the use of water coming in lead pipes.”
330
 

As the population of Lowell increased, water wells were drilled ever closer to 

cesspools and privies. Not unexpectedly, groundwater became contaminated as toxins 

percolated through the soil and became a breeding ground for many water-borne diseases 

such as typhoid fever (including typhus) and dysentery. These water-borne diseases -- 

along with respiratory illnesses such as tuberculosis (referred to at the time as “consump-

tion”), pneumonia and bronchitis -- were typical, if not prevalent, in early industrial cities 

such as Lowell.331 

Public health issues gained a spotlight in the early 1840’s when Lemuel Shattuck, 

a Massachusetts legislator, began to lobby for the delivery of clean drinking water to 

every Boston residence, the extension of Boston’s sewage and trash removal systems, and 

the regulation of Boston’s cesspools and privies as a means to slow Boston’s increasing 

mortality rate. Although never citing specific measures by which every individual could 

“take care of his own health, and strive, as far as possible, to live without being sick”, 

Shattuck was optimistic regarding citizen’s ability to secure a healthy home.
332
 Shattuck 

also remained silent on business’ ability – and possible responsibility -- to provide a clean 

                                                 
330 A. Sufferer, "Water in Lead Pipes," Lowell Courier, March 10 1847. 
331 Mrozowski and others: pp. 307 - 308. 
332 Lemuel Shattuck, Report to the Committee of the City Council Appointed to Obtain the Census of Bos-

ton for the Year 1845, Embracing Collateral Facts and Statistical Researches Illustrating the History and 

Conditions of the Population, and Their Means of Progress and Prosperity (Boston: J.H. Eastburn, 1846), 
pp 176 - 177. 
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and safe workplace.333 Instead, Shattuck emphasized personal reform and individual re-

sponsibility. 

The Rev. Henry Miles produced a veritable laundry list of conditions and situa-

tions indicting mill workers for their own ill health: 

Some come (to Lowell) with the seeds of disease already within them; others are 
greatly imprudent in their diet, or dress, or exposure to cold and damp air; others 
neglect to provide themselves with a warm shawl or a pair of stout shoes; the tone 
of the stomach is frequently deranged by a foolish and expensive patronage of the 
confectioner; the hope of relieving an embarrassed parent … or help a struggling 
brother through college … overtasks the energies; too frequent attendance … 

upon evening meetings, at the churches or vestries.
334
  

In contrast to Shattuck who promoted health as an individual responsibility, and 

Rev. Miles who skirted the issue entirely, Dr. Josiah Curtis studied and emphasized the 

environmental causes of disease. Curtis hypothesized that since a high percentage of 

Lowell’s population was young, a high percentage of the population would enjoy good 

health. However, after a survey of health records, Curtis found that zymotic – or ‘epi-

demic’ – diseases such as typhoid and dysentery were more prevalent in Lowell than in 

either Massachusetts in general or Boston in particular. 
 

Table 4: Deaths From Zymotic Diseases in Massachusetts, Boston, and Lowell, 1836 - 
1848 

  1836 - 1840  1841 - 1845  1846 - 1848  
Place  Deaths Percent Deaths Percent Deaths Percent 
Massachusetts - -  - -  7,524 29.18% 
Boston  2,122 26.51% 2,892 28.36% 3,147 29.96% 
Lowell  555 37.94% 658 35.47% 1,172 48.83% 
Source: Josiah Curtis, Brief Remarks on the Hygiene of Massachusetts But More Particu-

larly of the Cities of Boston and Lowell (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: T.K and P.G. 
Collins, Printers, 1849), p. 20. 
 

                                                 
333 “It is vital that a consideration of the attitudes of management concerning working and living conditions 
of Lowell’s labor force be incorporated into any study of worker health.” See, Mrozowski and others: p. 
298. 
334 Miles, pp. 123 - 127. 



 

 161 

Curtis notes that, 

diseases of the respiratory organs (claim) a little less than one-fourth of all the 
deaths; and all but about one and one-half percent of these were of consumption 
and inflammation of the lungs. No class of our citizens, no sex or age, locality or 
season, is exempt from its mortal ravages. It has been constantly among us, and 

every third day chronicles one of its unfortunate victims in our city.”
335
 

Curtis is unwilling to finger Lowell’s manufacturers for the city’s relatively high 

mortality rate: “the agents of death press with much greater force on the male than on the 

female sex … that the seasons exert much influence on health and life, especially in the 

cities … more than 20% of all persons who have died in Lowell since 1836, were under 

one year old; and nearly 50% were under five.”
336
 

Table 5: Deaths, By Season of the Year, in Lowell and Boston, 1836 - 1848.
337

 

     Lowell   Boston 
     % of Total  % of Total 
January, February, March  20.18%  23.14% 
April, May, June   20.30%  22.19% 
July, August, September  36.82%  28.64% 
October, November, December 22.70%  26.03% 
     100.00%  100.00% 
- Greatest percent difference between Lowell and Boston: 8.18% (Summer) 
- Greatest percent difference among seasons in Lowell: 16.64% (Summer - Winter) 
- Greatest percent difference among seasons in Boston: 6.45% (Summer - Winter) 
 
Source: Josiah Curtis, Brief Remarks on the Hygiene of Massachusetts But More Particu-

larly of the Cities of Boston and Lowell (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: T.K and P.G. 
Collins, Printers, 1849), p. 21 - 22. 
 

Regarding the specific issue of mill worker’s health and mortality, Curtis joined a 

growing chorus of medical practitioners in both North America and Europe who called 

for better ventilation in both home and work areas. Even physicians such as Dr. John O. 

                                                 
335 Curtis, pp. 21 - 22. 
336 Ibid., pp. 23 - 27. 
337 Ibid., pp. 23 - 24. 
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Green, who functioned primarily as an apologist for the textile industry, recognized that 

long hours without fresh air and sun left workers at risk for illness.338 

As a supporter of American industry, Green simultaneously attacked the English 

factory system and apologized for studying Lowell’s factory hygiene because, “it will be 

objected that we have selected by far too favorable a specimen by which to describe a 

class”. In contrast to Lowell’s “favorable specimens”, in England, a “child inherit(s) with 

its birth the constitutional defects developed in its parents … then begins its life of con-

stant service, and enters its permanent dependent factory caste.” (Author’s emphasis.)  In 

America, 

the child of parents of robust health and habits of virtuous industry … leave home 
a voluntary exile, with high hopes and bright visions of well requited labor and its 
sure reward, and spends a limited time (working in a factory) … and returns 
(home) again with a consciousness of well discharged duty and the means of 

promoting its own and even its parents’ future comfort and happiness.
339
 

Three necessary processes for 19th century textile manufacturing – carding, spin-

ning, and weaving – typically occurred in large rooms whose doors and windows were 

closed to prevent fluctuations in temperature and humidity and whose only source of ven-

tilation were holes in the floors designed to accommodate machinery belts.
340
 Preparing 

the cotton threw up a tremendous amount of cotton dust, so much so that operatives 

commented that they sometimes could not see across the carding room. As early as 1837 

anecdotal evidence hinted at a connection between long-term inhalation of cotton dust 

                                                 
338  While lack of sun and fresh air “must and do depress, more or less, the vital powers, and induce cer-
tainly, perhaps slowly, a lower state of the general health than would exist with the opposite state of 
things”, nonetheless, “we have nothing peculiar to the (American) factory system. With the great majority 
of the working classes, these causes have a general operation.”  
339 Green, pp. 12 - 15. 
340 Batchelder, p. 88. Prior to Paul Moody of Lowell, who was the first (1828) to use leather belts, iron 
gears were used to transmit power through a mill. 
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and respiratory disease but it was not until 1969 that the long-term result of cotton dust 

inhalation -- byssinosis -- was recognized as an occupational disease.
341
 

While carding and spinning the cotton created a great amount of cotton dust, as 

noted in the table below, weaving was the unhealthiest of the three disciplines. (Note: 

Textile mills employed more Spinners and Weavers than Carders and each process re-

quired different proportions of workers and the proportions varied yearly.)  

Table 6: Number of Mill Workers Admitted to Lowell Hospital, By Disease and Occupa-
tion, 1840 – 1880

342

 

   Carders Spinners Weavers Total 
Typhoid Fever  14  16  96  126 
Dysentery  14  18  102  134 
Fever   76  123  677  876 
Total   104  157  875  1,136 
Source: Lowell Corporation Hospital, “Admittance Records for the Lowell Corporation 
Hospital, 1840 – 1887”, Center for Lowell History at the University of Massachusetts at 
Lowell, Lowell, Massachusetts. 
 

Although hazardous, the ability or luck to secure a weaving position was always a 

coveted prize because few other jobs paid as well. Two major environmental factors -- 

consistently high temperature and humidity -- contributed to weaver’s ill-health. Live 

steam jets, located high on the walls near the ceilings, sprayed a near constant mist 

amongst the looms and weavers; humidifiers at the base of the mill walls drew in the 

moist weaving room air and recycled it back through the steam jets.
343
 The heat and hu-

midity surrounding the weavers proved an ideal breeding ground for the incubation and 

spread of typhoid and tuberculosis.
344
 

                                                 
341 Charles Levenstein, Gregory DeLaurier, and Mary Lee Dunn, The Cotton Dust Papers: Science, Poli-

tics and Power in the 'Discovery' of Byssinosis in the United States (Amityville, New York: Baywood, 
2002). 
342 Lowell Corporation Hospital, "Admittance Records for the Lowell Corporation Hospital, 1840 - 1887, 
1887," Center For Lowell History at the University of Massachusetts at Lowell, Lowell, Massachusetts. 
343 Ted Sande, "The Architecture of the Cotton Textile Mills of Lowell, Massachusetts, 1822 - 1860, 
1970," p. 20. 
344 Until the early twentieth century physical contact was assumed to be the single means of passing or 
contracting tuberculosis. In the early 1930s, William Wells examined the air quality of Massachusetts tex-
tile mills and hypothesized that tuberculosis could be spread by microscopic-sized airborne droplets. See, 
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Curtis judged Lowell’s living-quarters more culpable than its factories for creat-

ing and disseminating disease. Curtis complained that company-own boardinghouses, in 

which one bedroom typically accommodated 4 to 8 female millworkers, had little or no 

ventilation. The operatives themselves intuitively understood the deleterious effect of 

crowding: “Every operative who is compelled to room with five others, is thereby com-

pelled to violate the physical laws of God, and so sure are these laws are immutable, so 

sure disease and premature decay must be the consequence.”
345
 

Yet, crowded as the women were, they were comparatively better off than 

Lowell’s recent immigrants: 

The rapid influx, especially of foreign population, has placed small tenements and 
cellars in high demand, and crowded them infinitely beyond a healthful condition. 
Few cities are as crowded as Lowell. One week ago I entered a house in a central 
location, and found it occupied by one store, and twenty-five different families, 
embracing 120 persons, more than half of whom were adult! In one of the rooms, 
which was inhabited by two families, I found one of the families to consist of a 
man, his wife, and eight children (four of whom were over 15 years of age), and 

four adult boarders!
346
 

 Although mill operatives did attempt to change working conditions in the 

mills, a woefully incomplete body of medical knowledge and a stubborn reluctance to 

modify set manufacturing processes, meant change was slow, if not glacial. Illness was 

not attributed to germs but to a person’s inherently weak physical constitution or to low 

moral character (drinking). Residents of 19th-century Lowell were assaulted by a panoply 

of odors -- sewers and privies among others – and viewed cotton dust as merely another 

unpleasant but necessary part of their environment. Lowell was at the vanguard of public 

                                                                                                                                                 
F.W. Wells, R.L. Riley, and et al, "On Airborne Infection, Study II, Droplets and Droplet Nuclei," Ameri-

can Journal of Hygiene 20 (1934). Finally, in the mid-1950s one of Wells’ collaborators, Dr. Richard L. 
Riley, proved airborne droplet nuclei can indeed spread tuberculosis. See,  R.L. Riley and others, "Infec-
tiousness of Air From A Tuberculosis Ward. Ultraviolet Irradiation of Infected Air: Comparative Infec-
tiousness of Different Patients," American Review of Respiratory Disease 85 (1962).  An accessible narra-
tive of the investigations can be found in, Richard Lord Riley, "What Nobody Needs To Know About Air-
borne Infection," Respiratory and Critical Care Medicine 163, no. 1 (2001). 
345 An Operative, "Boarding Houses," Voice of Industry, November 14 1845. 
346 Curtis, pp. 35 - 36. 
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health when it established a Board of Health in 1836; however, not until 1871 was the 

city government granted authority to demand employers maintain specific levels of venti-

lation, lighting and humidity in the mills.
347
  

 Unable to directly affect the design of either the boardinghouses or the 

mills, Curtis concludes that factory operatives are “more comfortable and healthy than 

several other classes of our citizens; and as healthy, perhaps as the aggregate of all other 

classes.”
348
 

                                                 
347 City of Lowell, City Documents of the City of Lowell for the Year 1871 - 1872 (Lowell, Massachusetts: 
Stone & Huse, 1872). 
348 Curtis, p. 35. 
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Table 7: Leading Causes of Death in Lowell, Massachusetts, 1830 - 1846 

          No. of 
Order of Class of  No. of    Deaths in   Deaths, 
Mortality Diseases  Deaths    a Class   1 in 
1st Consumption: 684    684   5.6 
2nd Fevers:  808    808   4.8 

Typhoid     435   
  Scarlet     271   
  Puerperal     55   
  Inflammatory    5   
  Bilious     3   
  Not Defined    39   
3rd Inflammations:     756   5.1 
  Lungs & Chest    398   
  Stomach & Bowels    144   
  Brain     124   
  Heart     45   
  Liver     9   
  Bladder & Kidneys    9   
  Not Named    27   
4th Bowel Complaints:     582   6.6 
  Cholera Infantum    312   
  Dysentery    152   
  Diarrhea     114   
  Colic     4   
5th Dropsies:      219   17.6 
  Brain     159   
  Chest     25   
  Not Named    35   
6th Casualties 207    207   18.6 
7th Convulsions 108    108   35.7 
8th Measles  75    75   51.5 
9th Croup  74    74   52.1 
10th Hooping Cough 72    72   53.6 
11th Apoplexy  50    50   77.2 
12th Delerium Tremens 35    35   110.3 
13th Erysipelas 34    34   113.5 
14th Old Age  26    26   148.4 
15th Suicide  24    24   160.8 
16th Scrofula  16    16   241.2 
17th Anemia  15    15   257.3 
18th Smallpox  11    11   350.8 
19th Cancer  11    11   350.8 
20th Jaundice  10    10   385.9 
21st Childbirth 8    8   482.4 
22nd Epilepsy  8    8   482.4 
23rd Palsy  5    5   771.8 
24th Ruptured Uterus 5    5   771.8 
25th Strangulated Hernia5    5   771.8 
26th Ovarian Disease 3    3   1,286.3 
27th Abcess  3    3   1,286.3 
28th Caries of Spine 3    3   1,286.3 
29th Asthma  2    2   1,929.5 
Total No. of Deaths: 3,859  
Source: Green, pp. 31 – 32. (Note: Mathematical errors in Green’s original chart have 
been corrected.) 
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E. Housing 
 

 

Illustration 19: Stereo View of Boott Cotton Mill Boardinghouse, approx. 1850 

 

Illustration 20: Merrimack Mill Boardinghouses 
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Illustration 21: Boardinghouse Regulations, Lowell, Massachusetts 
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The size and consequences of the Lowell mill complex set it apart from New Eng-

land mill villages. Mill employees in New England’s small manufacturing villages found 

lodging among their town’s local population but rural East Chelmsford, the site of the 

Lowell mills, had extremely few lodging facilities available. Thus, the impetus for board-

inghouse construction in Lowell stemmed from the Boston Associate’s philanthropic de-

sires as well a basic need to shelter their workforce. 

Boardinghouses played an essential role in the creation and growth of Lowell.  

Mill owners, keen to inoculate themselves from the industrial horrors in Great Britain, 

built, and at least during the earliest years, maintained attractive and well-maintained liv-

ing quarters for their workers. For manufacturers, the boardinghouses were tangible, posi-

tive images of their new industrial community and boardinghouse keepers (typically, 

widows with children) were enlisted to maintain the operative’s physical and moral 

health. In the mid 1830’s, at the height of the boardinghouses’ popularity, approximately 

75% of the millhands lived in industry-sponsored boardinghouses.
349
 

Each boarding house, “is divided into six or eight tenements, and are generally 

three stories high.” (See Illustration 29) The front room of a typical boardinghouse was 

used as a dining room while the kitchen was to the building’s rear. One room was re-

served for the boardinghouse keeper and another was set aside for the boarders; bed-

rooms made up the remainder of the house. The bedrooms “lodged two, four, and in some 

cases six boarders.” In 1845, female boarders paid $1.25 per week and males, $1.75. It 

almost need not be said that female and male operatives did not board in the same house. 

The boarding houses were scrupulously maintained through Lowell’s first dec-

ades and they created an atmosphere in which one could easily assume an operative’s 

good physical health as well as the mill’s good economic health: “The structures were 

solidly built, and no expense was spared for upkeep, the houses being painted and thor-

                                                 
349 Dublin, Transforming Women's Work, pp. 231 - 232. 
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oughly whitewashed every Spring at the Corporation’s expense.”
350
 In the mid-1840’s 

Henry Miles wrote of the boarding houses, “they are all furnished with an abundant sup-

ply of water, and with suitable yards and out-buildings. These are constantly kept clean, 

the buildings well-painted, and the premises thoroughly white-washed every spring, at 

the Corporation’s expense.”
351
 Described positively, the boarding houses were, “finished 

off in a style much above the common farm houses of the country, and more nearly re-

semble the abodes of respectable mechanics in rural villages.” Considered negatively, the 

tenements left much to be desired when compared to the duplexes enjoyed by many of 

the mills’ agents. 

Henry Miles assures us boardinghouse accommodations were far superior to what 

their residents were used to back home but acknowledges that, “in many cases these 

(boardinghouse) rooms are not sufficiently large for the number who occupy them; and 

oftentimes attention is not paid to their ventilation which a due regard to health de-

mands.” Likewise with meals – a half-hour for breakfast, generally at 7 a.m. or at morn-

ing’s first light; a half-hour for lunch, always at 12:30 p.m.; 45 minutes for dinner at ei-

ther 7:00 or 7:30 p.m. – Miles admits “that this time is too short for a due regard to 

health, must be obvious to all …; but we do not see the propriety of calling … for a re-

form in those habits of hasty eating which pervade the whole country.
352
 

In prophetic phrases, Miles identified an essential link between the company’s 

creation, the administration of the boarding house, and Lowell’s future: 

To a very great degree the future condition of Lowell is dependent upon a faithful 
adhesion to this (boarding house) system; it will deserve the serious consideration 
of those old towns which are now introducing steam mills, whether, if they do not 
provide boarding-houses, and employ chiefly other operatives than resident ones, 

they be not bringing in the seeds of future and alarming evil.
353
 

                                                 
350 Coolidge, Mill and Mansion, p. 134. 
351 Miles, p. 70. 
352 Ibid., pp. 71 - 72. 
353 Ibid., p. 76. 
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While some applauded the boarding houses, others were foretelling the beginning 

of their end. In 1845 the Lowell Female Labor Association published a tract concerning 

the regulation and operation of Lowell boarding houses. The (understandably) unsigned 

paper objects to, 

“the rule which compels all who work for the companies, to board in their houses. 
We are told by those who contend for corporated rules, that the operatives of 
Lowell are the virtuous daughters of New England. If this be true, (and we believe 
it with few exceptions) is it necessary to shut them up at night six in a room, 14 
by 16 feet with all the trunks, and boxes necessary for their convenience; to keep 
them so? Are they not qualified to procure a place for themselves that suits their 

own taste or convenience?”
354

                                                 
354 An Operative, Factory Life As It Is, 2 vols., vol. 2 (Lowell, Massachusetts: Female Labor Reform Asso-
ciation, 1845). 
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F. GOVERNMENT 
 

 

Illustration 22: Seal of the City of Lowell, Massachusetts 

When first built, the textile mills lining the banks of the Merrimack River were 

within the political jurisdiction of East Chelmsford which was itself a political subdivi-

sion of the town of Chelmsford. In 1824, the mill owners petitioned the Massachusetts 

legislature to incorporate their mill area as a separate town. In their petition for incorpora-

tion, mill owners explicitly cited East Chelmsford’s population increase from 200 in 1820 

to approximately 500 in 1826. Implicitly, mill owners must have been concerned that 

East Chelmsford’s population increase meant an increase in the number of potentially 

costly social issues such as housing and education. No doubt the mill owners chaffed at 

sending tax payments to Chelmsford, an agrarian-based political entity removed from – 

and not necessarily supportive of -- their burgeoning industrial complex. 

By chance, Kirk Boot and Nathan Appleton were at the Massachusetts State 

House where a legislative committee, ready to authorize the mill owner’s petition re-

quired only a name for the new town. Kirk Boott, the Anglophile who designed the mill 

complexes to resemble English University quadrangles, wanted to name the new town 
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“Derby” to commemorate his family’s fond association with Derby, England.
355
 But Ap-

pleton, mindful of Francis Cabot Lowell’s contribution to their initial success in Waltham 

and their current success along the Merrimack, suggested the name “Lowell”. And thus, 

the Town of Lowell, Massachusetts was established on March 1, 1826. 

Kirk Boott immediately settled outstanding financial obligations with Chelmsford 

and five days after Lowell was created, a town meeting was called. The purpose of the 

meeting was to elect three selectmen, one of which would also represent the town in the 

state legislature. In short, two of the men elected were long-time residents of the area 

while the third was Samuel Batchelder, one of Lowell’s new industrialists. The split 

amongst the representatives between natives and newcomers portended further divisions 

in municipal politics. In 1832, during a long, divisive debate regarding the administration 

and funding of Lowell schools, corporate lawyers argued the mill owner’s case before the 

people. Corporation lawyers, when not shadowing Lowell’s elected representatives 

through the state legislature, presented themselves as the Town’s advocates. 
356
 

                                                 
355 Appleton, Introduction of the Power Loom, p. 33. 
356 Mary H. Blewett, "The Mills and the Multitudes: A Political History," in Cotton Was King: A History of 

Lowell, Massachusetts, ed. Arthur L. Eno (Somersworth, New Hampshire: New Hampshire Publishing 
Company, 1976), p. 163. 
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Illustration 23: City of Lowell, Massachusetts, 1845 
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G. OPEN SPACE AND THE LOWELL CEMETERY 
 

 
 

Illustration 24: Entrance to the Lowell Cemetery, date unknown 

Possibly because of his family’s interest and involvement with a number of horti-

cultural endeavors, Kirk Boott, agent for Merrimack Manufacturing Company and the 

Proprietors of Locks and Canals, took a keen interest in the beautification of Lowell. 

Boott’s father, the son of an English market gardener, managed a greenhouse and 

garden at Bowdoin Square in Boston. Kirk’s brother Francis was an expert on sedges and 

all five Boott brothers were members of the Boston Society of Natural History and two of 

them helped found the Massachusetts Horticultural Society in 1829. Judged by extant 

evidence Kirk Boott was the least horticulturally inclined of his family and yet he still 

kept a large garden at his Lowell home and his wife Anne was a regular exhibitor with 

the Massachusetts Horticultural Society.
357
 

The first trees planted by design in Lowell ran the length of a 38’ wide strip of 

land separating Dutton Street from a newly constructed mill canal. The double row of 

                                                 
357 Robinson, p. 10. 
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trees not only shaded the strip, an already a well-known and popular “promenade” in 

Lowell, but also acted as a natural awning for Lowell’s increasingly well known and 

highly regarded boardinghouses. 

The 19th century term “promenading”, denoted walking for pleasure in an urban 

area, with one or more companions. “Promenading” was a time for socializing, a time to 

“see and be seen”, a time to join acquaintances and meet others, sometimes of the oppo-

site sex. Drawn to Lowell’s glistening canals, promenaders strolled down company-

owned parkways and along public streets, admiring features of both the natural and the 

built environment.
358
 

William Boott, Kirk’s youngest brother, 

designed the Shattuck Mall with the richest landscape treatment of all the planted 
areas along the Merrimack canal. It was artistically laid out with a variety of spe-
cies including elm, maple and cherry and the Shattuck Malls owner, the Proprie-
tors of Locks and Canals took care to protect this landscape from encroachment 

by new technology.
359
 

 In 1844 the City of Lowell, encouraged by its mayor to provide areas for “public 

promenades”, purchased two tracts of lands. The first tract -- named the North Common -

- was approximately 10 acres and the second – named the South Common -- was 20 

acres. While the lands were ostensibly purchased for the use and enjoyment of Lowell’s 

citizens, both Commons were too far removed from the city center for citizens to make 

any immediate practical use of them. But, as the city grew, development plans were im-

plemented for the South Commons. In 1846 stone was removed from the South Com-

mons and sold to local builders, low lying areas were drained, water was detained to cre-

ate ponds, and walkways were constructed through the park. The South Commons proved 

itself so popular that in 1856 it was enlarged with additional acreage. The expansion of 

the South Common created an interesting struggle between the definition of public and 

                                                 
358 Bender, pp. 88, 168 - 169, 178 - 180. 
359 Patrick M. Malone and C.A. Parrot, "Greenways in the Industrial City: Parks and Promenades Along 
the Lowell Canals," The Journal of the Society for Industrial Archeology 24, no. 1 (1998): p. 27. 
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private “good”. One man, Patrick Manice, refused to sell his home for the park’s expan-

sion. As a result, the City enclosed Manice’s home within a wooden fence. Manice, pur-

portedly sustained by food pushed through the fence slats by neighbors, held on to hi 

property for an additional ten years, thus creating a patch of land known as “Manice’s 

Spite.”
360
 

Although not technically a park or “open space”, and predating the North and 

South Commons, the Lowell Cemetery, created in 1841, was an important outlet for citi-

zens. For Lowell’s more conservative citizens, a Sunday cemetery tour was deemed a 

“legitimate” use of the Sabbath whereas drives and walks were frowned upon. Designed 

by George P. Worcester, paths and avenues hug the Lowell Cemetery’s 45 acres of undu-

lating terrain and create a gardenesque style reminiscent of Pere-Lachaise in Paris and 

Mount Auburn in Cambridge. But while Pere-Lachaise was an old park put to a new use, 

Mount Auburn Cemetery and the Lowell Cemetery, “were established on sites of natural 

beauty with the intention of conserving their original aspect. Mount Auburn and Lowell 

Cemetery were to be enclaves of natural beauty adjoining the artificial urban environ-

ment.
361
 While Worcester’s plans originally called for the construction of many ponds, 

only one was ever built.
362
 

Speaking at the cemetery dedication, the Rev. Amos Blanchard spoke not only of 

the burgeoning city’s need for a cemetery but also of the cemetery’s undeveloped open 

space, set aside for public enjoyment, as a means for citizens to reinvigorate themselves 

from the monotonous chaos of urban life.363 The perception and recognition of open 

space as an important amenity for the public grew during the mid 1800s and culminated 

                                                 
360 Frederick W. Coburn, History of Lowell and Its People, vol. 1 (New York, New York: Lewis Historical 
Publishing Company, 1920), pp. 223 - 225.  
361 Thomas Bender, "The 'Rural' Cemetery Movement: Urban Travail and the Appeal of Nature," The New 

England Quarterly 47, no. 2 (1974): p. 201. 
362 Harry C. Dinmore, History of the Lowell Cemetery (Lowell, Massachusetts: Center For Lowell History 
at the University of Massachusetts at Lowell, 1968). 
363 Bender, Toward an Urban Vision, pp. 83 - 85. 
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in the “City Beautiful” movement during the early 1900s.
364
 Acquiring and setting aside 

land for open space – and promoting the cemetery as a viable leisure option for citizens – 

points to Lowell’s forward thinking. 

While it is possible that some of Lowell’s early Irish immigrants are buried in the 

Lowell Cemetery, among Lowell’s Irish-Catholic community a proper burial demanded, 

not just dedicated ground but consecrated ground. That is, only burial grounds blessed by 

the Catholic Church ensured a soul’s proper passage for its last great journey. Rather than 

wait for eternity in the Lowell Cemetery, many of Lowell’s Irish Catholic dead were 

transported to Saint Augustine’s Cemetery in South Boston for burial. Bodies not carried 

to Boston were possibly interred alongside what came to be known as Lowell’s “Old 

English Cemetery”. 

Finally, in 1832, Lowell’s Irish community acquired enough land for a church and 

a cemetery. Consecrated but not formally designated, the 1.5 acre “Catholic Burial 

Grounds” was simply a field lacking landscaping and identifiable plots. Placed under the 

stewardship of Saint Patrick’s Church in the mid-1860s, the cemetery was expanded by 

1.5 acres, after which the 3.0 acre tract was landscaped and plots assigned. 

Just prior to the Civil War, the City of Lowell bought 1.75 acres of land on its 

southeast side to create a park in a new neighborhood known as Belvidere. Removed 

from the mills and on high land with a view of the city, the neighborhood was created for 

Lowell’s wealthier citizens who no longer wanted to live close to the corporations or con-

tend with those who worked in them. 

                                                 
364 Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, 3rd ed. (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University 
Press, 1982), pp. 59, 65. 
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H. RELIGION 

 

 

Illustration 25: Saint Anne’s Church, Lowell, Massachusetts 

From the mills’ inception, the Boston Associates consciously and carefully fos-

tered a religious temperament within their industrial community. In December 1822, even 

before the first mill opened, P.T. Jackson and Kirk Boott appointed a committee to find a 

site and design a church for their proposed mill complex. 

Until the mid-19th century, Massachusetts religious societies had to petition the 

state to sanction their organizations. Since Kirk Boott and other Merrimack Company 

principles wanted to attract a “wholesome” – that is to say, religious – workforce to their 

mill, in February, 1824, Boott petitioned the state for the right to form the Merrimack Re-
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ligious Society. Granted a charter, the Merrimack Company offered its Company school-

house to the Society’s 97 male members – and all the members were male because fe-

males were not eligible for membership.  

In April, 1824, the Merrimack Company allotted $9,000 for the construction of a 

theologically ambiguous “Stone Church”. The church was so named because the Merri-

mack Religious Society included members of many faiths – Baptists, Methodists, Epis-

copalians, Congregationalists and Universalists – and the church’s religious denomina-

tion was still a matter of discussion. Although the Episcopal Church had gained only a 

small toehold in the United States, to no one’s great surprise the Episcopalian Kirk Boott 

had the Episcopal Bishop of Massachusetts consecrate “Stone Church” as Saint Anne’s 

Episcopal Church on March 16, 1825.365 Named for Boott’s wife, the church was finan-

cially maintained, at least in part, by Kirk Boott’s demand that mill workers of all faiths 

“contribute” 37.5 cents per month to the church.366 

By the mid-1840’s, Protestant sects, especially in Massachusetts, were increas-

ingly inflamed and antagonistic against “Papist” Catholics. Despite the religious climate, 

five Sisters of Notre Dame arrived in Lowell in 1852 and were pleasantly surprised by 

the city’s positive reception. Most astounding were Lowell’s Irish who welcomed the 

non-English speaking French-Canadian nuns. 

Protestant belligerence was ascendant during this period and in June, 1854, en-

couraged by the preacher John S. Orr, a group of men attempted to oust the nuns from 

their Lowell convent. Five members of the “Know-Nothing” Party – the popular name for 

the mid-19th century’s anti-Catholic, anti-immigrant American Party – claiming “civic 

duty” took it upon themselves to “inspect” the nun’s convent. Undeterred by the increas-

ingly hostile environment, the nuns established a boarding school for children of women 

working in the textile mills in November, 1854. That month’s statewide elections gave 

                                                 
365 Meader, p. 253. 
366 Macdonald: p. 46 - 47. 
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the Sisters no comfort as the “Know-Nothings” swept all of Massachusetts’ elected po-

litical offices. Lowell’s newly elected “Know-Nothing” mayor Ambrose Lawrence 

quickly established a committee to “investigate” convents and Catholic boarding schools 

and, in March, 1855, along with 12 members of his “Smelling Committee”, searched the 

Notre Dame’s convent. The narrow-minded, unbending politics of the “Know-Nothing” 

party quickly alienated scores of citizens and the American Party found itself unable to 

make a plausible case for either dismissing the nuns or closing their academy. In the 1856 

elections the “Know-Nothings” lost a vast majority of their political offices in the 1856 

elections whereas Lowell’s Irish and French-Canadian Catholic community showed in-

creasing support for the sisters of Notre Dame. The following year, in 1857, boarding 

academy revenues finally afforded the Nuns a measure of financial self-sufficiency.
367
 

                                                 
367 Mary J. Oates, "'Lowell': An Account of Convent Life in Lowell, Massachusetts, 1852 - 1890," The 

New England Quarterly 61, no. 1 (1988): p. 103 - 105. 
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I. EDUCATION 

At the time of New England’s first settling the question of education was an-

swered, in large part, by one’s sex, wealth, and occupation. Nevertheless, New England 

enjoyed a relatively high literacy rate, a rate that probably exceeded 40%. This level of 

education guaranteed that the agricultural and commercial contracts and trades of the day 

were understood by most stakeholders. Over time, and despite the expanding frontier, 

educational expectations were maintained and literacy continued to rise in New England. 

Between 1700 and 1750, dramatic increases in population throughout New England 

prompted towns to create new schools and compel school attendance for males. Some but 

not many women were schooled and as a result their literacy rate was roughly half of the 

male population’s. At the onset of the American Revolution, most New Englanders were 

literate and the educational prerequisites for a modern industrial economy were complete. 

Lockridge contends that a literacy rate of at least 40% is necessary for rudimentary but 

essential social and business transactions. The next literacy threshold Lockridge identifies 

lies between 70% and 90%. At this level of literacy a society has the educational tools to 

use and exploit all social and economic scenarios.
368
 

While most of New England was literate, literacy itself did not change New Eng-

land’s social and economic structures. First, those born with a financial advantage over 

the rest of society did not necessarily need to concern themselves with the economic im-

plications of illiteracy. Second, while the continuous contraction of illiteracy lowered 

barriers to growth, literacy by itself did not create social or economic expansion.  Literate 

families living on New England’s increasingly cramped farms found few opportunities to 

apply and accrue tangible benefits from their intellectual cultivations. 

In 1825, modeling itself after the Massachusetts Charitable Mechanics Associa-

tion founded by Paul Revere thirty years earlier, Lowell craftsmen formed the Middlesex 

                                                 
368 Kenneth Lockridge, Literacy in Colonial New England: An Enquiry into the Social Context of Literacy 

in the Early Modern West (New York, New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1974), p. 139.  
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Mechanics Association for “the mutual support of needy members, the control of appren-

tices, and the encouragement of good craftsmanship … and … aimed to educate its mem-

bers by means of a library, a collection of ‘philosophical apparatus’, and by scientific lec-

tures.” The corporation’s owners encouraged the Association and appropriated $500 for a 

library.
369
 

Also in 1825, the Lowell had two elementary schools as well as a school operated 

by the Merrimack Manufacturing Company for its operative’s children. The City of 

Lowell, at its first meeting as an incorporated city, created five school districts – none of 

which included the Irish-dominated Acre – and appropriated $1,000 for the maintenance 

of five schools. But, overwhelmed by the cost of maintaining five schools, Lowell abol-

ished the districts in 1832. The Lowell School Committee proposed to consolidate the 

five schools into two new schools at a cost of $20,000. When a motion was put forward 

to appropriate funds for the school construction, Kirk Boott opposed the motion. He 

stated that, 1. existing schools were suitable, 2. the expense would be too much for the 

corporations (which, he stated, were really just an “experiment”), and 3. in the event of 

Lowell’s economic failure, the school construction will have been pointless. The Rever-

end Dr. Theodore Edson, head of Lowell’s School Committee replied, “If, in the event of 

a so disastrous a conclusion … should happen …some antiquarian shall search among 

(Lowell’s) ruins and … exclaim, ‘Where are their schoolhouses?’”
370
 The motion passed, 

the schools were built and Kirk Boott withdrew from Saint Anne’s Church of which Rev-

erend Edson was rector. 

For the educational reformer Horace Mann, the literacy rate was important but the 

greater importance was that literacy change the attitude of the educated: 

Literate men should show an increasing tendency to give to the needs of society, 
and particularly to give outside the environs of the family, to give to abstract 
causes rather than to persons, to give outside the home village, and to give to re-

                                                 
369 Meader, p. 253. 
370 Edson, pp. 25 - 33. 
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habilitative rather than to alleviative end. No such changes took place, probably 
because the choices were not compelling. Any modernization of attitudes did not 
show its activism, optimism, and wider consciousness in a heightened level of 

charitable concern.
371
 

 

Illustration 26: Pollard Library, Lowell, Massachusetts 

                                                 
371 Lockridge, Literacy in Colonial New England, p. 33. 
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J. CRIME 
 

 

Illustration 27: Stereo View of the Lowell Jail, 1900 

At its first settlement, New Englanders viewed crime as sin and used courts of law 

as tools to restore biblical truth and preserve the community from further sin and corrup-

tion. Typical crimes addressed by Massachusetts courts were trespasses against morality 

– usually drunkenness, sexual misconduct, and theft – and local churches often enforced 

their own “spiritual sanctions” against the convicted. 

Prior to a trial, when an accused was given a chance to state their guilt or inno-

cence, they would often plead “guilty”, if only because most who pleaded innocence 

were found “guilty” and meted harsher penalties.
372
 The witch trials in Salem, Massachu-

setts are the most widely known trials in colonial American history, if only because of the 

court’s extraordinary means to coerce the defendant’s “truth”. Fortunately, a vast major-

ity of colonial American trials proceeded without incident and did not create or warrant 

                                                 
372 Douglas Greenberg, "Crime, Law Enforcement, and Social Control in Colonial America," The Ameri-

can Journal of Legal History 26, no. 4 (1982): pp. 297 - 298. Greenberg cites conviction rates of 70% - 
80% for most of the 17th century. 
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the attention of the Salem trials. In colonial New England, most persons convicted of 

criminal behavior were reabsorbed back into their community. New England’s small, 

ideologically homogeneous communities compelled all but the most hardened criminals 

to bow to and conform to prevailing social and moral structures. 

It should be noted that prior to the mid-19th century, metropolitan police depart-

ments neither investigated crimes nor arrested persons accused of a crime – simply be-

cause metropolitan police departments did not exist until the mid-19th century. Often 

cited as the first municipal police department in the western world, the Metropolitan Po-

lice of London was not established until 1829. Toronto, Canada’s metropolitan police de-

partment, established in 1834, was the first of its kind in North America. American cities 

did without police departments until 1854 when Boston formally organized its loose con-

federation of night watchmen and invested them with police-like powers. The establish-

ment of police departments is not evidence that crime increased dramatically during the 

19th century. Rather, as indicated earlier, “one could say that the creation of the police 

force reflected a growing intolerance for riots and disorder, rather than a response to (in-

creased) crime.”
373
 

Prior to the organization of formal police departments, constables, night watch-

men and private protection societies patrolled cities and towns. Since these individuals’ 

income depended upon numerous and frequent arrests, there was a wide-spread percep-

tion that few, if any, security forces applied the law fairly or evenly. In 1833, Lowell al-

located $1,500 to hire a number of watchmen and to establish a police court. The police 

court was a low level, informal court whose jurisdiction and promulgations were limited 

by statute.
374
  

                                                 
373 Eric H. Monkkonen, "History of Urban Police," Crime and Justice 15 (1992): p. 553. 
374 Town of Lowell Massachusetts, Town Records (1833). Szymanski studied the growth of organized po-
lice forces in towns north of Boston and found no evidence of a police department in Lowell. See, Ann-
Marie Szymanski, "Stop, Thief! Private Protective Societies in Nineteenth-Century New England," The 

New England Quarterly 78 (2005). 
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More to the point for our consideration of Lowell, what happened to women who 

disobeyed, or were thought to have disobeyed, factory directives? While I assume wages 

positively influenced workers to maintain a congenial and productive workplace, were 

there any overt or covert penalties or reprisals for failing to conform to mill owner’s de-

mands? After all, most of the earliest textile workers were familiar with a farm’s various 

duties and rhythms, not a factory’s singular, year-round schedule of production quotas. 

The Hamilton Company began production in May, 1826 and by December of that 

year more than 150 people worked in the mill. During that seven month period, more 

than 100 employees departed the mill. Approximately 70% of the women who left the 

mill gave notice to leave or left when their “husband came for her”. Of the remaining 

women, some were let go for poor work performance but others were dismissed “for 

cause”. Five women were dismissed for “spreading false stories” and in December the 

mill experienced a work stoppage – or, “mutiny” according to the Company -- in the 

carding department. The insurrection resulted in the immediate dismissal of an additional 

five women. Today, we might call “spreading false stories”, at worst, malicious gossip 

and we might characterize “airing grievances” as simply part of the employer/employee 

relationship. But for the owners of the Hamilton Company, in its first year of production, 

a woman’s lack of manners proved her expendability: 

While in later records the primary concern is for productivity and workmanship, 
during the first faltering steps of factory production, management seemed most in-
terested in asserting dominance … and establishing the standards of deference 

they defined as preconditions for profitable operation of the mill.
375
 

The Lowell mill owner’s ethos insinuated itself into every aspect of the mill 

worker’s life, not just during their hours in the factories. The loss of one’s job was the 

penalty for unbecoming behavior outside of the factory, whether it occurred in a company 

boardinghouse or walking or traveling about town.
376
 In short, “public morals and private 

                                                 
375 Carl Gersuny, "'A Devil in Petticoats' and Just Cause: Patterns of Punishment in Two New England 
Textile Factories," The Business History Review 50, no. 2 (1976): p. 137. 
376 Dublin, Women at Work, p. 79. 
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interests … are here seen to be linked in an indissoluble connection. Accordingly, the sa-

gacity of self-interest ... has led to the adoption of moral police.”
377
 

Lowell’s boardinghouses were, by design, built close to its textile mills. Their 

proximity to the mills was an unsubtle reminder that the mill owners kept close tabs on 

their operatives and that regular, punctual work attendance was expected. In fact, during 

Lowell’s earliest years when most of Lowell’s workforce lived in boardinghouses, few of 

the operatives were discharged for unauthorized job absences. However, as boarding-

houses fell into disrepair and more workers lived in private quarters rather than corporate 

housing, absenteeism became an increasing problem.  

Roiling social conditions outside the mills soon drew away the mill owner’s atten-

tion and worry. At question was Lowell’s growing and emerging Irish immigrant com-

munity. From the moment they arrived the Irish were looked upon with disapproval. The 

Irish were accused of vandalism and petty crimes and as early as 1825 newspapers began 

printing stories that accused Lowell’s Irish of assault and murder. 

                                                 
377 Miles, p. 128. 
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K. IMMIGRATION 

 

 

Illustration 28: Rogers, W.A., “Poor House From Galway”, Harper’s Weekly, 1883 

We notice with regret indications that our mills are being filled more and more 
with Irish help. Whether it is owing to the consideration that such help is more 
profitable than American girls, or whether it be that the scarcity of the latter help 
renders the step necessary we do not know. In either case the fact is to be de-
plored. Not because we wish to see the Irish crowded out from honorably obtain-
ing a living, but because in the end it will be a serious damage to our hitherto il-
lustrious little city. The fact that our Yankee girls, many of whom are the daugh-
ters of thriving farmers in the country, and come here only to rid their parents of 
the burden of their maintenance, will have to place themselves on a level with 
those who are unmistakably their inferiors in every sense, will tend to cast a slur 
on the name of the Lowell factory girl, something which it has not yet obtained. 

- Lowell Daily Morning News, 1851
378
 

 

                                                 
378 "Irish Immigrant Mill Workers," Lowell Daily Morning News 1851. Quoted in, Marston: pp. 260 - 261. 



 

 190 

i. Irish 

a. Immigration 

Scattershot accounts tell of Irish day laborers crisscrossing northeast Massachu-

setts as early as 1790. However, not until 1822 is there hard evidence of permanent Irish 

settlement in the Merrimack Valley. In 1822, encouraged by rumors that work might be 

available north of Boston, Paul Comminsky (also spelled Cumminsky), accompanied by 

30 fellow Irishmen, walked 30 miles from Boston to East Chelmsford. Comminsky met 

with Francis Lowell at the Merrimack River and talked with him about possible employ-

ment. The two men struck a deal whereby Comminsky and his men agreed to dredge and 

enlarge the Pawtucket Canal. Inevitably, the episode engendered tales about the exact na-

ture of the contract between Comminsky and Lowell. Those who champion Comminsky 

highlight the Irishman’s innate business acumen and political guile; others say Francis 

Lowell brought the Irishmen to a bar and contracted their labor for the cost of an after-

noon’s drinking. 

Lowell residents used a simple and quick calculus to distinguish English and Irish 

immigrants and, by way if inference, assigned their social and professional standing: “the 

English (are) of the artisan class, the Irish as hewers of wood and drawers of water.”
379
 If 

Lowellians judged quickly and harshly quite possibly the Irish’s reputation may have 

preceded them. The Scottish essayist and historian Thomas Carlyle could not recommend 

the Irish: 

Crowds of miserable Irish darken all of our towns. He is the sorest evil this town 
has to strive with. In his rages and laughing savagery, he is there to undertake all 
the work that can be done by mere strength of hand and back; for wages that will 
purchase him potatoes. American forests lie untilled across the ocean; the uncivi-
lized Irishman, not by his strength, but by the opposite of strength, drives out the 
Saxon native, takes possession in his room. There abides he, in his squalor and 
unreason, in his falsity and drunken violence, as the ready made nucleus of degra-
dation and disorder.380 

                                                 
379 Robinson, p. 7. 
380 Thomas Carlyle, Chartism (London, England: James Fraser, Regent Street, 1840), p. 28. 
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Edmund and Marie Morgan contend the English considered the Irish – and Native 

Americans – as a race set apart because they lacked civility and religion, both conspicu-

ously visible in their outward appearance: 

The Irish shared with the America Indians a profound deficiency that required 
correction if they were to make proper (English) subjects: they were not civil. Ci-
vility required … a sustained effort, physical and intellectual. (Civility) did not 
require belief in Christianity ; but Christianity was impossible without (civility). 
The objective of colonization was to bring civility and Christianity to the uncivil, 
in that order. The Irish … could not be civil unless they dressed in English 
clothes, like civilized people, and cut their long hair, signs of a capacity to submit 
to the enlightened government of their superiors.381 

 

b. Irish Housing / “The Acre” 

Lowell’s first Irish immigrants gravitated to a swampy low-lying area first known 

colloquially as “Paddy’s Camp Lands”, “New Dublin” or, as it is still referred to today, 

“The Acre”. Originally settled by Irish immigrants in the 1820’s, The Acre remains the 

physical location in Lowell to which every major wave of immigration has gravitated and 

settled. 

By 1830, Lowell’s Irish community had grown to 52 households. Eight years after 

their first arrival, manual labor was still the predominant occupation among the Irish with 

16 of 20 head-of-householders listed as either laborers or employed by the Proprietors of 

the Locks and Canals. One of the first descriptions of The Acre, was written in 1831, nine 

years after the Irish were first employed to help construct Lowell:  

Within a few rods of the canal there is a settlement called by some New Dublin, 
which occupies rather more than an acre of ground. It contains a population of not 
far from five hundred Irish, who dwell in about a hundred cabins, from seven to 
ten feet high built of slabs and rough boards, a fireplace made of stone in one end, 
topped out with two or three flour barrels or lime casks. In a central situation is 
the school house, built in the same style of the dwelling houses, turfed up to the 

                                                 
381 Edmund Sears Morgan and Marie Morgan, "Our Shaky Beginnings," New York Review of Books, April 
26 2007, p. 21. 
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eaves, with a window in one end and two small holes in two sides for the admis-
sion of air and light. In this room are collected together perhaps 150 children.382 

Irish immigration to Lowell during the hardest years of the Irish Famine forever 

changed Lowell’s social complexion. The bleakest years of the Famine saw the arrival of 

seemingly unending waves of Irish immigrants, first to Boston and then to Lowell. Per-

ceived as the dregs of Irish society, the “Famine Irish” were disdained not only by 

Lowell’s Yankee population but also by the Irish in Lowell who immigrated to America 

prior to the Famine.
383
 

                                                 
382 George F. O'Dwyer, The Irish Catholic Genesis of Lowell (Lowell, Massachusetts: Sullivan Brothers, 
1920), p. 8. 
383 On pre-Famine Irish emigration see, James H. Johnson, "The Distribution of Emigration in the Decade 
Before the Great Famine," Irish Geography, no. 21 (1988): 86. Also, in an overview of 19th century Irish 
migration, “The pull that came from Britain and North America (during the Famine) was from urban labor 
markets … not unrelieved poverty at home. The poorest of the migrants … ended up in Dublin’s tenements, 
in Belfast’s meaner streets or in British slums … perhaps making this a staging post in their way to North 
America.” See, James H. Johnson, "The Context of Migration: The Example of Ireland in the Nineteenth 
Century," Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, no. 15 (1990): 273. 

S.H. Cousens writes, “The coincidence of … excessive pauperism and … low rates of emigration 
was fairly close. Poverty of such proportions meant that virtually half or even three-quarters of the popula-
tion was not in a position to leave. Clearly a pauper population could not pay the average fare of 50 – 60 
shillings to Canada and not less than 70 shillings to the USA.” See, S.H. Cousens, "The Regional Pattern of 
Emigration During the Great Irish Famine, 1846 - 1851," Transactions of the Institute of British Geogra-

phers, no. 28 (1960): 128. 
Boston was a likely destination for Irish emigrants because, as Edward Glaeser points out, “In the 

1840s, Boston was the closest American port to Liverpool (England) and the abundance of Boston sailing 
ships meant that fares to Boston were lower than fares to anywhere else in the U.S. … often less than $20. 
If the potato famine had happened 30 years later … steamships would have bypassed Boston and headed 
straight for New York.” See, Glaeser, p. 19. 

Ray Ginger echoes and amplifies Glaeser when he points out that some European mill workers 
leveraged their work experience as a means to come to America. Ginger recounts a case from 1852 where a 
textile mill in Holyoke, Massachusetts – approximately 80 miles west of Boston in central Massachusetts – 
encountered a labor shortage and sent agents to Scotland to recruit young women to work in their mills. 
Each immigrant was charged $20.49 for passage from Glasgow to Holyoke, an amount less than half of 
their total living expenses from June 1st through September 8th, 1853. Despite the relatively low cost of 
emigration, the women believed the mill agent conspired to overcharge them for their journey to Holyoke 
and, after discussing their grievance with Holyoke’s mill owners, the mill owners atoned for the presuma-
bly usurious fee by promising, “to charge us only three weeks board (instead of four).” See, Ray Ginger, 
"Labor in a Massachusetts Cotton Mill, 1853 - 1860," The Business History Review 28, no. 1 (1954): p. 76. 

For an extended narrative on attempts by Lowell’s pre-Famine Irish immigrants to distinguish 
themselves from “Famine Irish” immigrants see, Brian Christopher Mitchell, The Paddy Camps: The Irish 

of Lowell, 1821 - 1861 (Urbana, Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 1988). It is interesting to note that 
George O’Dwyer limits his narrative in The Irish Catholic Genesis of Lowell to pre-1840 and post-19th cen-
tury. While the book contains pertinent facts about the initial Irish immigration to and settlement in Lowell, 
the bulk of the text is an encomium to Lowell’s first Irish immigrants and the accomplishments of their 20th 
century progeny. O’Dwyer completely omits any mention of the “Famine Irish”.  
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From time to time local newspapers printed accounts of sporadic fights between 

Irish Catholics and local Protestant Yankees. Local officials may have read the newspa-

per articles but, if they did, they took no action. However, in both May, 1831 and August, 

1832, local officials could not ignore two large-scale brawls between Irishmen and Yan-

kees.
384
 It is uncertain what precipitated the 1831 melee – either the construction of Saint 

Patrick’s, Lowell’s first Catholic Church, or Irishmen stealing firewood
385
 – but the battle 

strengthened each group’s suspicion and animosity toward the other. The second incident 

in August, 1832 was significant if only because an account of the fight appeared in the 

Boston Patriot, thus spreading knowledge of the clash beyond the immediate Lowell 

area. In short, a group of Yankees, walking through Lowell’s Irish section (The Acre) 

began to publicly express their disgust at the sight of 70 – 80 Irish living in a single 

dwelling. Soon, 400 people had gathered and rocks and boards began flying through the 

air. Even though no one was killed, the Boston Patriot’s account painted a picture of 

Lowell as distinctly out-of-control.
386
 

This clash, soon referred to as “The Inglorious Revolution”, prompted a two-

pronged response from town administrators. Town officials insisted the Irish, although as 

a class filthy and ignorant, must enjoy the same rights as others and should be encouraged 

to assimilate with Lowell society. Irish immigrants were encouraged to seek education 

and self-help as a means of integrating into and advancing within Lowell society. As a 

result, an Irish school district, separate and distinct from other Lowell public schools, was 

created. Also, Town officials encouraged the formation of Irish aid societies such as the 

“Hibernian Moralizing and Relief Society”. Other townsmen pointed out that Lowell was 

spending $1,000 per year to house Irish paupers in the neighboring town of Tewksbury 

                                                 
384 Lipchitz, p. 99. 
385 Mitchell identifies the construction of a Catholic church as the cause. See, Mitchell, Paddy Camps, p. 
32. An intent to destroy St. Patrick’s church is cited in, Oates: p. 102. A local newspaper attributed the fight 
to stolen firewood. See, Lowell Mercury, May 28 1831. 
386 Boston Patriot, August 22 1832. 
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and that it might be wiser to buy land for a “poor farm” for the indigent Irish. In 1833, 

Lowell purchased 150 acres and a home for, “the reception and employment of the idle 

and the indigent.” 

In September 1849, an Irish priest named Father Matthew arrived in Lowell for 

three days on a lecture tour and received temperance oaths from approximately 5,000 fel-

low Irishmen – the oaths followed two days of riots between two rival Irish groups, the 

Corkonians and the “Far Downers”. Although no evidence shows alcohol initiated the 

riot, drunkeness most likely prolonged it. Saloons, most often a single room in a person’s 

home, not only sold rye whiskey cheap and beer by the bucket but were also incubators 

of community news and opinion. 

Not surprisingly, the popularity of the temperance movement waxed and waned 

along with the social and economic fortunes of Lowell’s working class.
387
 If one is to be-

lieve Harriet Robinson, who grew up in and worked in Lowell during its formative years, 

disputes between Irish factions were not uncommon nor were fights between Irish gangs 

aligned by convenience against Yankees:   

When caught alone by (Irish) Acreites, coming home from school, we have been 
in terror of our lives … These fights were not confined to the boys on each side; 
after mill-hours the men joined in the fray. The authorities interfered, and pre-
vented these raids of the Acreites upon the school children, and the warfare was 
kept within their own domain … and was ended (more than ten years later) by the 

‘bloody battle’ of Suffolk Bridge, in which a young boy was killed.
388
 

 

In fact, the “Battle of Suffolk Bridge” was fought, not between Irish and Yankee 

gangs but amongst the Irish themselves, between County Cork and Connacht Province 

partisans. “Even when factory doors are open, wage envelopes big, and dividends regular, 

the benefits of material prosperity may be nullified by tightening of class lines, the crys-

                                                 
387 Robert Dugan, "The Outsider's View: Visitors To The Industrial Showcase," in Cotton Was King: A 

History of Lowell, Massachusetts, ed. Arthur L. Eno (Somersworth, New Hampshire: New Hampshire Pub-
lishing Company, 1976), p. 248.  
388 Robinson, pp. 10 - 11. 
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tallizing of racial prejudices, the maladjustment of established institutions to ideals, cus-

toms, and ambitions in flux.”
389
 

c. Education 

As noted, The Acre was not, at first, formally included in any school district. An 

extended quote from Reverend Dr. Theodore Edson tells of the Irish’ education:  

Even before the incorporation of the town, efforts had already been made to ex-
tend the benefits of common school education to the Iris population, who were 
chiefly papists. Private aid was given to a school kept on the ‘acre’, in a shanty, 
by an Irishman approved by the priest. Fruitless efforts were made for several 
years to attach these children to our public schools. At the April meeting,1830, the 
seventh article of the warrant reads ‘… to see if the town will appropriate any part 
of the money, granted for the support of schools, to the support of a school exclu-
sively for the Irish children’ which resulted in the appropriation of a suitable sum. 
A like appropriation was made the following year; when, at the recommendation 
of the school committee, the ‘acre’, so called, was made a school district; but it 
was never organized. The experiment failed, as did all endeavors to connect these 
children with the Yankee schools. The attempt … was still continued by the 
committee, until, in connection with an improvement in the system of our public 
schools, the plan was adopted … bringing the portion of our community referred 

to under the influence of public school instruction.
390
   

 

                                                 
389 Wright: 481. 
390 Edson, pp. 18 - 19. 
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d. Churches and Charitable Organizations 

 

Illustration 29: Saint Patrick’s Catholic Church (Built 1831, Rebuilt 1853) 

 

Churches and schools always functioned as social touchstones for the Irish com-

munity and soon a wider patchwork of Irish-based auxiliary organizations began to spring 

up. First and foremost were the social clubs such as the Knights of Saint Patrick and Saint 

Patrick’s Catholic Union. Soon many mutual aid societies began to offer a type of “insur-

ance” that paid widows a stipend upon the death of their spouse. The primary function of 

groups like the Irish Benevolent Society was, of course, to promote charitable contribu-

tions for their countryman. Fourth, literary societies such as the Young Men’s Catholic 

Lyceum promoted self-improvement through literature. Fifth, military-style drill teams 

and marching bands such as the Ancient Order of Foresters represented the entire Irish 

community to the wider Lowell community.  Each association filled a want among 
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Lowell’s Irish and the annual Saint Patrick’s Day parade was the Irish community’s op-

portunity to display both the breadth and strength of their presence in Lowell.
391
 

Lowell’s Irish community used Lowell’s Saint Patrick’s Day parade, first held in 

1833, as a stage for the exhibition and promotion of Irish heritage and culture. The Saint 

Patrick’s Day parade was also a calculated statement of the Irish community’s solidarity; 

a statement to Lowell’s non-Irish that the Irish may be compliant but not necessarily 

obeisant. At a dinner on March 16th, 1833, the day before the first Saint Patrick’s Day 

parade, Edward Quigley, the president of Lowell’s Hibernian Moralizing and Relief So-

ciety led off a round of speeches by extolling the merits and virtues of Daniel O’Connell, 

an Irish-Catholic then agitating for Ireland’s independence from England. He was fol-

lowed by Richard Plant who toasted the crowd with, “May the heavy chains which have 

compressed the vitals of Erin, forged in Germany and bolted in England, be, ere long, 

rent asunder by the floodgates of Liberty.”
392
 Just as with Lowell’s French-Canadian im-

migrants at a later date, Irish immigrants used holidays and festivals not just to celebrate 

their new lives in their adopted country but to assign blame and fix unsettled scores for, 

what they perceived to be, lives interrupted and made unduly desperate by others. 

In 1831, The Acre’s residents, along with the help of a “number of English, 

Scotch and Yankee Catholics”, labored to raise the first Catholic Church in Lowell’s 

Acre neighborhood.
393
 Like the Irish community, Lowell’s French-Canadian population 

was overwhelmingly Catholic. But French-Canadians rarely worshipped at Irish-

dominated parishes because the priests spoke only Gaelic or English and tailored the lit-

urgy of the Mass to suit the cultural tastes of the Irish community. 

                                                 
391 Sallie A. Marston, "Neighborhood and Politics: Irish Ethnicity in Nineteenth-Century Lowell, Massa-
chusetts," Annals of the Association of American Geographers 78, no. 3 (1988). 
392 O'Dwyer, p. 41. Another notable pro-Liberty/anti-English toast from the event: “The Anglo-Saxon ty-
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The Catholic hierarchy, headquartered in Boston and dominated by Irish-

Americans, failed to assign a French-speaking priest to Lowell until 1868. Upon the 

priest’s arrival, the French-Canadian community immediately raised $3,000 to purchase a 

vacant Unitarian Church which the community converted to St. Joseph’s Catholic 

Church, Lowell’s first French-Canadian Catholic church.
394
 

                                                 
394 Peter Blewett, "The New People: An Introduction to the Ethnic History of Lowell," in Cotton Was 

King: A History of Lowell, Massachusetts, ed. Arthur L. Eno (Somersworth, New Hampshire: New Hamp-
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ii. French-Canadian 

a. Immigration 

 
 

Illustration 30: Children in Lowell’s “Little Canada” Tenements, 1900 

Emigration from Canada to the United States, and Lowell in particular, began in 

the early 1840’s. Many Canadians, especially the Quebecois, shared a number of political 

and cultural kinships with New Englanders and relied on these lineages for passage to the 

United States. Established in 1763, Quebec was split into Upper and Lower Canada in 

1791. Throughout the 1790’s, Lower Canada – which extended through the Saint Law-

rence River Valley between New England and New France – became a refuge for Ameri-



 

 200 

cans still loyal to the English Crown.
395
 New Englanders settled into the region’s newly 

platted agriculture-based townships and soon began to raise crops such as wheat and po-

tatoes. New Englanders brought Church of England missionaries and American textbooks 

and teachers to Lower Canada, initiatives frowned upon by the native Quebecois. In 

1837, the Patriote Rebellion demanded the province re-establish and strengthen its 

French heritage.
396
 

Despite poor, unsuitable soil and a too-short growing season, Quebec farmers per-

sisted in planting their two cash crops, wheat and potatoes. When wheat rust and potato 

blight hit Lower Canada between 1827 and 1844, crop yields fell 75% - 90%, and rural 

Quebecois were left few options.
397
 The region’s poor soil and short growing season did 

not allow crop diversification and the area boasted little industrial development. How-

ever, one important industrial development had made its way to Lower Canada – the rail-

road. Railroads connected Lower Canada not just to Montreal and Quebec but to New 

England and the Midwest. Beginning in the 1840s, Canadians began making the four day 

trip from Lower Canada to Lowell. Once in Lowell they re-established ties with an ex-

tended network of family and friends from whom they received shelter and job refer-

ences.
398
 Like the Irish before them, French-Canadians established numerous benevolent 

societies upon their arrival in Lowell, the first of which was Union St. Joseph.
399
 

                                                 
395 For an overview of geographic and political relations between the U.S. and Canada during this period 
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Lowell’s Canadian immigrants stood apart from native New Englanders just as 

the Irish immigrants stood outside the social mainstream before them. But the Lower Ca-

nadians had an additional burden – unlike the New Englanders and the Irish who both 

spoke English, Lower Canadians spoke French. So, while French-Canadians and the Irish 

shared common economic goals, the language divide created a yawning chasm for 

French-Canadian immigrants hoping to gain a foothold on Lowell’s social and economic 

ladder.
400
 

Most of Lowell’s Canadian immigrants came not because they had to support a 

family in Canada or because they wanted to earn enough money to someday return to 

Canada but because they wanted to gain a measure of personal independence. “The Sev-

enth Census of Canada stated that it ‘was not a quest of a higher standard of living but to 

avoid a lower’ that the French Canadian was impelled to migrate.”401 

French-Canadians, unable to speak English, trained in agriculture and generally 

unsupportive of either unions or strikes typically took entry-level positions in Lowell’s 

textile mills, often at the expense of striking operatives. The inability to communicate 

across languages led to, at best, the stereotyping of different ethnic tendencies and, at 

worst, the exploitation of other’s perceived weaknesses and an increased balkanization of 

Lowell society. 
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b. French-Canadian Housing / “Little Canada” 

 

 
 

 

 

Illustration 31: French-Canadian tenement housing, approximately 1900 

In ‘Little Canada’, at the corner of Hall and Aiken Street, the single city block had 48 tenements 

of four rooms each and housed 300 people. Photograph taken approximately 1900. 
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While Thomas Hobbes’ summation of life as, “poor, nasty, short, and brutish” 

may have accurately summed up the plight of the Lowell Irish, Lowell’s French-

Canadian immigrants quite possibly fared even worse: 

The Irish portion of (Lowell) has wider streets, and houses less crowded than 
those of ‘Little Canada’. “Little Canada’ … exhibits a congeries of narrow, un-
paved lanes, lined with rickety wooden houses, which elbow one another closely, 
and possess neither gardens nor yards. They are let out in flats, and are crowded 
to overflowing with a dense population of lodgers. Peeps into their interiors reveal 
dirty, poorly furnished rooms, and large families, pigging squalidly together at 
meal times, while unkempt men and slatternly women lean from open windows, 
and scold in French, or chatter with crowds of ragged and bare-legged children 

playing in the gutters.
402
 

In response to Lowell’s growing inter-ethnic hostilities and the desire of most 

French-Canadians for an ethnically homogeneous community, the city’s first tenement 

houses were built in Lowell’s burgeoning “Little Canada” section.  

When the mills began to draw upon the Irish and the French-Canadians for work-
ers, there was a demand for separation in the boarding houses, and the French par-
ticularly were necessarily in boarding houses by themselves. For men … when it 
came to the mixing of races the houses became so troublesome that the police had 

to be resorted to frequently.
403
 

 

Occupied by French-Canadians, the tenement’s population density – at the time, 

possibly the second highest in the United States – exacerbated the difficult issue of public 

health among a population whose primary language was not English and who cultivated a 

mistrust of civic and medical authorities.
404
 

L. LABOR ISSUES 

The Boston Associates’ first labor issue occurred soon after the Merrimack Mill 

opened in 1823 when the colors in its calico cloth abruptly began to run and fade. Eager 

to solve the problem, mill owners advertised for and quickly hired experienced English 
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dyers and printers. Not surprisingly, operatives who had worked in the original Waltham 

mill and who had never received additional compensation for either their talents or their 

corporate loyalty quickly dubbed the new housing built for the dyers and weavers as 

“English Row”. When the English arrived they accused the Corporation of reneging on 

previously agreed upon wages and promptly packed their bags and prepared to leave 

town. Desperate to establish their business and reputation, owners of the Merrimack Mills 

acceded to the craftsmen’s wishes. 

The first labor strikes – or, “turn outs”, as the mill workers referred to them -- oc-

curred in Lowell in February, 1834 and October, 1836.
405
 “Turn outs” were called to pro-

test a reduction in wages and the elimination of the boardinghouse keeper’s bonus of 

.25/lodger/week. Harriet Robinson, just shy of her 12th birthday and the daughter of a 

boardinghouse keeper, remembers leading a group of women out of the factory into the 

streets in 1836. Ms. Robinson may overstate her participation in the strike but she can-

didly admits that the “turn out” accomplished little to nothing: “So far as results were 

concerned this strike did no good. The majority (of workers) returned to their work, and 

the corporation went on cutting down the wages.”
406
 And after a time, as the wages be-

came more and more reduced, the best portion of the girls left and went to their homes, or 

to other employments that were fast opening to women, until there were very few of the 

old guard left; and thus the status of the factory population of New England gradually 

became what we know it to be today.” 

The first two Lowell strikes demonstrate the effect modernization had on the rela-

tionship between employer and employee. First, women were hired to work in Lowell’s 

textile factories because unlike Philadelphia’s master/apprentice system, the Boston As-

                                                 
405 Betty J. Birkenmeier, Kerry David Carson, and Paula Phillips Carson, "Lessons From Lowell, Massa-
chusetts (1821 - 1862): The Shifting Sands of Managerial Beneficence," Employee Responsibilities and 

Rights Journal 14, no. 4 (2002): p. 129. 
406 All of the strikers were, most likely, female. First, at that time, men comprised only about 15% of the 
workforce and most of those men worked in a supervisory capacity. Also, men were paid daily wages and 
were not affected by the reduction. See, Dublin, Women at Work, p. 102. See also Robinson, pp. 51 - 53. 
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sociates knew the jobs required little or no experience or training. In fact, mill owners 

hired unmarried females specifically to create a pool of short-term employees. By em-

ploying unskilled, short-term employees, mill owners risked little financially and ex-

pended little managerial effort addressing individual employee concerns. Second, in con-

trast to apprentices who, when knowledgeable in all aspects of their professions gradu-

ated to the title “master craftsman”, mill workers performed a very limited number of 

specific tasks and at no point in their career could claim to be the master of the entire tex-

tile process. Third, unlike master craftsmen who left their imprints on many of their fin-

ished products, none of the mills’ finished products noted the specific contribution of any 

individual mill worker. 

The traditional relationship of master and apprentice -- which demanded a mas-

ter’s close personal oversight of an apprentice who would one day become qualified mas-

ter himself – was replaced in Lowell with the modern relationship of employer and em-

ployee -- where an employer need not be physically close or even present in the work-

place and an employee need not gain additional skills or levels of competence in their 

job. 

Labor issues so aggrieved mill workers that they “turned out” in protest – and yet 

the mill workers were not so aggrieved that they returned to their rural homes. Why not? 

Many mill workers, the first generation of Americans to receive compensation for work 

in the form of a paycheck, used the “turn outs” as a means to ensure their financial inde-

pendence from Lowell’s mill owners but as well as rural relatives. Inextricably inter-

woven within mill worker’s desire to maintain wages was the idea of freedom. Mill 

workers couched their desire to gain or maintain independence from financially strapped 

relatives and miserly employers in the same rhetoric used to justify the American Revolu-

tion: “The Declaration of Independence was the work of a combination (labor union), and 

was as hateful to the TRAITORS and TORIES of those days, as combinations among 
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working men are now to the avaricious MONOPOLIST and purse-proud 

ARISTOCRAT.”
407
 

By the mid-1840s female operatives in many mill towns began to assert their 

rights in the workplace. Labor organizations formed in Dover and Manchester, New 

Hampshire as well as in Fall River, Massachusetts. The Lowell Female Labor Reform 

Association (LFLRA) was founded in January 1845 with Sarah Bagley, an employee of 

the Hamilton Company, as its president. One of Bagley’s first acts as president was to 

collect over 2,000 signatures petitioning Massachusetts to pass a law limiting the work-

day to 10 hours. Not surprisingly, Lowell’s mill owners disapproved of Bagley’s activism 

and she not only lost her job at the Hamilton Company but was unable to find employ-

ment at any other Lowell mill. 

Bagley took aim at The Lowell Offering and one of its managers, Harriet Farley. 

Regarding labor’s requests, The Lowell Offering, was at best a quiet voice that politely 

intimated requests for reform. Bagley, a frequent former contributor to The Offering, de-

nounced the publication and its manager as “a mouthpiece of the corporations”. Unwill-

ing to fight a potentially nasty public battle over the intent and direction of the publica-

tion, the corporations quietly published the last issue of TheLowell Offering in late 1845. 

The LFRA published two tracts against the mill proprietors. The papers are un-

signed but can be reasonably attributed to Sarah Bagley. The first tract laments that mill 

workers are, 

…thrown into company with all sorts and descriptions of minds, dispositions and 
intellects, without counselor or friend to advise – far away from a watchful 
mother’s tender care, or father’s kind instruction – surrounded on all sides with 
the vain ostentation of fashion, vanity and light frivolity – beset with temptations 
without, and the carnal propensities of nature within, what must, what will be the 

                                                 
407 Seth Luther, An Address to the Working Men of New England, On the State of Education, And on the 

Condition of the Producing Classes in Europe and America, With Particular Reference to the Effect of 

Manufacturing (As Now Conducted) on the Health and Happiness of the Poor, and on the Safety of Our 

Republic (New York, New York: G.H. Evans, 1833), p. 26. 
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natural, rational result? What but ignorance, misery, and premature decay of both 
body and intellect?”408 

This tract is stunning because it decries the very same work and social conditions 

that Francis Lowell also opposed. 

Corporate dividends and commodity prices continued to rise but operatives, who 

over the years tended more looms operated at greater speed, saw their wages stay flat if 

not reduced. Working harder for fewer benefits, “the best portion of the girls left and 

went to their homes, or to the other employments that were opening to women, until there 

were very few of the old guard left; and thus the status of the factory population of New 

England gradually became what we know it to be today.”
409
 

Harriet Robinson, who was born and raised in Lowell and who had labored for 

years as a “mill girl”, returned to Lowell at the end of the nineteenth century to reminisce 

among the mills in which she spent her formative years. Robinson’s crestfallen account 

of her visit betrays Lowell’s transformation from civic idyll to scuttled urban area, only 

its undesirability differentiating it from others: 

In Lowell, when I walked among the ‘blocks’ where I lived as a child, I found 
them in a most dilapidated condition – houses going to decay, broken sidewalks 
and filthy streets; and contrasting their appearance with that of the corporation as 
I remember it, I felt as if I were visiting the ruins of an industry once clean and 
prosperous.410 

For many Lowellians, the social environment and living conditions had become 

indistinguishable from, if not identical to, the circumstances deplored in the 1810 appeal 

for Massachusetts General Hospital’s Insane Asylum. Lowell’s champions and critics 

still find themselves unable to assimilate and make sense of the modernization that oc-

curred so quickly in Lowell: 

                                                 
408 An Operative, Factory Life As It Is, 2 vols., Factory Tracts, vol. 1 (Lowell, Massachusetts: Female La-
bor Reform Association, 1845), p. 4. The tract continues against corporate employment regulations: Alleg-
edly, corporations forced mill workers to stay in the employ of a single corporation for up to one year. Af-
ter one year, corporations conspired to block an individual’s employment at other mills, even workers hon-
orable dismissed from their initial position. 
409 Robinson, p. 86. 
410 Ibid., p. 209. 
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The rise of a new form of social relationship in manufacturing took the name of 
Lowell everywhere in western civilization. Four decades after its inception the 
experiment was dead. Those who read the (historical) descriptions … with a 
knowledge of present-day Lowell in mind can only sit down beside the waters of 
the Merrimack and weep.411 

M. SUMMARY 

 The section of the Merrimack River in northeastern Massachusetts that 

would eventually become Lowell was first visited by English explorers in the 1630s and 

has been the site of permanent settlements since the early 1650s. Sawmills and other 

small-scale industries began operating in the 1660s and grew at such a rate that the local 

tribe of Native Americans – the Wamesit – soon left the area for Canada. Despite the in-

cursion of rudimentary manufacturing, agriculture remained the area’s economic main-

stay through the 18th century. 

 In 1821, Francis Lowell and the Boston Associates, flush with the success 

of their first textile mill in Waltham, Massachusetts, began to scout the Merrimack River 

Valley for a site to build a second textile mill. Drawn to the Merrimack River because of 

its ability to generate an estimated 10,000 horsepower, The Associates immediately be-

gan to buy local farms and soon began construction of their first mill. 

 The Associate’s first mill, the Merrimack Manufacturing Company began 

operating on September 1, 1823. The Merrimack Manufacturing Company stood apart 

from other textile mills of the day in two very distinct ways: First, the mill was huge. 

Second, the management and supervision of the mill was unlike any other 19th century 

business. The Lowell textile mills created the prototype for the modern corporate struc-

ture: in order to secure the best financial positions, mill treasurers lived and worked in 

Boston while supervisory staff oversaw the actual mill operations. The Merrimack Com-

pany was successful and within two years the Associates began planning for the construc-

                                                 
411 Macdonald: p. 37. 
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tion of additional mills, the digging of additional canals, and the purchase of additional 

equipment. 

Within 20 years of the Merrimack Company’s opening, 11 additional textile mills 

had been built along the banks of the Merrimack River, 5 miles of canals had been dug 

and, ever watchful for increased efficiency and speed, the Associates established the 

Northeast’s first railroad in 1835, the Lowell & Boston. 

Most of the first Lowell mill employees were young, unmarried females from 

New England’s small, rural towns. Some worked in the mills to support their parents 

back on the farm or to pay a brother’s college tuition. Some earned income from home 

manufacturing and wanted a stronger taste of economic freedom and independence. Un-

married older women came to Lowell because their social positions and prospects in the 

rural towns of New England were negligible.  

Bales of raw cotton were unloaded from ships in Boston and sent to the mills, first 

by canal boat and later by railroad. Once at the mills, employees used a variety of special-

ized machines – whippers, willows, pickers, lappers, drawing frames, throstle spinners, 

and weavers – to prepare the cotton for processing, create the cotton threads and, eventu-

ally, create the cotton cloth. It must be emphasized that the environment within these cot-

ton textile mills was almost invariably unpleasant: cotton bales were picked apart in fire-

proof buildings for fear the cotton dust would spontaneously combust; steam was piped 

into weaving rooms to maintain the ideal conditions of high temperature and high humid-

ity. 

A textile mill’s hostile manufacturing environment did not dissuade many manu-

facturers outside of Lowell from hiring children, especially since Massachusetts did not 

bar child labor prior to 1830. Child labor had always been present in colonial and post-

colonial America – at the Brook Farm utopian community, children over the age of 10 

were required to work -- however child labor became increasingly prevalent with indus-

trialization. 
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Some employers justified child labor by reasoning that if children were paid the 

least of all, it only made financial sense to hire children. Second, an industry trade maga-

zine asserted that mill’s cramped areas were best navigated by children’s small bodies 

and thus, mill owners should target 10 year-old girls as potential employees. While child 

labor was not completely unknown in Lowell, its mill owners believed children – given 

their short attention spans and lack of stamina – would not tend the machines as consci-

entiously as adults and, as a result, would halt or hinder production in the mill. Second, 

the meager wages children could earn would simply not be enough to support themselves. 

The Lowell mills employed children but typically only as “bobbin girls” or “bobbin 

boys” which were part-time positions requiring only short bursts of attention and little 

strength. 

Lowell mill owners opened the nation’s first industry-funded hospital in 1840. Es-

tablished at a time when the germ theory of disease was not demonstrably more valid 

than the miasma theory of disease, mill employees were not quick to take advantage of its 

resources. Even though the Hospital made a regular practice of immunizing mill employ-

ees and made great advances in treating various forms of cancer, it took many years for 

citizens to rely on the hospital rather than relatives and home remedies for medical treat-

ment. While a number of health studies written by Lowell physicians too easily and too 

often celebrated the health of Lowell mill workers compared to English mill workers, 

they prescribed basic measures to raise Lowell’s health standards: increased ventilation in 

the boardinghouses and mills to cut down the incidence of respiratory diseases and in-

stalling a city-wide sewer system to reduce the number of gastro-intestinal illnesses. 

In the mid 1830s approximately 75% of the mill employees lived in corporation 

sponsored boardinghouses. The boardinghouses were 3 stories high and contained 6 – 8 

apartments or tenements and each bedroom lodged 2 – 8 boarders. Mill owners scrupu-

lously maintained the boardinghouses through Lowell’s first decades because the houses 

reflected the mill operative’s good health as well as the mill’s good economic health. The 
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boardinghouses were said to be a step above a country farm house and equal to the home 

of a respectable mechanic. 

 The Irish had been in Lowell since 1782 when a number of Irish laborers walked 

to the area from Boston and were contracted to dredge and enlarge the Pawtucket Canal. 

Despised and resented by the “mill girls”, the Irish lived in a swampy area known as 

“The Acre”. The hardest years of the Ireland’s Famine in the mid and late 1840s brought 

over an almost unending stream of immigrants that created tensions, not just between the 

Yankees and the Irish but also between the pre-Famine and the Famine Irish. 

 Slowly but surely, as Lowell absorbed the influx of Irish immigrants, it also saw 

an exodus of Yankee “mill girls” pursuing other opportunities to the west. Few new Yan-

kee girls came to replace the departed operatives so the mill began filling empty positions 

with the Irish. Almost immediately there was friction between the Irish and the Yankee 

“mill girls”: while both spoke English, Irish accents became barriers; less educated and 

unaware of “proper manners” the Irish confirmed themselves as “uncivilized”.  

With the advent and expansion of the railroad, Canada’s Quebecois were now no 

more than a four days journey from Lowell and persistently hard economic times in Can-

ada persuaded many French-Canadians to immigrate to Lowell. Like the Irish, the 

French-Canadians lived together in their own section of Lowell, an area that came to be 

known as “Little Canada.” Most French-Canadians were Catholic like the Irish but just as 

the Irish demanded to worship with a priest with an Irish brogue, French-Canadian 

Catholics declared that only a French speaking priest would satisfy their needs. While 

French-Canadians and mill owners shared neither a common language nor religion, the 

French-Canadian’s willingness to break strikes compelled the mill owners to hire them.  

Lowell’s first labor strike – or, “turn out” as the workers referred to them – oc-

curred in 1836 over a reduction in wages. In addition to other wage strikes, by the mid-

1840s labor unions and pamphleteers promoted a popular sentiment for limiting work-

days to 10 hours a day. Corporate profits remained steady for years but the mill workers 
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saw their wages flatten, or in some cases, decline. At this point it was evident the Puritan 

Social Covenant no longer guided the Lowell mill owners and the Yankee workers who 

at one eagerly journeyed to Lowell, responded by leaving in droves. 
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CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSION 

 

Illustration 32: Merrimack Manufacturing Company, approximately 1850 

The financial crisis culminated last week in the suspension of specie payments by 
nearly all the banks in the country. Early on Tuesday morning there were symp-
toms of a panic, and some of the foreign banking-houses prepared to protect 
themselves by drawing specie from the banks. By noon the run upon the banks 
became general. The scene in Wall Street was unparalleled; from twenty to thirty 
thousand persons thronged the sidewalks and choked the entrances to the banks, 
demanding specie for notes and checks. At many counters the bank-officers were 
obliged to send for the police to maintain order. Before the close of bank hours 
eighteen city banks … closed their doors, their stock of specie having been ex-
hausted. 

  - “Financial Crisis”, Harper’s Weekly, October 24 1857, p. 202. 
 

The Panic of 1857 was a real financial threat to Lowell’s economy. As a precau-

tionary measure most mills closed temporarily with corporate executives warning unem-

ployed “mill girls” to return to their rural homes until the mills reopened.
412
 The effects 

                                                 
412 Wendy M. Gordon, "'What, I Pray You, Shall I Do with the Ballance?': Single Women's Economy of 
Migration," International Review of Social History 50 (2005): p. 63. 



 

 214 

of the 1857 Panic were not confined to Lowell but rippled through the national economy, 

hitting rapidly industrializing regions like Massachusetts especially hard. “Within a few 

months, the national panic reached (Lowell’s neighbor) Lawrence and swamped the for-

tunes of numerous firms. Within a few weeks of each other (two large mills) went bank-

rupt with losses totaling $4.35 million”
413
 

Table 8: Population and Manufacturing in Lowell, MA, 1837 - 1860 

Year Total Population Factory Operatives %Pop. Operatives 
1837 18,000   8,560   48% 
1845 25,160   9,235   37% 
1855 37,554   14,661   39% 
1860 36,827   13,206   36% 
Source: Bidwell, p. 835. 
 

While mill owners urged workers to leave Lowell for their rural homes, many fac-

tory operatives had already registered their disenchantment with company boarding-

houses. In 1836, approximately 75% of the workers lived in such accommodations. A 

report by the American Medical Association in 1849 stated that Lowell boardinghouses 

were worse than any prison, too cold and overcrowded.
414
 Consequently, by 1860, only 

about 33% of the mill operatives lived in company boardinghouses, most having moved 

into private homes away from the mills.
415
 Unable to attract or retain lodgers familiar 

with and obeisant to boardinghouse rules, mill owners had few reasons to own or main-

tain corporation housing. As a result, corporation boardinghouses were converted to ad-

                                                 
413 Ardis Cameron, Radicals of the Worst Sort: Laboring Women in Lawrence, Massachusetts, 1860 - 

1912. (Champaign, Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 1995), p. xiv. See also, James L. Huston, The 

Panic of 1857 and the Coming of the Civil War (Baton Rouge, Louisiana: Louisiana State University Press, 
1987), p. 124. 
414 Marc Scott Miller, The Irony of Victory (Champaign, Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 1988).The 
population density of French-Canadian tenements in Lowell’s “Little Canada” were said to surpass any-
where else in the United States except the Fourth Ward in New York City. See, Podea: p. 375. 
415 See,  Thomas Dublin, "Women Workers and the Study of Social Mobility," Journal of Interdisciplinary 

History 9, no. 4 (1979): p. 663. 
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ministrative offices, torn down to lessen taxes, or sold to outside investors. Some inves-

tors continued to operate the boardinghouses but doubled or tripled the rent.
416
 

 

 

Illustration 33: Boott Corporation Boardinghouse 

                                                 
416 Kenngott, p. 48. 
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Illustration 34: Merrimack Corporation Boardinghouse 

As has been detailed, the Irish, and later, the French-Canadian immigrants dif-

fered dramatically from the replaced Yankee mill girls; different because they were wage 

dependent, not wage independent, different (and despised) for their religious practices; 

different in their speech and education; different in their values and expectations. Regard-

ing Lowell’s Irish and French-Canadian immigrants, Howard Gitelman wrote: 

The Irish did not destroy (Lowell’s benevolence), if by that we mean principally 
company housing and an impermanent labor force. If we take (benevolence) to 
mean extended employer concern for the well-being of employee, we make the 
mistake of attributing too much charity to its founders. If (paternalism) is repre-
sented by the character or quality of its labor force, then the Irish did destroy the 
system. They were not homogenous additions to the population. They lacked a 
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shared sense of values with the community at large. They were despised and 
feared. It was because the Irish were different, not the system, that the system can 

be said to have come to end with their entry into the industry.
417
 

 

Among Lowell’s first Yankee mill owners and Yankee mill girls, the Puritan So-

cial Covenant was an unstated but tacitly understood convention. But to the Irish and 

French-Canadian immigrants who worked alongside the Yankee mill girls, the Social 

Covenant was at best a vague attitude that quickly dissipated along with the Yankee mill 

girls’ departure. The Social Covenant that served Francis Lowell and the Boston Associ-

ates so well in 1823 was simply outdated by the mid-1840s. Prior to, and at the beginning 

of, the 19th century, practical examples of the Social Covenant could be found in small, 

socially monolithic and economically simple towns. But Lowell, by 1850 the nation’s 

center of large-scale manufacturing, was home to multiple immigrant groups with diverse 

cultural values.  

Also, the simple fact is, by the middle of the 19th century, the new owners and op-

erators of the Lowell mill were unfamiliar with the Social Ethic. Most of the men who 

had conceived and built Lowell had died by the 1850s. Francis C. Lowell, the driving 

force behind the mill complex on the Merrimack died in 1817, years before any of the 

mills even began to operate. Paul Moody, the master machinist and mechanic who forged 

and built Francis Lowell’s first looms, died in 1831. Kirk Boott, the driven mill overseer 

died in a carriage accident in 1837 and P.T. Jackson, one of Francis Lowell’s closest con-

fidants, died in 1847. Of the original Boston Associates who kept an active hand in the 

Lowell venture, only Nathan Appleton survived past mid-century.418 Competing against 

other large-scale textile producers, the new generation of mill owners felt no compulsion 

                                                 
417 Howard M. Gitelman, "The Waltham System and the Coming of the Irish," Labor History 8, no. 2 
(1967): p. 253. 
418 Appleton died in 1861. Hugh Comminsky, Francis Lowell’s Irish adversary died at the age of 82 in 
1871. 
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to either maintain or resurrect their forefather’s ideological vision. Charles Sanford 

wrote,  

As the manufacturers consolidated their position, as the advent of the immigrant 
made it no longer necessary to secure community respect and guarantee the work-
ers’ social welfare …(farmers, laborers and professionals) fastened the label of a 

European-type aristocracy on the business community.
419
 

By the mid-19th century the Social Covenant mattered less than solid financial re-

sources and personal and corporate freedom. Just as the Boston Associates abandoned 

their position as benevolent employers, employees displayed their desire for solid finan-

cial resources with some the nation’s first “turn outs”. Unpleased by the lack of positive 

response from their employers, Yankee mill workers quit the Lowell factories and moved 

westward: “Behind the factories the land stretched three thousand miles to the West, and 

those workers who were dissatisfied had only to leave their homes to make their desire 

for freedom a fact.”
420
 

The migration of New Englanders in the 19th century from their rural homes to the 

region’s newly industrialized areas quickly spawned not only new urban geographies but 

also a new perception of the New England countryside. The New England landscape very 

quickly became a very specific ideal, the focal point of the compact colonial-era town 

was a modest Town Hall with a number of gracious but not ostentatious homes radiating 

around a Town Common. From its hilltop vantage point, farms and open fields bracketed 

by stands of trees and half-hidden walls appeared to blanket the landscape. 

While the New England town of the mind’s eye provokes thoughts of colonial 

rectitude and sensibility it also aggressively promotes the idea of cultural and historical 

stasis and obliterates all indications of change or development. In fact, the quintessential 

ideal New England town is a result of 19th century developments. As Joseph Wood 

pointed out, “writers codified a regional sense of place and diffused widely a Romantic 

                                                 
419 Sanford: p. 10. 
420 Macdonald: pp. 58 - 59. 
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vision of village life in New England, attaching it to nineteenth-century villages and 

thereby confusing sentiment with settlement. As agricultural retreat and industrial expan-

sion altered the landscape, village became a metaphor for inherited ideal of stable Puritan 

community and a democratic society.”421 

So, the archetypical New England town is not the handiwork of noble yeoman 

agriculturalists but instead, a product of the 19th century’s profound cultural and eco-

nomic upheavals. New England’s manufacturing sector, initiated and championed by the 

Lowell textile mills and spurred on by advances in transportation and communication, 

generated the wealth that launched and nourished the Romantic’s ideal New England 

town. 

Until very recently, no formal effort has been made to preserve the origins of New 

England’s textile industry or to commemorate its passing. Only in the late 20th century, 

following a change in attitude toward the neglect and destruction of New England’s in-

dustrial heritage, were abandoned factories retooled into museums that revive and cele-

brate civic and economic identities. In the 1970s many nations began to realize the im-

portance of industrial structures as sources of community identity and pride: “Key large-

scale industries are passing into oblivion, their historic characteristics replaced as a result 

of modernization or relocation away from original sites. Nations … are struggling to … 

retain and conserve aspects of their industrial heritage.”422 Many nations – among others, 

Britain, Spain, France, Canada, Germany, Italy, and China – have constructed heritage 

sites dedicated to the introduction and development of the textile industry in their coun-

tries. 

Unlike museums of science which tend to honor specific machines and techno-

logical advances, most industrial museums highlight their industry’s workforce, their cul-

                                                 
421 Wood, "New England Village as Settlement Ideal," pp. 32, 37. 
422 Thomas E. Leary and Elizabeth C. Sholes, "Authenticity of Place and Voice: Examples of Industrial 
Heritage Preservation and Interpretation in the U.S. and Europe," The Public Historian 22, no. 3 (2000): 
pp. 49 - 50. 
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tures and subcultures. Industrial museums examine not just industrial progress per se but 

its impacts upon the larger community. Communal identity and consciousness is impor-

tant because in an age when generational memory is short-lived industrial museums link 

individual and family histories with specific historical eras. 

In 1975, Patrick J. Mogan, then Superintendent of Lowell Schools, frustrated that 

children in Lowell learned about the Industrial Revolution from textbooks rather than 

their city’s physical environment, led a group of like-minded citizens to create the Lowell 

Historic Canal District Commission (LHCDC). However, the Commission, specifically 

formed to preserve and honor Lowell’s industrial heritage, began its mission at an inaus-

picious period of Lowell’s history. 

A year after the LHCDC was organized, during America’s Bicentennial year, 

Lowell claimed the dubious distinction of having Massachusetts’ highest unemployment 

rate -- 13% -- which prompted the Bank of Boston’s chief economist to conclude that, 

“Government officials ought to stop wasting their time trying to save the city – it has no 

hope.”423 At a Bicentennial celebration in Lowell most participants chose to dress them-

selves in colonial-era costumes rather than as mill workers – a moment of civic embar-

rassment and historical incongruity given that Lowell did not exist before 1820. Many 

disparate industrialized areas shared Lowell’s plight. For example, Lowell’s problems 

were virtually indistinguishable from problems faced by residents of the South Wales 

coal fields: 

Cultural despondency incurred by the erosion of an industrial era is a … problem 
of varied and complex dimensions. It is particularly pernicious to the older indus-
trial regions of developed countries. Attempts to initiate an economic resurgency 
and to uplift the spirits of the people by retailoring the landscape to fit the de-

                                                 
423 Dennis Frenchman and Jonathan S. Lane, Discussion White Paper: Assessment of Preservation and 

Development in Lowell National Historical Park at its 30-Year Anniversary (Lowell, Massachusetts: 
Lowell National Historical Site, 2008), pp 1 - 2. 
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mands of postindustrial activities are incapacitated by the sheer intractability of 
current unemployment conditions.424 

Later that Bicentennial year, rigor mortis appeared to set in when a significant Lowell 

mill complex and virtually all of the city’s remaining boardinghouses were torn down and 

replaced with parking lots and characterless public housing. Patrick Mogan invited the 

National Park Sevice (NPS) to participate in the LHCDC’s effort to preserve Lowell’s 

industrial heritage but the federal agency begged off stating that more attractive mills ex-

isted elsewhere and that too many of Lowell’s mills had already been lost. Not explicitly 

stated but implicit in their decision were the facts that the NPS had few urban-base facili-

ties and not a single industrial heritage site. 

 Despite the NPS’s reticence, Mogan and the LHCDC continued to solicit support 

of federal, state, and local political representatives to create an urban industrial historical 

site in the city of Lowell. The LHCDC pressed two significant arguments. First, even 

though the Park Service’s own documents recognize “urban design, manufacturing, sci-

ence and invention, energy, ethnic minorities, and economic classes” as critically impor-

tant, the NPS had few, if any, sites with those specific criteria.425 Second, the LHCDC 

argued that Lowell’s urban morphology – its network of canals, the organization of its 

buildings and facilities – created a new urban form in America, the nation’s first city de-

voted exclusively to large-scale manufacturing. A decade later, UNESCO would begin to 

use this same idea – that a city’s layout contributes to national culture – as a criteria for 

inclusion on their list of “World Heritage Cities.”426 

 Finally, in 1978, the U.S. Congress appropriated $40 million and President Carter 

signed legislation to create the Lowell National Historical Park.427 According to the legis-

                                                 
424 Christopher Shane Davies, "Wales: Industrial Fallibility and Spirit of Place," Journal of Cultural Geog-

raphy 4, no. 1 (1983): p. 83. 
425 Lowell Historic Canal District Commission, Report of the Lowell Historic Canal District Commission 
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lation, the Park’s purpose is to, “preserve the physical elements of Lowell’s environment 

… of the social and industrial evolution of the nineteenth century” and to create interpre-

tations that “enable visitors and residents to understand and experience the significance of 

social, economic, and cultural forces which … created an industrial community in 19th 

century Lowell.” 

 By 1982 the Lowell National Historical Park, the first federally-funded, urban-

based industrial heritage site in the United States, was completed. All exhibits in the 

Park’s Visitor’s Center derive from and strengthen three essential themes: “Farm to Fac-

tory to Globalization”, “Newcomers and Ethnicity in Urban America”, and “Nature 

Transformed.”428 Spread across 141 acres, approximately 60,000 school children visit the 

Park each year and the total annual attendance exceeds 700,000 people. Needless to say, 

the Park constantly struggles to strike a satisfactory balance between the subjective qual-

ity of a visitor’s experience and the desire to accurately portray historic conditions with 

current knowledge.429 

 Between 1984 and 1986 researchers from the University of Massachusetts at 

Lowell, working with the Lowell National Historical Park, conducted an oral history pro-

ject with former mill workers. The project resulted in over 100 oral histories transcribed 

for the Park’s archives. Although the project concentrated on textile production rather 

than family or cultural issues, the interviews easily provoked not only wistful but some-

times detailed, hard-edged recollections of the Lowell mills. Interviewed in the room he 

worked in for close to 30 years, Sidney Mukovitz said, “I hate this room. It reminds me 

of when I used to work in the mill and I worked, and I sweat, and it’s dirty and it was 

                                                                                                                                                 
“Blackstone River Valley National Heritage Corridor” which established a link among the many textile 
industry-based towns southwest of Boston between Worcester, Massachusetts and Providence, Rhode Is-
land. In 1924, one of the first industrial heritage sites in the United States was the privately funded restora-
tion of Samuel Slater’s 1793 textile mill in Pawtucket, Rhode Island. The mill opened as a private museum 
in 1955 
428 Peter O'Connell and Gray Fitzsimons, The Presentation of Lowell's Stories: Origins, Accomplishments, 

and Future Directions (Lowell, Massachusetts: Lowell National Historical Park, 2008), p. 5. 
429 Carolyn M. Goldstein, "Many Voices, True Stories, and the Experiences We Are Creating in Industrial 
History Museums: Reinterpreting Lowell, Massachusetts," The Public Historian 22, no. 3 (2000): p. 132. 
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miserable, and the pay was very small. I wouldn’t want to have anyone work here, not 

even a dog.”430 Impressed by the worker’s ability to express themselves and frustrated by 

the limited number of interviews included in the Park’s exhibits, historian Mary Blewett 

compiled 34 of the interviews for her book, The Last Generation.431 Industrial heritage 

museums, and oral history projects in particular, provide a medium for former workers to 

express themselves and to re-create and perpetuate their community’s and their region’s 

sense of purpose and consequence: “The sudden opportunity to view their … lives as a 

part of a significant historical experience provided a setting for collective identification. 

Interviewing ceased to be an isolated individual experience. It turned, instead, into a 

common community event.”432 

 Between 1978 and 1995 the federal government contributed approximately $5.4 

million in grants and loans while the private sector raised $52 million for investment in 

Lowell’s Park and Preservation District. Between 2003 and 2008, more than $200 million 

in preservation-based economic development projects have either been initiated or com-

pleted an investment is expected to soon reach $300 million. Of Lowell’s remaining 5 

million square feet of mill space, approximately 80% has been rehabilitated. 

Like the modest Town Hall in the stereotypical rural New England town, the 

Lowell National Historical Park showcases the textile industry in its rightful place as the 

social and economic focal point of the Lowell community. Exhibits that depict social is-

sues unique to the 19th century segue into additional displays that address contemporary 

issues within Lowell’s current immigrant populations. By creating and fostering a sense 

of communal memory and identity, the Park has generated interest in the redevelopment 

                                                 
430 James B. Lane, "Oral History and Industrial Heritage Museums," The Journal of American History 80, 
no. 2 (1993): p. 611. 
431 Mary H. Blewett, The Last Generation: Work and Life in the Textile Mills of Lowell, Massachusetts, 

1910 - 1960 (Amherst, Massachusetts: University of Massachusetts Press, 1990). 
432 Tamara K. Hareven, "The Search For Generational Memory: Tribal Rites in Industrial Society," Daeda-

lus 107, no. 4 (1978): p. 144. Also, Hareven has published a collection of interviews conducted with former 
textile mill workers in Manchester, New Hampshire. See, Tamara K. Hareven, Amoskeag: Life and Work in 

an American Factory-City (New York, New York: Pantheon Book, 1978). 
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of the mills themselves. When first constructed, the textile mills symbolized enlightened 

employment practices. When the textile industry departed Lowell and New England, the 

mills’ empty hulks symbolized the city’s civic bankruptcy and crumbling financial foot-

ing. Now, once again, Lowell looks on its mills with pride; the mills are landmarks that 

reinforce personal and civic history and contribute to the city’s economic development. 

My analysis of modernization and the role of the Puritan Social Covenant in that 

process as it played out in Lowell, Massachusetts between 1823 and 1857 contributes to 

historical and cultural geography’s body of knowledge. The Boston Associates’ ability to 

buy large tracts of land along the Merrimack River created a “cultural hearth”; the mills 

and young, female Yankee mill workers tangible examples of the Associates’ Puritan cul-

ture. Immediate success ensured the mills’ continued growth and Lowell mill owners en-

joyed near universal praise for their benevolence, with mill workers lauded for their deco-

rum and strength of character. But as Carl Sauer has noted, cultural history is not linear 

and does not march inexorably to a predestined end.433 Lowell mill owners failed to an-

ticipate the Yankee operative’s departure, the permanent Irish population or the immigra-

tion of French-Canadians to New England. Unfamiliar with the mutual bonds and obliga-

tions of the Social Covenant – the foundation of Lowell’s “cultural hearth” -- Irish and 

French-Canadian operatives completely transformed the mills and Lowell’s social cul-

ture. 

I have shown that New England’s Puritan history, culture, and social relations 

sparked the process of modernization. The intellectual origins of the Lowell mills are 

found in the Social Covenant, an ideology that runs deep into New England’s social and 

cultural history. Sauer also advised that historical geography demands both retrospect and 

                                                 
433 Carl Ortwin Sauer, "Forward to Historical Geography," Annals of the Association of American Geogra-

phers 31, no. 1 (1941): p. 21. “We may be skeptical of the more extreme hypothesis of the cyclic character 
of all culture, but we too are concerned with the recurrence of cultural peaks, of stabilization, and of cul-
tural decline.” 
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prospect. To that end, I have uncovered the Social Covenant as the origin of moderniza-

tion in Lowell in the 19th century. 

 I have found that the role of the Social Covenant in the process of modernization 

celebrates not only those who conceived and built Lowell but, as George Eliot reminds 

us, also those who lived and worked in the city: “The growing good of the world is partly 

dependent on unhistoric acts; and that things are not so ill with you and me as they might 

have been, is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in un-

visited tombs.”434 

                                                 
434 George Eliot, Middlemarch: A Study of Provincial Life (Middlesex, England: Penguin Books Ltd., 1987 
(1871)), p. 896. 
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CHAPTER 10: EPILOGUE 

There is evidence at an intensely personal level that the Puritan Social Ethic per-

ished within the turbulence of modernization years prior to 1857. 

In 1811, Dr. George Parkman, a member of one of Boston’s more affluent fami-

lies, returned to Boston from Europe where he had just completed his medical studies. 

Motivated by Dr. Benjamin Rush’s lecture on reforming the decrepit conditions and 

counterproductive treatment of the mentally ill in the United States, Parkman had gone to 

Paris to study under Dr. Philippe Pinel at the Hospice de Salpêtrière. Under Pinel’s guid-

ance, Parkman forsake punishment as a ‘treatment’ for insanity and instead prescribed 

regimes of ‘moral’ therapy conducted in benevolent, albeit institutional, environments.
435
 

Also in 1811, in response to the followers of Jedidiah Morse, the Massachusetts 

Legislature granted a charter to the Massachusetts General Hospital Corporation for the 

treatment of physical and mental illnesses. In its solicitation for financial contributions to 

the proposed Asylum, Hospital trustees appealed to potential donor’s moral inclinations 

and religious duties:  

the wealthy inhabitants of the town of Boston have always evinced that they con-
sider themselves as ‘treasures of God’s bounty’; and in Christian countries … it 
must always be considered the first of duties to visit and heal the sick. When in 
distress every man becomes our neighbor, not only if he be of the household of 
faith, but even though his misfortunes have been induced by transgressing the 
rules both of reason and religion. 

The solicitation’s focus then shifts to a pragmatic appeal by observing that the 

metronome of Boston civic life had, for many, quickened to a pace either too turbulent or 

too cacophonous: 

There are persons, who are of great importance to society, to whom the relief af-
forded by a hospital is exceedingly appropriate. Such are generally those of good 

                                                 
435 Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason (New York, 
New York: Vintage Books, 1988), esp. pp. 241 - 278. 
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and industrious habits … just as they are entering into active life. Cases of this 
sort are frequently occurring. Disease is often produced by the very anxiety and 
exertions which belong to this period of life; and the best are most likely to suffer. 

The trustees recognized the recently elevated positions of commerce and wealth 

within the city and appealed for citizens to provide a respite for Bostonians – especially 

the young – racing to establish not just their business prospects but their social position. 

The Hospital trustees assured contributors that the proposed asylum would benefit 

not just the leaders of Boston’s rapidly developing commercial and manufacturing sectors 

but their employees as well. Specifically mentioned in the appeal were services to be 

made available to mechanics and servants. Asylum facilities, the trustees were sure, were 

sure would help dissipated laborers regain their physical and mental health: 

Journeymen mechanics commonly live in small boardinghouses where they have 
accommodations which are sufficient, but nothing more than sufficient, in health. 
When sick, they are necessarily placed in small, confined apartments, or in rooms 
crowded with their fellow-workmen. 

The Trustees imagined ill servants in similarly mean situations for, “She (the ser-

vant) lodges in the most remote corner of the house, in a room without a fireplace.” 

Dr. Parkman told the Hospital’s Board of Trustees that he could procure a tract of 

land for a new asylum. Parkman stated the land would cost $16,000 and if the Trustees 

contributed $5,000 then he, Parkman, would arrange to have the remaining amount paid 

to Massachusetts General Hospital. The Trustees accepted Parkman’s offer but then nulli-

fied the agreement when they discovered Parkman was already the director of a private 

asylum and that the promised $11,000 hinged not on Parkman’s personal wealth but on 

Parkman’s ability to enlist subscribers for financial backing. Dr. Parkman, no longer able 

to sway Hospital Trustees with the prospect of money or land, offered himself as a physi-

cian at the proposed asylum. But the outcome of the doctor’s offer required little insight 

or foresight and Parkman soon withdrew his name.436 Despite the rebuff, Parkman re-

                                                 
436 Nathaniel I. Bowditch, History of the Massachusetts General Hospital (Boston, Massachusetts: John 
Wilson & Son, 1851), pp. 21 - 22, 27, 37. All references to Massachusetts General Hospital’s solicitation 
for funds to construct an insane asylum are found on pages 3 – 8. 
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tained his ideals and continued to practice medicine in Boston, administering special at-

tention to the city’s mentally ill. 

Although Parkman was a complete and skilled physician, financially secure and 

claimed former president John Adams and the painter John James Audubon as social ac-

quaintances, neither his money, nor his professional reputation, nor his social connections 

elevated him to what he believed was his rightful place: preeminent amongst his peers. 

After years of unrequited determination ministering to Boston’s sick and embittered by 

his position as an unacknowledged cornerstone of Boston society, Parkman’s idealism 

flagged and finally dissipated. Inheriting his father’s estate in 1835, Dr. George Parkman 

abandoned his medical practice and established himself as a slumlord, content to collect 

rental payments for the remainder of his days.  

Parkman’s remaining days came to an end on November 23, 1849. On that day, as 

was his custom, Parkman left his house and walked to his various properties collecting 

payments due. When Parkman, an exacting and fastidious man, did not return home at his 

usual time his family immediately suspected foul play and contacted the police. 

The disappearance of Dr. Parkman prompted a massive search. While some sug-

gested Parkman had simply left Boston for a more accommodating city, others assumed 

Parkman’s perpetually cash-stuffed pockets precipitated either a robbery or kidnapping. 

Unsurprisingly, the Boston Police assumed the culprit to be one of the thousands of Irish 

immigrants shoehorned into one of his tenements. The police searched all of Parkman’s 

properties but found nothing; Boston’s Charles River was dragged but no body was re-

trieved. 

Piqued by the Parkman story and the strange behavior of a faculty member at 

Harvard Medical College, Ephraim Littlefield, a janitor at the College went into a below-

ground dissection pit and broke through two brick walls into another underground pit. In 

the second pit Littlefield found a freshly eviscerated human pelvis, thigh bone and lower 

left leg. The dissection pit in which Littlefield found the human remains was located di-
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rectly under the laboratory of the recently behaviorally erratic Dr. John Webster. Little-

field presented the evidence to the police who found the evidence compelling enough to 

arrest their single suspect, Prof. Webster. 

Even a superficial survey reveals that Prof. Webster and Dr. Parkman maintained 

many of the same interests and were motivated by many of the same social issues and 

concerns. Unfortunately, a brief survey also suggests the trajectory of Webster’s personal 

and professional satisfaction with Boston ran parallel to Parkman’s. Just as Parkman as-

sumed his training and unimpeachable ideals would ensconce him in Boston’s social fir-

mament, so too Webster assumed his appointment as Professor of Chemistry and Miner-

alogy at Harvard Medical College would yield financial security and social prestige. In 

fact, Webster and his wife lived in want of both. Unhappy with his prospects for ad-

vancement at Harvard, Webster slowly came to realize that his dream of a life in Boston 

as a renowned and well-remunerated academic was, in reality, a hopeless mirage. 

Bowing underneath unrelenting pressure to maintain appearances and desperate to 

shore up his social standing with a well-appointed home and fashionable clothes for him-

self and his wife, Webster had secured a $400 loan from Dr. Parkman, a loan he was un-

able to repay when Parkman demanded it on November 23, 1849. Based on this back-

ground information and the janitor’s physical evidence, Dr. Webster went to trial.
437
 

At his trial, Webster’s defense attorney attempted – and to a limited extent suc-

ceeded – to portray his client as a man of a bygone era, comfortable operating in a world 

guided by personal principles and societal obligations but literally unable to function in 

the modern world where money had become the lingua franca, where responsibility 

rarely extended beyond oneself, and personal satisfaction was easily measured by mone-

tary gain and personal wealth: 

                                                 
437  A popular account of the Parkman/Webster episode can be found in, Simon Schama, Dead Certaini-

ties: Unwarranted Speculations (New York, New York: Knopf, 1991). 
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Webster at his sentencing was able to bring the judge and jury to tears with ac-
counts of the persecution he and his family suffered for a debt owed to Parkman. 
Indeed, Webster became for many the unfortunate victim of a sensibility too 
highly refined for the world of commerce, an image that had the paradoxical ef-
fect of transforming his status as radically transgressive debtor into a reaffirma-

tion of a deeply feeling and clearly upper-middle-class subjectivity.”
438
 

Webster, despite the jury’s sympathy for his deeply felt upper-middle-class emo-

tions, was convicted of murdering Dr. George Parkman and, in August, 1850, hanged for 

his crime. 

 

Illustration 35: Artist’s depiction of Drs. Webster and Parkman 

And so we note that in 1849, two embodiments of the Puritan Social Covenant, 

Dr. George Parkman and Prof. John Webster, goaded by a mutual inability to synchronize 

their lives with the modern world’s ever-quickening social and economic pulse, came to 

blows in a fight that cost them both their last breath.  

                                                 
438 David Anthony, "Banking on Emotion: Financial Panic and the Logic of Male Submission in the Jack-
sonian Gothic," American Literature 76, no. 4 (2004): pp. 728 - 729. 
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APPENDIX: MAPS AND TABLES 

 
Table 9: Most Populated Urban Areas in the U.S., 1820  
1. New York, NY  123,706 11. Albany, NY  12,630  
2. Philadelphia, PA   63,802  12. Richmond, VA  12,067  
3. Baltimore, MD  62,738  13. Providence, RI  11,767 
4. Boston, MA   43,298  14. Cincinnati, OH  9,642 
5. New Orleans, LA  27,176  15. Portland, ME  8,581 
6. Charleston, SC  24,780  16. Norfolk, VA  8,478 
7. Northern Liberties, PA 19,678  17. Alexandria, DC  8,218 
8. Southwark, PA  13,707  18. Savannah, GA  7,523 
9. Washington, DC  13,247  19. Georgetown, DC  7,360 
10. Salem, MA  12,731  20. Portsmouth, NH  7,327 
Source: “Population of the 100 Largest Cities and Other Urban Places in the United 
States: 1790 To 1990”, Campbell Gibson, Population Division, U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus, Washington, D.C., June 1998, Population Division Working Paper No. 27. 
 
 
 
 
Table 10: United States Population, 1820, By State 
1. Pennsylvania 1,549,458  12. Maine  298,335 
2. New York  1,372,812  13. New Jersey 277,575 
3. Virginia  1,065,379  14. New Hampshire 244,161 
4. North Carolina 638,829  15. Vermont  235,764 
5. Ohio  581,434  16. Louisiana  153,407 
6. Kentucky  564,317  17. Indiana  147,178 
7. Massachusetts 523,287  18. Rhode Island 83,059 
8. South Carolina 490,309  19. Mississippi 75,448 
9. Tennessee  422,813  20. Missouri (Terr.) 66,586 
10. Maryland  407,350  21. Illinois  55,211 
11. Georgia  340,989 
Source: Minnesota Population Center. National Historical Geographic Information Sys-

tem: Pre-release Version 0.1: Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 2004. 
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Map 1: Northeastern United States, 1820; 10 Most Populated Urban Areas 

Source: Minnesota Population Center. National Historical Geographic Information Sys-

tem: Pre-release Version 0.1: Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 2004. 
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Map 2: United States, 1820; 20 Most Populated Urban Areas 

Source: Minnesota Population Center. National Historical Geographic Information Sys-

tem: Pre-release Version 0.1: Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 2004. 
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Map 3: Northeastern United States, 1820; Population, By County 

Source: Minnesota Population Center. National Historical Geographic Information Sys-

tem: Pre-release Version 0.1: Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 2004. 
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Map 4: Northeastern United States, 1820; Persons/ Sq. Mi, By County 

Source: Minnesota Population Center. National Historical Geographic Information Sys-

tem: Pre-release Version 0.1: Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 2004. 
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Map 5: United States, 1820; Population, By County 

Source: Minnesota Population Center. National Historical Geographic Information Sys-
tem: Pre-release Version 0.1: Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 2004. 
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Map 6: United States, 1820; Persons / Sq. Mi., By County 

Source: Minnesota Population Center. National Historical Geographic Information Sys-
tem: Pre-release Version 0.1: Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 2004. 
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Table 11: Thirty Most Populated Urban Areas in the United States, 1860 

1. New York, NY  813,669  16. Providence, RI 50,666 
2. Philadelphia, PA  565,529  17. Pittsburgh, PA 49,221 
3. Brooklyn, NY  266,661  18. Rochester, NY 48,204 
4. Baltimore, MD  212,418  19. Detroit, MI 45,619 
5. Boston, MA   177,840  20. Milwaukee, WI 45,246 
6. New Orleans, LA  168,675  21. Cleveland, OH 43,417 
7. Cincinnati, OH  161,044  22. Charleston, SC 40,522 
8. St. Louis, MO  160,773  23. New Haven, CT 39,267 
9. Chicago, IL   112,172  24. Troy, NY  39,235 
10. Buffalo, NY  81,129   25. Richmond, VA 37,910 
11. Newark, NJ  71,941   26. Lowell, MA 36,827 
12. Louisville, KY  68,033   27. Mobile, AL 29,258 
13. Albany, NY  62,367   28. Jersey City, NJ 29,226 
14. Washington, DC  61,122   29. Allegheny, PA 28,702 
15. San Francisco, CA 56,802   30. Syracuse, NY 28,119 
Source: Campbell Gibson, Population of the 100 Largest Cities and Other Urban Places 

in the United States: 1790 to 1990 (Washington, D.C.: Population Division, U.S. Bureau 
of the Census, 1998.) 
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Map 7: Northeastern U.S., Sixteen Most Populated Urban Areas, 1860 

Source: Minnesota Population Center. National Historical Geographic Information Sys-
tem: Pre-release Version 0.1: Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 2004. 
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Map 8: United States, Thirty Most Populated Urban Areas, 1860 

Source: Minnesota Population Center. National Historical Geographic Information Sys-
tem: Pre-release Version 0.1: Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 2004. 
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Map 9: Northeastern U.S., Population, By County, 1860 

Source: Minnesota Population Center. National Historical Geographic Information Sys-
tem: Pre-release Version 0.1: Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 2004. 
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Map 10: Northeastern U.S., Persons / Square Mile, 1860 

Source: Minnesota Population Center. National Historical Geographic Information Sys-
tem: Pre-release Version 0.1: Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 2004. 
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Map 11: United States, Population, By County, 1860 

Source: Minnesota Population Center. National Historical Geographic Information Sys-
tem: Pre-release Version 0.1: Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 2004. 
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Map 12: United States, Persons / Square Mile, 1860 

Source: Minnesota Population Center. National Historical Geographic Informa-

tion System: Pre-release Version 0.1: Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 2004. 
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