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Factory Girls of Lowell
Harriet Hanson Robinson, the wife of a newspaper editor, provided an account of her earlier life
as female factory worker (from the age of ten in 1834 to 1848) in the textile Mills of Lowell, MA

At the time the Lowell cotton mills were started the caste of the factory girl was the lowest among the
employments of women. In England and in France, particularly, great injustice had been done to her real character. She
was represented as subjected to influences that must destroy her purity and self--respect. In the eyes of her overseer she
was but a brute, a slave, to be beaten, pinched and pushed about. It was to overcome this prejudice that such high wages
had been offered to women that they might be induced to become mill-girls, in spite of the opprobrium (criticism) that still
clung to this degrading occupation....
The early mill-girls were of different ages. Some were not over ten years old; a few were in middle life, but the majority
were between the ages of sixteen and twenty--five. The very young girls were called "doffers." They "doffed," or took off,
the full bobbins from the spinning- frames, and replaced them with empty ones. These mites worked about fifteen minutes
every hour and the rest of the time was their own. When the overseer was kind they were allowed to read, knit, or go
outside the mill -yard to play. They were paid two dollars a week. The working hours of all the girls extended from five
o'clock in the morning until seven in the evening, with one half--hour each, for breakfast and dinner. Even the doffers were
forced to be on duty nearly fourteen hours a day. This was the greatest hardship in the lives of these children. Several
years later a ten-hour law was passed, but not until long after some of these little doffers were old enough to appear before
the legislative committee on the subject, and plead, by their presence, for a reduction of the hours of labor.
Those of the mill-girls who had homes generally worked from eight to ten months in the year; the rest of the time was
spent with parents or friends. A few taught school during the summer months. Their life in the factory was made pleasant
to them. In those days there was no need of advocating the doctrine of the proper relation between employer and
employed. Help was too valuable to be ill-treated....
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