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. 52, Josephine L. Baker, “A Second Peep at
| Factory Life” (1840)

Source: Josephine L, Baker, “A Second Peep at Factory Life,” the Lowell
| Offering, Vol. 5 (1845), pp. 97-100.

: . The early industrial revolution centered on factories producing cotton tex-
tiles with water-powered spinning and weaving machinery. In the 1820s, a
group of merchants created an entirely new factory town near Boston, in-
corporated as the city of Lowell in 1836. Here, they built a group of modern
| textile factories that brought together all phases of production from the
spinning of thread to the weaving and finishing of cloth. By 1850, Lowell’s
. fifty-two mills employed more than 10,000 workers.

. AtLowell, young unmarried women from Yankee farm families domi-
nated the workforce that tended spinning machines. To persuade parents to
allow their daughters to leave their homes for work in the mills, Lowell own-
ers set up boarding houses with strict rules regulating personal behavior, as
E,.-WEH as lecture halls, schools, and even a periodical edited by factory workers,
. the Lowell Offering. The magazine printed articles by workers, like the one ex-
'_.r',;,'cerpted here by Josephine L. Baker, about the difficulties of factory life—long
-:fl]lhours, monotonous work, and downward pressure on wages. But Baker also

,, noted that the young women valued the educational opportunities available

!;,J.in Lowell and the ability to earn money independently.
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THERE 1S AN old saying, that “When we are with the Romans, we
must do as the Romans do.” And now, kind friend, as we are about to
renew our walk, I beg that you will give heed to it, and do as factory
girls do. After this preliminary, we will proceed to the factory.

There is a group of girls yonder, going our way; let us overtake
them, and hear what they are talking about. Something unpleasant |
dare say, from their earnest gestures and clouded brows.

“Well, I do think it is too bad,” exclaims one.

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

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

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

You ask, if there are so many things objectionable, why we work 1n
the mill. Well, simply for this reason,—every situation in life, has its
trials which must be borne, and factory life has no more than any
other. There are many things we do not like; many occurrences that
send the warm blood mantling to the cheek when they must be
borne in silence, and many harsh words and acts that are not called
for. There are objections also to the number of hours we work, to the
length of time allotted to our meals, and to the low wages allowed
for labor; objections that must and will be answered; for the time has
come when something, besides the clothing and feeding of the body
is to be thought of; when the mind is to be clothed and fed; and this
cannot be as it should be, with the present system of labor. Who, lel
me ask, can find that pleasure in life which they should, when it 1s
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spent in this way. Without time for the laborer’s own work, and the
improvement of the mind, save the few evening hours; and even
then 1f the mind is enriched and stored with useful knowledge, it
must be at the expense of health. And the feeling too, that comes

‘over us (there 1s no use in denying it) when we hear the bell calling

us away from repose that tired nature loudly claims—the feeling,
that we are obliged to go. And these few hours, of which we have spo-
ken, are far too short, three at the most at the close of day. Surely, me-
thinks, every heart that lays claim to humanity will feel ’tis not
enough. But this, we hope will, ere long, be done away with, and
labor made what it should be; pleasant and inviting to every son and
daughter of the human family.

There 1s a brighter side to this picture, over which we would not
willingly pass without notice, and an answer to the question, why
we work here? The time we do have is our own. The money we earn
comes promptly; more so than in any other situation; and our work,
though laborious is the same from day to day; we know what it is,

and when finished we feel perfectly free, till it is time to commence
1t again.

Besides this, there are many pleasant associations connected with
factory life, that are not to be found elsewhere.

There are lectures, evening schools and libraries, to which all may
have access. The one thing needful here, is the time to improve them
as we ought.

There 1s a class, of whom I would speak, that work in the mills, and
will while they continue in operation. Namely, the many who have no
home, and who come here to seek, in this busy, bustling “City of Spin-
dles,” a competency [economic independence]| that shall enable them
In after lite, to live without being a burden to society—the many who
toil on, without a murmur, for the support of an aged mother or or-
phaned brother and sister. For the sake of them, we earnestly hope la-

~ bor may be reformed; that the miserable, selfish spirit of competition,

now in our midst, may be thrust from us and consigned to eternal
oblivion.
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There is one other thing that must be mentioned ere we part, that

is the practice of sending agents through the country to decoy oirls

away from their homes with the promise of high wages, when the
market is already stocked to overflowing. This is certainly wrong, for

-+ lessens the value of labor, which should be ever held in high esti-

mation, as the path marked out by the right hand of Gop, in which

man should walk with dignity.




