From Household to Factory: The Early Years
“In countries thinly inhabited, or where people live principally by agriculture, as in America, every man is in some measure an artist—he makes a variety of utensils, rough indeed, but such as will answer his purpose—he is a husbandman in summer and a mechanic in winter…This will always be the case so long as there is a vast tract of fertile land to be cultivated.”

--Noah Webster, 1785

“The crafts had a long an venerable past that began with human history and reached maturity in the guilds of feudal Europe”. When transplanted to America, they evolved from the fetters of the guild system…Classes, in fact, were as alien to the crafts as artisanal skills were to textile operatives. Tradesmen thought of themselves and were considered to be a part of a fluid hierarchy that consisted of master craftsmen, journeymen, and apprentices.” (35)

“I felt real satisfaction in being able to make a hat because I loved to contemplate work, and because I felt pleasure in carrying through the various stages.”


--Henry Wright Clark, Newark Hatter (36)
National Population Statistics:

· 1820: 10 million
· 1860: 30 million
· 1820-1860 City population Increased 800% 




--mostly in-migrants, not immigrants


--1847-1858 brought in 2 million immigrants (mostly German and Irish)
Still A Nation of Farmers


1790—9 of 10 people live on the land


1860—8 of 10 people live on the land


1780-1860: The opening of the Frontier

· Proactive Federal government offers land as low as $1.25/acre

· Hack wilderness away at 5-7 acres/year


The Continuum: 

· Commercial-----Semi-Subsistence (The Majority)---Subsistence
· Why didn’t subsistence or semi-subsistence farmers try to exploit 

            the cash market? 
(i) their capital was tied up in land, debt, etc 

(ii) poor transportation

(iii) attitudes towards cash and the marketplace

Three Interdependent Forces: 

· The Transportation Revolution

· The Market Revolution

· The Manufacturing Revolution

Let Us Revel in the Complexity and Not Overgeneralize…

· Southern vs. Northern Labor

· Male vs. Female Labor

· Slave vs. Free Labor

· “Native” vs. Immigrant

The Transportation Revolution (1812-Present)


A. New York—5,000 miles of gravel roads in 1820’s and Erie Canal in 1825

B. Pennsylvania’s Main Line System
C. B & O Railroad in 1830


--RR Lines tripled in 1840’s and surged fivefold in 1850’s
D. Wagoneer Rates were 30-70 cents per ton/mile in 1812 




vs.

      1-7 cents per ton/mile in 1850

E. North vs. South (South had 1/10 of canals and 1/5 of RxR)
F. The Transportation Revolution sets the Stage for the Market Revolution

The Market Revolution (1840- Present)


A. Case Study: Mary Paul



--Paul was born on a central Vermont farm. Had she been born a 



generation earlier, she might have lived a lifetime on that farm. Rather, the 

Market Revolution made her expendable and the Industrial Revolution 


gave her occupational choices and a degree of independence. At age 


fifteen 
she moved to the “Spindle City” of Lowell, MA to become a 


textile laborer.

B. Francis Lowell


1. Lowell went to England & Scotland to analyze power looms



2. Boston Assoc. est. Lowell Mill in 1823



a. Young single women coaxed from New England farms




b. Paternalism or Fascism?
C. The Southern Dilemma



1. Free and enslaved blacks were willing to work hard in factories, but 


whites preferred not to work in close quarters with blacks and further, 


were afraid of stigmatizing textile work as “nigger work”.  Thus, in the 


somewhat rare case that blacks were employed in the Southern mills, they 


were relegated to the most heinous tasks


2. White labor presented its own problems. “poor, illiterate and fresh 


from the countryside…Southern textile operatives were ignorant of the 


 the game” (32). They would take days off to help their families with farm 


work during harvest and would skip out to go fishing. Moreover, they 


would come in late and work at their own pace because the refused to be 


treated “like niggers”.
The Manufacturing Revolution

A. Printing


1. The proliferation of urbanization, educational institutions, books, 
newspapers and literacy in general called for a revolution in printing


2. The art of book publishing once performed by the compositors and the 
operators now became a highly mechanized shop in which 2/3 of the press 
rooms 
were filled with 30 semi or unskilled laborers.


3. The all-round printer had been reduced to a job in the large publishing 
house” (39)

B. Clothing


1. At the turn of the century, there was not much of a market for 
inexpensive garments.


2. At first, the labor was divided into cutters and sewers. But no one 
survived the cutthroat competition without underselling rivals and 
economizing at every turn. Then  we saw, basting, stitching, sewing, 
washing, starching, ironing…


3. Mid-century invention of the sewing machine set the stage for fully-
mechanized clothing labor

C. Footwear


1. Used to be the leather cutter and the sole man


2. Micijah Pratt adopted the use of the McKay stitcher, simplified, 
mechanized and intensified the process.


3. By 1860, there were 40 distinct steps to making shoes and the 
shoemaker was all but obsolete.


4. Shoemakers were literate men of the gentle-craft who were 



philosophically inclined politically oriented. Their shop was the 



marketplace of ideas for the politician, the preacher and the consumer.

D. The Handicrafts



1. Urban Housing Construction



2. Woodworking (the steam-powered saw)

Remnants of Yesteryear

In the world of apparel, there was still a noteworthy demand among the elites for clothing that was not mass produced. These aristocrats had European tastes and were willing to pay for custom designed and fitted apparel. 

In the South, the manufacturing revolution came much later and took on a different form. The large plantation owner still needed his blacksmith, carriage maker, wheelwright, carpenter, and, perhaps most importantly, his jack of all trades.
In urban areas, there was still a need for the storefront butcher, baker, blacksmith and tailor. These shops tended to employ about five people and they stuck to a primarily pre-industrial mode of production and distribution. To protect themselves, they often took to collective pricing and calculated production.

“As late as 1860, more wage earners worked in worked in farmhouses and small workshops than in factories, and most used hand tools, not power-driven equipment.” (16)

“The factory did not dominate manufacturing before the Civil War. There were two distinct paths to industrial development; one was textiles and the other by handicrafts. The first resulted in capital-intensive methods centered in large factories; the second in labor-intensive techniques, or the sweating system, carried on in homes and small shops.” (28)

Symbolic Literature: De Tocqueville’s Democracy in America (1832) vs. Freedly’s Leading Pursuits and Leading Men (1845)

“What astonishes me is not so much the marvelous grandeur of some undertakings as the innumerable magnitude of the small ones.”




-Alexis de Tocqueville, 1832

Adapted From:

Laurie, Bruce. Artisans into Workers: Labor in 19th Century America. University of Illinois Press, 1989. 

