
Experiment on the Merrimack (Part 2) 
 
Women at Work: Lowell’s Early Labor Force 
Machines require people to tend them, so it was necessary to recruit a massive work 
force. People in the United States had heard of the degraded condition of English 
workers, and the Boston Associates believed that such conditions would not be 
tolerated in America. They decided to run their mills using a work force of young 
women recruited from New England farms. Lowell became as much a social experiment 
as a technological one and was known around the world for its innovation. 
 
Life on the Corporation 
Lowell’s “mill girls” were expected to work in the factories for only a few years. The 
idea was that they would return to the farms, marry, or become teachers, leaving 
their positions vacant for other women. The result would be an industrial revolution 
without the creation of a permanent working class. 
 
Initially, everything seemed to work according to plan. Women flocked to the “City 
of Spindles” where they could earn money and take advantage of a city’s cultural 
offerings. Boardinghouses owned and managed by the corporations served as 
“home” for these young women. Although crowded, the quarters provided an 
atmosphere in which women could share experiences and forge bonds of solidarity. 
By the 1840s, nearly 10,000 Yankee women had left New England towns and villages 
to work in Lowell’s ten major textile corporations. 
 
Despite relatively high wages and a variety of cultural opportunities, mill life was 
arduous and frequently demanding. The ringing of bells replaced the sun and the 
seasons as signals for daily tasks. Company rules regulated women’s lives both at 
work and after hours; curfew was at 10 pm, church attendance was mandatory, and any 
sign of improper behavior was grounds for dismissal. 
 
The End of an Era 
The experiment on the Merrimack carried within it the seeds of its own destruction. 
Success spawned competition—investors saw the potential for huge profits, and new 
industrial cities sprang up along the nation’s waterways. Textile prices fell. To keep 
dividends high, mill owners cut labor costs. Workers were required to tend more 
machines, and the speed of the machines was increased. 
 
Working conditions became a source of growing discontent. The noise of textile 
machinery deafened workers. Whirring gears and rapidly spinning belts were rarely 
covered by protective devices, and accidents were common. Worst of all, weave 
rooms were unventilated, and many workers suffered from lung diseases such as 
tuberculosis, pneumonia, and brown lung. 
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