( FAMILY STRATEGY( AND THE USES OF CHILD LABOR
IN RURAL NEW ENGLAND, 1640-1840

Historian Daniel Vickers has posited a bundle of goals motivating the farmers and fishermen of early New England.  They formed a composite ideal, he argues, that centered on achieving and maintaining economic independence for each family as they lived and worked in a community of exchange among equals.  Vicke​rs emphasizes that the pursuit of such goals did not preclude their taking ad​vantage of market oppor​tunities in order to advance the family(s economic position or to acquire comforts and ameni​ties.  Associated with this goal of economic indepen​dence for the family, and in some tension with it, he believes, was the companion motive of helping children to achieve the same desirable status for themselves.  Parents (portioned( their adult children as best they could in order to help them marry and start up their own family firm.  (Vickers, 1990; 1994)

There is something noble, even heroic, in Vickers( image of the honest yeoman households making a modest living in the Garden of New Eden.  (The Serpent, in this version of the story, came in the form of consumer goods to entice the yeoman into the Market.)  Vickers( characterization of family dynamics, it is true, ignores the politics of gender and silently accepts as necessary the subordination of the young for the good of all.   Nevertheless, if New England parents did conform to this vision by seeking to maintain their families( independence while also striving to equip their children to achieve the same, then perhaps we need to re-examine the early economic history of the region to understand how it was that, in the McLane Report of 1831, New England cotton manufacturers employed 31,182 workers, of whom 12,803 were children under the age of 16, 41%.  Woolen manufacturers employed another 9,236 workers of whom 30%, were likewise children.  Together, these child employees made up perhaps as many as 10% of the children living  southern New England at the time.  (Main, 2008 b)  How did it happen that so many farm children and youth ended up working 14-hour days, six days a week at dead-end jobs in factories?  Had their parents betrayed their goals or could they no longer fulfill them?  That is the problem this paper addresses.

In much of New England, the agricultural potential was so limited that no one could get rich farming even if residents had been able to raise and transport a marketable staple.  As a result, the distribution of taxable wealth remained relatively equal among town proprietors.  Gradually, however, the number of landless households rose, and they became especially  burdensome in the wars of the eighteenth century.  Children of the poor could be forcibly bound out to masters who, in rural areas, might put them to work in the kitchen or on the farm.   (Herndon and Murray, forthcoming.)

 The English farm family, as it evolved in New England, was a cooperative enter​prise run by the spouses, with the father in the role of chief executive officer and the wife as his deputy. (Ulrich, 1982)  The children formed the labor force, stratified by age and divided by sex; the young boys and all the girls worked under their mothers( direction.  This household structure remained in place throughout the years, 1640 to 1840, with very little change taking place in the technology of farming.   The composition of family tasks, however, evolved as rural settlements moved beyond their pioneering phase of extensive growth while adapting to a gradually commercializing economy.  (Donahue, 2005)  Besides the question of how best to use their land, people had other choices to make: when, and if, to marry, whether to have children and how many, whether to migrate to the frontier, how to allocate family labor, and how best to pass on family resources to children.     

Family Strategies, I: The Evolution of Rural New England(s Economy and Its Changing Division of Labor

Husbandry was the primary means of earning a living for virtually all rural New England families in the seventeenth century and for as many as four-fifths in the eighteenth.  In the earliest years of colonization, the newcomers settled by fields already cleared by their Native predecessors, and most such fields were located near the coast and along rivers.  Winters were devoted to clearing more land.  Men gradually learned how to cut down big trees efficiently.  They raised and trained oxen to sled the logs, then they burned the brush, and turned cedar into shingles and oak into beams and plank.  To conserve scarce labor, they fenced in their crops and turned their cattle and pigs loose in the woods to fend for themselves.  Generations of pioneering taught the English new skills in clearing land, building houses, planting food, and maintaining livestock through a long, harsh winter.   The heavy work of clearing the forest and plowing up that cold and stony land put a premium on muscle power. 

Wars with Native Americans and with the French in Canada bottled up New Englanders beginning in 1675 and continued, off and on, until the 1720s.  Large-scale expansion and the founding of new townships in the interior of New England did not resume until the second quarter of the eighteenth century.   In this newest wave of settlement, land was sold by the colonial governments in parcels at auction rather than being awarded to communities of settlers and distributed amongst themselves on site as had been the case in the previous century.    

 Much of the land taken up by this wave was poorly located and/or lacked good growing conditions.  Thinly settled residents in these new, mostly upland towns used the land primarily for summer pasture and timbering in winter.     Meanwhile, in the oldest settlements, population was denser and land had risen in price as generations of children had grown up to claim their inheritance.  Parents  could no longer settle all their grown children nearby, and rising generations began emigrating as soon as new areas became safe from enemy raids.

Not everyone moved on or out, because greater population density in these older towns encouraged more intensive farming practices and the growth of non-farm occupations, particularly craft work in the off-season.   For instance, increases in dairy production resulted from keeping more cows and raising better winter feed.  A greater availability of meat in summer meant that more milk could be turned into butter and cheese.  As a consequence, the seasonal pattern of butter and cheese storage in probate inventories shows a gradual building-up of surpluses over the course of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Daily diet in winter shifted from pease porridge in the seventeenth century to beans boiled with salt meat.  Fenced and manured gardens grew in size and were better cultivated.  By 1750, turnips, onions, carrots, and cabbages were common garden vegetables, and by 1820 potatoes had become the single most numerous vegetable mentioned in inventories.  Beer was the paramount beverage in the seventeenth century but gradually gave (way to apple cider and virtually disappeared in the early nineteenth century.  Maintaining orchards required less labor and the work was performed in the early spring, not during the busiest seasons of field work.  Moreover, farmers made cider in the fall, whereas beer requires the barley to be  malted and brewed as needed.  Orchards were also land conserving: on good land grain or turnips could be planted among the trees, but they thrived even on marginal lands.   (McMahon, 1985)

With the land cleared, broken, and fenced in the older settlements, winters need no longer be devoted to lumbering and construction work.  Farm families shifted to more intensive forms of using the land, with women and children spending their summers wielding garden hoes. The addition of flax to the New England crop list provided a much-needed textile fiber but it complicated the seasonal round of tasks in new ways.  Men sowed, turned, and broke the flax; women weeded, pulled, combed, spun, reeled, boiled, spooled, warped, quilled, wove, bucked, and bleached it.  (Ulrich, 1987)  Not unsurprisingly, this labor-intensive product was quickly replaced by cheap factory-made cloth in the 1820s.  

With winter time freed from the demands of pioneering, men took up craft work of all kinds, such as making bed frames and chairs or even cabinet-making or turning wheels for carts, wagons, and spinning.  Tanners undertook expert leather work, some even specializing in making saddles.  Home production of shoes using merchant-supplied leather from imported hides, however, began in the second half of the eighteenth century to offer cheap opportunities to employ the entire family.   

The greatest expansion of non-agricultural employment in rural New England made use of the girls and young women whose efforts began replacing those of male weavers and tailors in the middle of the eighteenth century.   As the century wore on, girls and young women began weaving in response to an expanding mercantile economy, just as did fishermen and their sons making shoes in winter in Essex County, Massachusetts, two particularly apt examples of the intensification of labor described by Jan de Vries. (Main, 1994; De Vries, 1982, 1994, 2008)

         The sales and exchanges of goods and services within older farm communities had become sufficiently great by the 1740s to attract storekeepers into the country.  (Shammas, 1990)  Their shops not only acted as clearing houses for local exchange, they sold imported consumer goods such as tea, sugar, rum, china, cloth, thread, tin and glassware.   In order to establish credit at the store, customers had to sell something to someone, either to the store-keeper or to a neighbor with a store account.  Thus, the attractions of these goods opened a wedge, or widened an already existing one, for market-based commerce far into the interior of rural New England.

 Whether intended for the use of family, kin, neighbors or merchants , domestic manufactures furnished substitutes for the cheaper end of the spectrum of British imports, allowing families to conserve their credits at the store for less-costly alternatives.  Ulrich notes that expenditures on per capita imports from Britain grew by only 25 percent between 1710 and 1774 in New England,  while those entering Mid-Atlantic colonies, for instance, more than doubled.  (Ulrich, 1998)

Farm communities benefitted in other ways from greater population density.  To the tannery, blacksmith shop, saw and grist mills they added a forge and a fulling mill.  Late in the century came the carding machine to join the fulling mill, further abetting the home manufacture of woolen cloth.  The expansion of the rural tax base, moreover, encouraged more consistent support for township schools, and judging by signature rates on deeds and other public documents, increasing numbers of women as well as men had been to school sufficiently long to learn how to write their names.  (Main, 1990-1991)         

Family Strategies, II: Emigration and Declining Birth Rates 

We should not forget, however, that these bustling communities were exporting their grown children as well as their small surpluses of shoes, hats, and butter.  Families within the older, more densely-settled towns benefitted by

[Figure 1: Graph showing rates of population growth in southern New England, 1640-1840.]

 keeping their older children at home because an evolving division of labor made them more productive in the midst of proliferating market opportunities.  When their children came of age to marry, however, many had to leave the area in search of land or openings elsewhere.  When Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, and eastern New York could absorb no more, migrants from southern New England faced far longer journeys--into western New York, Ohio, and beyond.   Perhaps at this point(perhaps a little earlier--the stability of rural New England(s child-centric labor system reached a tipping point.

Their decisions about marriage and child-bearing reveal the growing conundrum.  (Main 2006)   Consider the economic significance of the age at marriage, particularly for women. (Hartmann, 2004) By working for wages or store credits, young men and women could accumulate savings towards marrying and setting up their own households.   Furthermore, by delaying marriage long after puberty, women(s potential period of child-bearing shrinks accordingly, and couples necessarily produce fewer children   And when large proportions of each generation of women do not marry, as began to happen in nineteenth-century New England, the birth rate will likewise decline.  

[Figure 2: Graph, mean age at marriage, men and women, 

            Southern NE, 1620-1854]

Late marriage for women, when combined with the ability to earn wages, has further consequences.  Economic independence and the experience accumulated by years of coping with jobs, employers, and sexual suitors, promoted women(s confidence as well as greater awareness of imbalances in the prevailing gender order.  Such women make less (amiable( wives.   Couples considering marriage in early nineteenth-century New England, therefore, were facing new challenges and may have had to communicate more openly and cooperate more determinedly to secure a successful future together.

Among the concerns they needed to address was child-bearing.  If they lacked a farm of their own, could they afford to raise children, send them to school, and equip them for economic independence as adults?   And if husbands were less sure of the economic value of children, they might be more inclined to consider wives( concerns about the discomfort of pregnancy, the pain and danger of childbirth, and the loss of their time from raising vegetables, selling eggs and butter, or working at the loom.   Questions about the wisdom of having more children than they could afford may help to account for declines in marital fertility rates beginning with the 1795-1804 marriage cohort.  (Main, 2006)

[Figure 3, completed family size, Southern NE, 1620-1854]

Although more women were staying single, and staying single longer, the decline in the birth rate was principally due to deliberate efforts to control or limit sexuality in order to avoid pregnancy.   Pre-marital pregnancy, which had risen sharply over the course of the eighteenth century, plummeted to half its peak rate by the middle of the nineteenth century.  And in the earliest years of marriage, when couples are usually most sexually active, mothers were somehow managing to prolong intervals between births.  As a result, the average number of babies born to mothers prior to reaching age 30, keeping age at marriage constant, fell from 3.45 in 1775-94 to 2.8 in 1835-44.  Moreover, these women were stopping

[Figure 4, premarital pregnancy rates in southern New England]

[Figure 5, number of births by mother(s age 30, to women

 marrying at ages 21 through 23, by year of marriage, Southern NE.]

child-bearing at ever-earlier ages: having their last child at age 40.5 in 1775-94, at age 39 in 1795-1804 and at 37 in 1845-54.  The steepest drop in the number of births by mother(s age 30 took place among the cohort of brides marrying in the decade 1815-1824, when rates of out-migration from southern New England reached historical highs as the economy struggled to re-build after the post-war crash. 

Family Strategies, III: Out of the Farm House and Into the Factory 

The family farm system of New England, with its reliance on child labor, had worked well enough so long as the children could be equipped for economic independence when they became adults: whether on the home farm, as independent craftsmen nearby, or staked to a new farm on the frontier.  Mature farms could not be divided among the children without damaging their efficiency and smaller parcels would not support a family. According to colonial wills and administrations of estates in sample counties, most established farms in the eighteenth century were passed on to just one heir who then mortgaged it in order to pay his siblings their shares. (Main, 2002)  Bad luck or ill health might force a landless family into the small but growing underclass of mobile poor.  Finding income-generating work for wives and children of this class thus became a challenge that attracted the notice of political leaders and economic commentators.    

Urban merchants who saw the potential for marketing cheap factory cloth in northern cities and to southern planters began experimenting with cotton spinning machines in the 1780s.  Getting the right equipment and operating it efficiently presented one set of problems, and it was eventually overcome through perseverence and experience.  A second set of problems revolved around hiring and keeping a labor force.  The cheapest source of power lay in the countryside not in the cities, where the unemployed poor tended to collect.  

Samuel Slater, who emigrated after working for many years in an English cotton factory, was the first man in the United States to succeed in setting up a cotton factory with British-inspired, American-built machinery driven by water power.  Hired by Quaker merchants of Providence, he expected to employ young children at the new factory a few miles north in Pawtucket.  When his small operation commenced, he was able to make use of his neighbors( children.  But these neighbors were mostly artisans with shops, not poor farmers and laborers.  Their children did not linger long at the factory.   The challenge facing Slater and his imitators was to attract large numbers of poor children from miles around to come to work at a factory site lacking housing or other urban facilities.  Slater tried contracting with overseers of the poor for children and orphans in Providence and other towns but the results of such efforts fell far short of his labor needs.  His solution was to advertize for entire families with plenty of children and build housing for them.  He put most of the men to work outside the factory in maintenance, construction, and farming; he made outwork available to their wives and young children.  The older children, ages 8 or 9 and up, he put to work in the factory, paying their fathers for their time according to their tasks and experience.   (George White, 1967; Barbara Tucker, 1984) 

Occasional contracts and payment records survive in Slater(s early papers, but the first full set of records concerning settlement of accounts originated in the early 1820s.  ((Accounts with Labourers,( Slater Papers, Vol. 95, Baker Library)  The accounts are organized by head of household or independent worker.  Most child workers are listed under their parent(s name.  Altogether there are 129 such individuals, 32 of whom were heads of households, including two widows, 79 children (minors), and 18 boarders, mostly female.  Not all parents of the children employed in Slater(s factory worked for Slater themselves, and there were 11 men employed by Slater who did not have any children at the factory.  Sixteen females and two males had wages credited to accounts in their own name but were debited by Slater for boarding charges, either to their parent or to someone else.  No married women worked in the factory.  Minor children made up over 63% of the factory hands appearing in these accounts and earned a little under half of the factory wage-bill.  In the thirteen families where the head of household worked for Slater as well as the children, the children earned 35-75% of the total wages credited to their fathers( accounts.  In eight out of the thirteen cases, the children earned more than 60% of their households( total credits with Slater.    These families averaged four children each employed in the factory, although not all of them worked all of the time.  

Slater(s (family system( of employment was used by other cotton factories in Rhode Island, in Connecticut, and in southwestern Massachusetts.   One early example is provided by the Pomfret Manufacturing Company.  ((Contract and Memorandum Books 1 and 2,( Connecticut State Library.)  The Company(s first mill was still under construction in 1807 when John Henry of Woodstock, Connecticut signed an agreement to work for seven months at $19 per month, at farming, building wall, tending the saw mill, and at any other outdoor work for the company, boarding himself.  He promised to put four of his children to work in the mill for a year and the company would rent his family two rooms for $20 per year.   His children were all girls aged 7 to 14 years, earning 3s6d to 6s per week.  John Henry signed again the following year for higher wages for himself and for his girls.  His house rent was to be the same, with a garden spot, (other things as usual, prices as heretofore...(  These were flush times for cotton manufacturers because of Jefferson(s Embargo that year.

Another contract from this company(s records further serves to illustrate the (family system( of employment.  In February of 1808, Rachel Adams of Killingly agreed (to remove here with her family and put the following children to work in the manufactory, health permitting, on the fourth day of March next...[3 sons and 1 daughter named, no ages given] making $3 for the whole [per week], to continue one year from the time they begin and we the [company] hereby let to said Rachel a tenement in the Cargill House of two rooms with a privilege in the cellar & garret and a garden spot for $12.  The company to keep her a cow at 12 cents per week in summer & 3 [shillings] in winter, making $18-$20 per year, also fuel at 11 shillings & 12 shillings per card as the price may vary.  Provisions of all kinds & West India goods at cash price.(  Rachel put her mark to the contract.

The child-intensive nature of the family system is stunningly depicted in a memorandum of wages paid from the Ramapo Cotton Factory dated from 1816.  (Peirson & Co. Collection, Case 6, Baker Library)  Thirty-three children worked in the card room and the throstle room, eight (piecers( staffed the mule room, probably as assistants to the 4 adult male mule spinners, and another boy served  without a specific room assignment.  In addition there were an unknown number of reelers, usually teen-aged girls. Judging by the total wage bill for reelers, I would judge their number at 13 or 14.  Hence I estimate as many as 55 children worked in this factory with 10 adults on the floor, plus a manager/overseer and a clerk.  These boys, girls, and young women earned 52.6% of the total weekly wage bill, including the wages paid the manager/overseer and clerk.    

A very different employment system was installed in the large-scale, heavily capitalized and fully-integrated factories of the so-called Waltham-Lowell system, first launched in 1814 in Waltham then extended to Lowell and other sites on the Merrimac River in the 1820s.  Their new power looms were designed to be run by cheap, unskilled teen-aged girls-- who were not expected to stay long enough to accumulate high levels of skill and experience.  Nor would better-paying jobs be available to reward them.  In order to attract intelligent, well-behaved daughters of respectable farmers, factory owners built boarding houses specifically for them, instituting strict rules governing the girls( behavior and use of their free time, and they hired respectable women to run the houses and enforce the rules.  Whereas Slater credited minors( wages to their parents( accounts, the Waltham-Lowell employers credited minors( wages to their own accounts.   They also set up a savings bank for the girls to transfer credit balances from their accounts.  (Dublin, 1979)

In 1828, there were 7 mills on the Waltham plan operating in the new town of Lowell, employing some 1200 females.  Historian Thomas Dublin tracked down the origins and ages of 291 female mill hands when they began working at the Hamilton Manufacturing Company in Lowell during the 1830s. (Dublin, 1994) Their tour of duty lasted a little over two years, on average.   More than half began work before age 21 but few were under 15.  Their greater average age, compared to those in the Slater mill, may well be due to the fact that most were the oldest daughters in their families, and when their younger sisters joined them in the factory, the older sisters were there to watch out for them.  

Of particular interest is Dublin(s discovery that most of the Lowell girls( fathers owned their own farms, whereas most of the men whose children worked in Slater(s mills were propertyless.  Here is the key point: the (family system( of hiring brought the workers( entire families to the factory site but had to make it worth the father(s time (and probably mother(s, too) in terms of total wages earned by the household coupled with cheap, convenient living accommodations.  With the parents living nearby, employers did not have to assume responsibility for safe-guarding the moral character of their young employees outside the factory.   

In the McLane Report of 1831, 15,601 children under the age of 16 worked in textile factories in four states of New England, making up about 38.6% of all textile employees.  Roughly 55% of these children worked in factories based on the family system of hiring, with the rest working in those of the Waltham/Lowell style.  The higher proportion of females employed in the latter factories, their higher average age, and the higher property status of their fathers, all suggest that these workers had voted themselves into the factory.  Their letters, some of which have been collected and published by Thomas Dublin, confirm this. (Dublin, 1993) Despite being torn between a feeling of obligation to their families and a sense of entitlement to their own wages, there is little evidence that they sent significant sums of money home on a regular basis.  To the contrary, these girls and young women were drawn to the mills by the prospect of social and economic independence from their families.    

As we have seen, the (Lowell Girls( did not represent the whole of the young work force in New England(s textile factories.  And here we have located the likely source of New England(s child labor problem and its burden of human misery: the persistence among landless couples of an anachronistic family system based on child labor.   The advent of home manufacturing in the eighteenth century had put underemployed labor resources to work and raised the material standard of living of more than two-thirds of the population. (Main and Main, 1999)   Home manufacturing did not introduce wage work into the system, but it greatly advanced it while also serving to reinforce the traditional patriarchal/matriarchal farm family economy.  By supplementing their agricultural income, farm families in New England could build up capital for the children while living more comfortably.   

Having fewer children to endow became for many couples part of the solution but not an easy one.  Those landless families with too many children and too few resources opted to move to a factory village where the parents could enroll them in a mill in order to house and feed them.  The children, however, would grow up without schooling or a skill, and the factory would evict the then-childless parents to make room for new families with the requisite children.  What then?     
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�. The following definitions are arbitrarily stated but rooted in my reading of contemporary documents such as court records, probate records, account books, correspondence, journals, and diaries.  I define (family( as a kin-based household with at least one parent present, acting as head.  As used by contemporaries, childhood in 1640-1840 consisted of a succession of stages: infancy until about three, the young child (aged 4-7 or 8), the older child (boys and girls aged 8-9 to puberty), and youth (teen years up until 19 or 20).  In the language of the times, any unmarried female under 30 might be called a (girl.(  Height and body mass rather than age tended to distinguish youths from older boys.  And marriage, not age, graduated men from dependency into (real( adulthood.  Newly married couples moved into their own homes soon after their nuptials whereupon the groom became a head of household, master of all its members, servant and free, and responsible for keeping good order among them, including his wife.  Among females, only widows could be heads of households.  In the essay that follows, (child labor( refers to workers of both sexes and of any age below legal adulthood: 18 for unmarried females and 21 for males.








