Lesson 7 Document 1

Harriet Martineau, a. prominent English writer, describes her visit to the textile mills in Waltham, and the shoeshops in Lynn. What she describes as a working girl's paradise is New England in 1834 when cities were only towns and the problem of slums and overcrowding lay in the distant future.

I visited the corporate factory establishment at Waltham within a few miles of Boston. The Waltham mills were at work before those of Lowell were set up. The establishment is for the spinning and weaving of cotton alone, and the construction of the requisite ma​chinery. Five hundred persons were employed at the time of my visit. The girls earn two, and sometimes three, dollars a week, be​sides their board. The little children earn one dollar a week. Most of the girls live in the houses provided by the corporation, which accommodate from six to eight each.
When sisters come to the mill, it is a common practice for them to bring their mother to keep house for them and some of their com​panions, in a dwelling built by their own earnings. In this case, they save enough out of their board to clothe themselves, and have their two or three dollars a week to spare. Some have thus cleared off mort​gages from their fathers' farms; others have educated the hope of the family at college; and many are rapidly accumulating an inde​pendence. I saw a whole street of houses built with the earnings of the girls, some with piazzas and green Venetian blinds, and all neat and sufficiently spacious.
The factory people built the church, which stands conspicuous on the green in the midst of the place. The minister's salary (eight hundred dollars last year) is raised by a tax on the pews. The cor​poration gave them a building for a lyceum [lecture hall}, which they have furnished with a good library, and where they have lec​tures every winter—the best that money can procure. The girls have, in many instances, private libraries of some merit and value.
The managers of the various factory establishments keep wages as nearly equal as possible, and then let the girls freely shift about from one to another. When a girl comes to the overseer to inform him of her intention of working at the mill, he welcomes her, and asks her how long she means to stay. It may be six months, or a year, or five years, or for life. She declares what she considers herself fit for, and sets to work accordingly. If she finds that she cannot work so as to keep up with the companion appointed to her, or to please her employer or herself, she comes to the overseer, and volunteers to pick cotton or sweep the rooms, or undertake some other service that she can perform.
The people work about seventy hours per week, on the average. The time of work varies with the length of the days, the wages con​tinuing the same. All look like well-dressed young ladies. The health is good, or rather (as this is too much to be said about health any​where in the United States) it is no worse than it is elsewhere.
These facts speak for themselves. There is no need to enlarge on the pleasure of an acquaintance with the operative classes of the United States.
The shoemaking at Lynn is carried on almost entirely in private dwellings, from the circumstance that the people who do it are al​most all farmers or fishermen likewise. A stranger who has not been enlightened upon the ways of the place would be astonished at the number of small square erections, like miniature schoolhouses, stand​ing each as an appendage to a dwelling house. These are the "shoe-shops," where the father of the family and his boys work, while the women within are employed in binding and trimming. Thirty or more of these shoeshops may be counted in a walk of half a mile.
When a Lynn shoe manufacturer receives an order, he issues the tidings. The leather is cut out by men on his premises; and then the work is given those who apply for it—if possible, in small quantities, for the sake of dispatch. The shoes are brought home on Friday night, packed off on Saturday, and in a fortnight or three weeks are on the feet of dwellers in all parts of the Union. The whole family works upon shoes during the winter, and in the summer the father and sons turn out into the fields or go fishing. I knew of an instance where a little boy and girl maintained the whole family, while the earnings of the rest went to build a house.
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