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The Age of Homespun  

During the period of American colonization (1620-1760), domestic production of linen and woolen textiles, dependent on the development of flax-growing and sheep-herding in the colonies clustered along the Atlantic coast, complemented the importation of fabrics of all kinds from Britain. Maritime traders could exchange New England lumber and fish for raw cotton grown by African slaves in the West Indies. Mercantilist policies by the British Empire in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries discouraged the development of competitive industries in the colonies. The male-dominated artisan trades in textiles faded away in the New World, while spinning wheels, handlooms, and carding tools operated by women and girls crowded colonial households. British efforts in the 1760s to impose taxes on her North American colonies provoked boycotts of English fabrics.  The making and wearing of handmade cloth became an act of patriotic resistance both before and after the War of the American Revolution (1776-1783) and the War of 1812 between the New United States and Great Britain.
 

Origins of Textile Manufacturing in New England 

The British government at the urging of textile manufacturers forbade by law the emigration of skilled machinists and technologically advanced machinery to discourage competitors throughout the developing world. Still in the 1790s, English immigrant Samuel Slater copied the Arkwright water frame for spinning. American textile industrialization began at Slater’s spinning mill, supported by the crafts and metal firms along the Blackstone River in Pawtucket, Rhode Island. The “Rhode Island system” of cotton manufacturing used young rural children under the closest supervision to tend water-powered throstle spinning frames. Rhode Island spinning mills “put out” the yarn to be woven by women on handlooms in rural households then marketed the cloth in the region.
  The invention of an efficient cotton gin by Eli Whitney of Connecticut in 1793 greatly encouraged these proto-industrial developments. After 1820, investment capital from Providence, Rhode Island, and the whaling industry in New Bedford, Massachusetts, began to develop the village of Fall River in southeastern New England, later the national center of cotton print cloth production. 

By 1820 Paul Moody of Waltham, Massachusetts, copied the English power loom in the Boston Associates’ machine shops located on the shallow, slow-moving Charles River. These venture capitalists backed by shipping profits saw much bigger opportunities in the thirty-two foot waterfall on the Merrimack River at East Chelmsford, Massachusetts. There they built the textile center of Lowell. The “Waltham or Lowell system” completely integrated the processes of cotton textile production based on water-powered machinery and technical advances in water turbines.
 By 1830, Lowell had become the big success story, boasting the largest corporations in the United States, capitalized between $600,000 and a million dollars. New England mill treasurers quickly obtained political backing in Washington, D.C., overcame ideological resistance to Old World models of industry, and acquired a protective tariff. As an internal market opened in the Ohio River Valley and cotton-growing spread into the rich interior of the southern states, the Lowell model of mass production of cheap, staple cotton goods inspired replication by many mills, large and small, located on rivers and streams throughout the Northeast.
 Within a decade, the Boston Associates faced competition and falling profits.

New England lacked an immediate supply of labor to run textile factories. The Lowell mills recruited a rural workforce from the five states of the region, consisting of small numbers of skilled male mechanics and large numbers of female factory operatives. They traveled along an inter-connecting system of rural wagons, stagecoaches, packet boats, and the quickly developing early railroads of New England. By 1836, eight major Lowell firms with a total investment of $6.2 million employed 6,000 workers.
 Until supplanted by rail, transportation canals delivered bales of raw cotton shipped to the piers of Boston from the expanding southern cotton plantations dependent on male and female slave labor. The Lowell system of integrated production increased the demand for cotton resulting in the rising price for African slaves, just as the English anti-slavery movement encouraged the British Navy to halt cross-Atlantic trading. Raw cotton became a major export commodity; by 1850 the cotton-growing South provided 75% of Britain’s needs.
  

In Lowell and Waltham, young, unmarried women operatives were housed in paternalist boarding houses and their behavior regulated and controlled. Mill agents did not expect them to become a permanent factory proletariat but to receive good wages and treatment, spend a few years away from their rural homes, perhaps save some wages, and eventually marry. Their cultural backgrounds of rural life, New England womanhood, Protestant religion, public education, and republican sentiments based on patriotism from the War of the Revolution made them a socially cohesive group. Those same cultural and political values bound female operatives together as the “daughters of freemen” in labor protest, objecting to cuts in piece rates in the face of falling profits. The men and women in the rapidly industrializing Northeast (Maine, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania) shared many grievances over wage reductions and a fourteen-hour working day as well as Protestant religion, artisan training, manhood suffrage, and the republican heritage of the American Revolution.
  Female textile workers in Waltham protested as early as 1821 in “turnouts”, or work stoppages, often spontaneous and hard to sustain. The Lowell Female Labor Reform Association, the first American women’s labor union led by operative Sarah Bagley, continued strike activity into the early 1830s and lobbied into the 1850s for legal limits on the working day.
 But the divisions among men and women workers, native and immigrant, white and “colored”, factory operative and skilled artisan, made unity difficult. The strikes failed, and many operatives simply returned to their rural homes. Mill agents began to consider a more permanent, docile workforce among the Irish immigrant families who had dug the waterpower canals and laid the granite foundations for the Lowell factories. By 1860, Irish immigrants represented 62% of the workforce. A strike in 1859 pitted the Yankee “mill girls” of Lowell against the rapidly growing numbers of Irish women operatives in the cotton mills. Cultural differences and religious bigotry undermined class unity as rural Yankee Protestants, clustered in the best jobs, broke the strike initiated by Catholic female throstle spinners.
  The exploitation of ethnic, religious, and racial divisions by textile capitalists weakened labor protest.

In 1860 New England dominated American cotton textile production with fifty-two percent of the largest mills and seventy-five percent of the spindles.  Massachusetts and Rhode Island remained the centers of regional production located in Lowell, Fall River, and the Blackstone River Valley. Manchester, New Hampshire, was developing rapidly, while Philadelphia was the largest cotton-manufacturing center outside of New England. Of an estimated total of 122,028 operatives in 1860, sixty-one percent were female and thirty-eight percent male.
 Woolen production also flourished in New England, but cotton centers usually had a diversified product as in Lowell and Lawrence, founded by the Boston Associates in 1848. After the Civil War, Lawrence became the New England center of worsted production.

Textile Industrialization and Cultural Change in the Northeast

Other early mills arose in Pennsylvania and New Jersey but few were as distinctive in organization as in New England. Paterson, New Jersey became a center of silk production in large factories with shifting populations of immigrant labor and no unions.
 The exception was Philadelphia’s proprietary capitalism, a factory system based on small firms initially owned individually or by partnerships that primarily employed British immigrant skilled workmen, produced various fine and specialty goods, and dominated local textile production well into the twentieth century. Philadelphia mills disdained bulk production of cheap textiles as unstable and unprofitable. Flexible batch production of fine goods (frequently divided into specific processes) made by skilled union men under paternalistic managers offered both industrial peace and sustained prosperity if not market dominance.
  By 1880, 250,000 workers of English, Irish, German and native-born backgrounds crowded this most diversified industrial center in the United States.

By the 1850s, immigrant labor from England, Scotland, and Ireland had transformed the workforce in many northeastern cotton factories. Lancashire immigrants in Fall River and New Bedford, Massachusetts, “abounded as nowhere else”, while other British workers crowded textile mills in Rhode Island, New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania.
 Men and women workers from different ethnic cultures with competing ideas about union organization, gender relations, and political ideology – and who faced fierce opposition from textile capitalists – shaped the strike experiences in northern industry. Weavers and mule spinners in the Northeast hammered out their style of labor unionism during multiple strikes between 1848 and 1894.

English immigrants brought with them, depending on their skills and the timing of their emigration between the 1820s and the 1890s, various strategies and tactics that included Old World rituals of mass demonstrations. English-led activism emerged first in the early textile mills of Philadelphia. In 1848 textile workers organized and led by English immigrants struck in Fall River. During their strike, the weavers and other operatives joined the skilled mule spinners and mill mechanics to create a coalition of native-born and foreign-born workers to protest a surprise wage cut between five and seventeen percent. Introducing English customs to confront overbearing employers into the streets of Fall River created recurrent patterns of strike activity, which prevailed for the rest of the nineteenth century. The mill owners, who decided to crush this uprising by eliminating its leaders, also established policies followed consistently thereafter.
  

Native-born textile workers invited British immigrants to lead the 1848 strike, but tensions between the two groups undermined their unity. English immigrant Thomas Norris emerged as the main leader, drawing on his experience in “old England” where he claimed textile workers fought successfully for their rights as industrial workers, not the political rights of freeborn Yankees. Strikebreakers were to be labeled “knobsticks”, an English term quickly applied to all who refused to join the strike, while all knobsticks received in derision “three British cheers:” Hip, Hip, Hurray! The strikers kicked the doors of the mills’ counting houses and knocked on the windows. This was unheard of; the sanctity of the feared counting house where the managers congregated had been violated. But many Yankee operatives strongly disapproved of these actions and confrontations with strikebreakers as they left the factories. After Norris was arrested, the prosecution charged him with leading an “infatuated rabble” and creating riot in the streets of the city. The presiding judge insisted that while striking operatives did have the right to meet and combine, they possessed no right to obstruct other operatives from leaving and going to their work.  Forcible obstruction constituted riot. Endorsing a legal concept of conspiracy to riot and collective guilt for which the strikers were held responsible, the judge insisted that the act of each bound all.  The jury found Norris guilty and jailed him.  Many of the strikers, who testified for the defense, feared the blacklist [being on a formal list denying employment] and left town. Divisions among native-born and immigrant workers and the repressive tactics of mill owners continued to divide workers in the nineteenth-century textile industry.

Other Fall River strikes in 1850 and 1870 led by English mule spinners demonstrated both the limitations and the possibilities in coalitions with native workers. As experienced textile workers from urban centers in Lancashire and Yorkshire – not rural migrants – the spinners bitterly objected to tyrannical overseers to whom they referred as “masters”, a Lancashire term for employers that indicated expectations of mutual obligations between the master and his “hands:” the operatives. No white American in pre-Civil War New England would voluntarily use the word master, although many complained about their working conditions as wage slavery and their overseers as slave drivers. The word “master” applied to an American overseer would place white workers on a level with black slaves. Furthermore, the New England term “help” for operatives offended English workers as servile and demeaning.
 

The spinners’ organization challenged the New England mills’ quotations on the price of raw cotton and their profit margins in the cloth market, asking mill agents to open their account books to and seek reconciliation as in Lancashire. This request to open the accounts was a far more potent act than pounding on the counting house door in 1848. The employers absolutely refused and disclosed nothing to the public, thereby controlling arguments over a fair wage for a skilled male worker. No longer a sacred but intimidating center of industrial growth, for the spinners the counting house had become the home of unchristian despots and unmanly sycophants.

The Fall River mills copied the English self-acting mule to replace throstle frames. This prompted their agents to claim that one mule spinner could do his work without the assistance of a “piecer” or apprentice spinner as in Lancashire. The spinner would in effect do the work of two. Inexperienced “back-boys” between eight and twelve years old became common in New England mills as helpers to “piece up” or repair the multiple strands of yarn spun from cotton roving during the back and forth motions of the huge frames. This change undermined both the mule spinners’ authority as men who supervised other adults and weakened their claim that spinning was fit work only for strong, experienced men. Furthermore, the new machinery ran faster and faster.
 Mill agents insisted that the capitalists who bought the new machinery should reap the benefits of increased productivity. In response, the striking spinners angrily attacked their employers’ arrogant use of power. Their open, contemptuous hostility against the mill owners and overseers challenged the general acceptance by Americans that industrial development would advance the mutual interests of employers and their workmen.  This hatred inspired by the mistreatment of adult males touched both English and Yankee textile workers.  

Skilled immigrant spinners knew they were essential to mill operations, while open contempt for abuse by agents with political power and wealth undermined native-born belief in republican equality and manhood suffrage. Nonetheless, the manufacturers insisted on submission to their terms and used bribes, threats, evictions, and dismissals even for those sympathetic mule spinners in other mill centers who donated to the Fall River strike fund. Skilled white men, native-born or immigrant, encouraged by their religious and political convictions insisted on decent treatment and fair wages, but the agents were undermining the meanings of working-class manliness. The 1850 strike represented a broad coalition of native Yankees and Lancashire mule spinners with connections in other textile centers. Still, the defeats in 1848 and 1850 meant New England textile workers remained unorganized. Immigrant workers sent donations to the 1853-54 Preston, Lancashire strike fund, thus maintaining transatlantic ties and hoping some day to create throughout New England trade unions strong enough to counter strikebreaking and blacklisting.

The Impact and Aftermath of the American Civil War, 1861-65

The United States and Britain came close to naval warfare during the political crisis over the American blockade of the South’s cotton supply. For four years, few cotton bales arrived in New England or in Lancashire. Meanwhile woolen mills profited from contracts to make Union Army uniforms. Most cotton mills suspended production, dismissed their workforces, and warehoused their raw cotton or sold it off at high prices. The chief buyers were the Fall River mill agents who decided to gamble on a staple product for the postwar years: cheap, cotton print cloth.  They anticipated the completion of the transcontinental railroad in 1869 and the opening up of the domestic market for cheap goods. Tremendous postwar urban growth sparked by massive industrial expansion and a resulting flood of European immigrants created demand for cheap fabrics. The freed people of the South as well as poor white families preferred inexpensive light cotton clothing to the mixtures of woolen and cotton or linen trash used for prewar clothing. Demand leaped in 1865 and 1866, and profits in the print cloth soared. Competitors in Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Connecticut began to threaten Fall River’s control of this lucrative market. 

The cotton textile workforce in Fall River quadrupled between 1865 and 1875. By 1880, Fall River boasted thirty-three corporations running 150 mills in comparison with eleven corporations in Lowell. Fall River investors dominated this mill expansion [92 %] in contrast with the dependence of Lowell and Lawrence on Boston capital. Growth during the 1870s stimulated rapid mill construction in Rhode Island and Connecticut as well as New Bedford, a center of fine cotton goods production.  By 1880, fifty-seven percent of the printed cotton cloth produced in the United States was made in southeastern New England textile centers, well over half made in Fall River mills. Unprinted cloth or “grey goods” were shipped to New York and Philadelphia printers.  Mills from Maine to Pennsylvania produced the remaining forty-three percent, but Fall River’s massive productive capacity dominated post-Civil War production, setting the price of print cloth and the wages paid to operatives. Lowell was eclipsed as the leading textile center in New England, while Philadelphia managers had no interest in the unpredictability and labor unrest of the emerging Fall River system. 

No city in New England grew so fast as Fall River, more than doubling its population between 1860 and 1870. By 1875 the city’s residents nearly doubled again to 45,260 with 38% foreign-born. The workforce in Fall River in the mid-1870s consisted of one-quarter native-born (25%); one-third English immigrants (34%); one-fifth Irish immigrants (21%); and less than one-fifth French-Canadian immigrants (17%).
 Fall River had the highest percent of foreign-born workers in Massachusetts, 53%; Lawrence was third with 45%; followed by Lowell with 36% foreign-born and New Bedford with 23%.  Among the female workforce, more wives worked in the Fall River mills than in Lowell or Lawrence.

Table 1
Fall River, Lowell, and Lawrence, 1875: Persons Employed in Cotton Goods

	
	Fall River 
	Lowell
	Lawrence

	Total employed
	14,216
	9,960
	8,585

	Males              
	6,644 (47%)
	2,661  (27%)
	3,448 (40%)

	Females        
	7,572 (53%)
	7,209 (73%)
	5,137 (60%)

	Married females
	882 (12%)
	   315  (4%)
	   169  (3%)


Source: Massachusetts State Census, 1875, v.3, pp. 442-3.
In 1869 the Lancashire mill owners cut wages by ten percent, while English weavers and mule spinners organized to promote the emigration of thousands of their union members to the United States. By 1872 there were 3,646 French-Canadians living in Fall River; two years later four thousand worked in the mills, but experienced mule spinners from Montreal could not get jobs in New England.
 Mule spinners opposed French-Canadians in their trade, and many others feared a post-Civil War tide of non-English speaking, Catholic, rural Quebecois who, as a “race”, would oppose a ten-hour day: man, woman, and child. Thus a racialized Quebec people became a pawn to be used by employers against operatives. 

During an 1870 strike, Fall River mule spinners, dominated by English and Irish-born, Lancashire-trained immigrants, tried to use deferential Lancashire methods including their status as respectable, reasonable men of skill to maneuver their employers into wage negotiations. The mill agents refused to negotiate and hired strikebreakers. Male and female weavers confronted the knobsticks with violence: yelling, jeering, kicking, and pummeling strikebreakers with their fists and throwing stones and dirt clods. Peaceable, manly spinners controlled events, while weavers’ rowdiness served class politics.

Still, the mill agents questioned the manliness of mule spinners, claiming that in other textile centers young women ran mules easily.  The spinners scoffed that they worked harder at their machines than anywhere else, walking twenty-five miles per day over eleven hours with only one young boy to help them: “a pretty good day’s work for any man”. Few had the stamina to work out the full month of six-day weeks without staying home as “sick” to regain their strength.  “Sick spinners” routinely filled the jobs of exhausted men.  For the employer to define a spinner’s work as just beyond the extent of a adult male’s physical powers, an abuse the operatives called the “grind” or “lashing the help”, undermined manly pride in strength and skill. 

Mill agents justified the presence of strikebreakers by citing market forces of demand that determined the supply of labor and in turn set wages. If wages were too low, spinners should go to other mill towns, which demanded their skills. For the agents, any opposition to market forces represented interference with individual rights and natural economic laws. But strikers blamed wage cuts on decisions made in Fall River counting houses – not by an impersonal market – decisions that could be changed by negotiations. The managers refused to talk, sold their inventories, starved out the strikers, and blacklisted the leaders.
 Protest strategies based on respectability and deference might have worked in Lancashire but not in Fall River or in any other New England mill center.  

Between 1860 and 1910, total employment in American cotton manufacturing tripled, while value of product increased six times. The largest centers of New England production in terms of value of product were Fall River, followed by Lowell and Manchester, New Hampshire.
 During the late nineteenth century, British immigrant mule spinners and weavers in the Northeast struggled over strategy, ideology, and objectives. Many historians view English immigrants as “invisible” or easily acculturated into American society and regard the career of mule spinner Robert Howard, the leader of the National Mule Spinners’ Union in the American Federation of Labor [AFL], as typical.
 But the majority of weavers and many other workers opposed Howard’s exclusive trade unionism. They defended their heritage of Lancashire popular radicalism, including the ideal of a moral economy and the goal of an amalgamation of all skill groups.
 The two Fall River strikes in 1875 and their regional impact provide examples. 

During the 1870s as Fall River capitalists attempted to dominate the American domestic print cloth market in the West, South, and urban East, they wished to purge their English workers of “their chronic insubordination”. From the moment that Lancashire workers landed, the disdainful mill agents systematically challenged their customary measures of skill and strength.  Fall River mills used the cheapest raw cotton and the best machinery, paid the lowest wages in the region, and demanded ever more intense physical exertions from their operatives – especially from mule spinners – to produce massive quantities of inferior fabric, relying on the cloth printing process to conceal defects.  They controlled the domestic market for print cloth by having the capacity to glut it with the cheapest possible goods. In turn, English workers held the agents of New England mills in contempt for making “shoddy” [flimsy cloth] using “shoddyite morality”. The Massachusetts legislature established a ten-hour law in 1874 and in the 1890s specified the length of a weaver’s cut on which piece rates were calculated and regulated the fining of weavers by the mills. However, mill agents ignored these state regulations, paid the small penalties when occasionally prosecuted, and successfully defied labor reform. 

Amalgamations or Trade Unions?

In January 1875 the Fall River mills cut wages by ten percent and flooded the cloth market to undersell their competitors. The mule spinners and male weavers reluctantly accepted the reduction but faced a revolt among female weavers and some Quebec-born operatives. These rebels organized all-female meetings to shame their male co-workers into the only successful weavers’ strike in nineteenth-century Fall River. During two regional strikes in 1875, the first in January and the second in August, New England labor politics focused on the differences among mule spinners and weavers over the nature and direction of unions.  The successful challenge of activist women to male leadership and the differing priorities given amalgamations of all operatives by the weavers and local craft unions by mule spinners, produced intra-class conflict over the meaning of working-class manhood and the desirability of female activism.  The transnational culture of Lancashire provided the framework. 


In 1875 there were approximately 8,000 weavers and 2,000 mule spinners in the Fall River workforce.  Women represented one-third of the striking weavers and half of the weaving workforce. Female operatives organized themselves across skill and ethnic lines, insisting that “all national differences” end to preserve the general rights of operatives. Lancashire immigrants provided the leadership, but the women’s meetings included native-born Americans and Irish and French-Canadian immigrants. Their leaders demanded action to prevent recurrent wage cuts, denouncing conciliation and deference as cowardly and unmanly. Using their heritage of nineteenth-century popular radicalism, the Lancashire women leaders cited examples of the effectiveness of resistance – win, lose or draw – on the relationship between labor and capital. Women strikers directly challenged working-class manhood as inadequate, insisting on bold action and imaginative strategy. The initial issue of supporting the women’s strike in January, thereby tolerating their independent activism as “babbling Amazons, created dissension among Lancashire men. Careful union men soberly weighed the possibilities of strike action, not misguided by emotional, rebellious Eves. But other Lancashire men agreed with the women strikers’ on the lessons of historical resistance. Before 1875, male weavers deferred to the leadership of the mule spinners, but they quickly joined the women’s strike, followed by the mule spinners, and other operatives.

The strike spread to New Bedford and to English immigrants among the working people of Rhode Island’s Blackstone Valley: Valley Falls, Central Falls, Lonsdale, Berkeley, Ashton, Pawtucket, and Woonsocket. Support for the strike spread to Lawrence, Newburyport, Lowell, and Taunton, Massachusetts. Prospects for a settlement brightened. The mule spinners of Lowell struck in March, while the print cloth mills of Lawrence promised their workers no wage cut.  Operatives in Lonsdale, a center of print cloth operations, were notified of a wage increase in April, while the agents in New Bedford and in Newburyport reversed wage cuts. Mill agents throughout the region stopped or rescinded reductions. 

The activities by the women weavers during the 1875 strikes significantly expanded their participation in labor protest. The wives working in the Fall River mills providing mature leadership for the women’s meetings as well as connections among working-class families. Single women were also prominent. Women strikers appeared regularly on public platforms, agitating at strike meetings, and traveling to other textile centers to raise money.  They urged the mule spinners of both Fall River and Lowell to organize young women being recruited to operate the first, very primitive ring spinning frames. This new technology would begin to replace mules by 1879. Weaver activism also encouraged 400 male and female French-Canadian operatives to organize support for the strike in Fall River and in Taftville, Connecticut. The reputation of French-Canadian immigrants as docile, submissive, and faithful only to their own, proved false in early 1875. 

The impressive unity in 1875 yielded results. In April, all strikers were rehired, and wages raised. Despite the misgivings about female activism, once the battle was over, the weavers controlled local labor politics. Their aggressiveness and unexpected victory had defeated the arrogant employers. Only the Lancashire immigrant leader for a region-wide amalgamation was blacklisted. Fall River wages became the standard for print cloth production in the Northeast. Quickly the weavers began to organize a regional association of textile operatives for a standard list of wages and to agitate for additional ten-hour laws, making New England the Lancashire of America. They announced their goal: “...to establish a union in every village where the spindles revolve or the click of the busy shuttle is heard”.

In July, the mill owners challenged the weavers’ ambitions by cutting wages to glut the depressed print market with even cheaper cloth. Angry weavers and mule spinners agreed to challenge their employers’ power to set wages based on the prospects of the market.  In doing so, they resurrected the Lancashire tradition of a moral economy that rejected their employers’ definitions of marketplace rules and the ideology of supply and demand.
  Instead, textile operatives would influence the price of cloth by withholding their labor and taking an English-style late summer “long vacation”. Many New England mills had closed down waiting for the market to rise. The operatives seized control of the timing of the work stoppage for late summer when their living costs were low. This defiant act denied the validity of a morally neutral market run by natural economic laws, which masked the dominant position of the mill agents. 

By early August, thirty-four mills and nearly 15,000 operatives squared off. The mill owners became absolutely determined to crush this unprecedented threat to their power at all costs.  The ferocity of the “vacation strike” in 1875 exposed the mule spinners and the male weavers to charges of unmanly recklessness and irresponsibility. Hundreds of French operatives chose to return by rail to Montreal or left town for other New England mill centers.  This became the pattern for French-Canadian workers during late nineteenth-century strikes. After four weeks of no work and no price increase in the cloth market, the operatives abandoned their “vacation”, accepting the wage cut. They were beaten for the moment. But the agents were eager to demolish any hope for an American Lancashire. Fearing that secret unions would flourish despite the anti-union contracts operatives were forced to sign, mill owners particularly wished to destroy Lancashire-style union discipline: “Up goes a hand and out goes the help!” They decided to lockout their employees for another month, threaten more wage cuts, and starve them into giving up their unions. 

On September 27 when the mills reopened, the operatives flocked to the mill yards, willing to work but refusing to sign the anti-union contracts. Hunger and the knowledge that the mills would employ only the utterly defeated produced a response by angry operatives that recalled late-eighteenth century bread riots. These traditions shared only by Lancashire people threatened to alienate other ethnic communities. Thousands of disappointed workers marched to a nearby city park.  A delegation, asking for relief from the mayor, returned unsuccessful. Hundreds of men and women strikers marched to City Hall, cheering and yelling “Bread!” “Tyranny!”  Boys held symbolic poles on which were impaled loaves of bread, while an American flag upside down as a distress signal preceded a sign that read: “15,000 white slaves for auction”, topped with a loaf of bread.  Lancashire workers were incensed at American pretensions to individual freedom in contrast with the servility thrust on them. The historic significance of the food riot rituals that directed the angry turmoil was clear to Lancashire people, but baffling to many others. A few recognized the revolutionary implications of Manchester-style bread riots in New England, while labor reformers appreciated the “extraordinary…English cool-headed control” that disciplined crowd action. But others saw only mayhem, as showers of stones, bread, and brickbats fell on arresting police.  The violent spectacle of the demonstration split the textile operatives into confused, hostile camps. These customs appeared to be “hideous” and “incendiary” conduct by a riotous “mob”, and the employers exploited the situation to demean the spinners and weavers as Lancashire brutes. These divisions and the crushing defeat of the weavers’ strategy convinced the mule spinners that the weavers’ union with its contingent of female rebels had led the strikers into disaster. Begging city authorities for bread backed with threats of violence was no manly way to deal with their employers. The struggle shattered the fledgling amalgamated union and its regional vision. The mule spinners signed away their union memberships, while the local weavers’ organization disintegrated. With the Lancashire past rendered too passionate and perilous in 1875, the spinners recaptured the leadership of union organization in the New England print cloth industry.
 

Other Fall River strikes in the late nineteenth century demonstrated the deep divisions between the mule spinners organized in trade unions and weavers seeking an amalgamation of all textile workers in the Northeast, including the print cloth mills of Cohoes, New York, and the silk mills of Paterson, New Jersey.
  Secretary Robert Howard of the Fall River Mulespinners’ Association saw no future for Lancashire-style protest in American trade unionism or for a coalition between spinners and weavers. He believed that trade unions with ample strike funds and region-wide locals offered a better chance to deal with mill agents. He won acceptance as a union leader who made his members “as obedient and docile and harmonious as the parts of a mule frame”. Howard counted on mill agents’ stubbornness to contrast with his strategy of patience, forbearance, and moderation. One thousand spinners out of a local workforce of 14,000 adopted exclusive policies that attempted to restore their proper sense of respectable manhood: recognition of their union by the managers and higher wages based on calculations of costs and profits.  But these efforts could not counter their employers’ power to refuse to negotiate, hire strikebreakers or set wages and working conditions.  Even as the technology of ring spinning of all yarns undermined their craft in the 1890s, the mule spinners refused to organize young female and male ring spinners.  Instead the mule spinners wanted a family wage paid to skilled men. 

The late 1880s and early 1890s brought great prosperity to the Fall River print cloth mills and high dividends to their shareholders.  Wages lagged far behind, especially for the 7,000 weavers in 1888. With women and boys crowding the ring spinning rooms, the number of family men in weaving grew to half the workforce. Tensions grew among weavers, reflecting the wishes of male weavers to imitate the mule spinners trade union and demand for a family wage, excluding women who were increasingly viewed as irrelevant. Abandoning their Lancashire traditions, the weavers’ organizations union voted in 1905 to join the mule spinners in the United Textile Workers, AFL. Lancashire immigrants dominated the first decades of UTW leadership.

Countering Southern Competition
By 1910, the total number of spindles used by the American cotton industry ranked second only to the British, followed by Germany, Russia, France, and India. Total exports, especially from developing mills in South Carolina, grew from $7.5 in 1860 to $35.1 in 1910, largely to Latin America.
 Northern mill agents successfully undermined regional labor protest. They divided the increasingly diverse nationalities and skills and exploited gender antagonisms through preferential treatment, unequal wages, denunciations of labor radicals or demonstrations of arbitrary power through wage cuts. Simple assertions by agents of secret, superior knowledge deprived the operatives of indisputable information on prices or wages.  The announcement of unspecified wage cuts demonstrated their power to manipulate through fear and uncertainty, while dangling wage advances if the market improved. During strikes or lockouts, some mills unloaded huge, secret inventories for considerable profit.  An informal network of agents and owners of cotton mills from Maine to Connecticut, organized into the Arkwright club of Boston, worked together to crush regional labor protest by 1898, tolerating only unions of skilled men.
 But the rise of cotton textile manufacturing during the post-Civil War period in the Piedmont region of the Carolinas and in Georgia threatened their very foundations. By 1905 three southern states together produced more in total of value of cotton goods (29.27) than in Massachusetts (28.68).

Table 2

Southern Competition and the New England Cotton Industry, 1900-1905
	State
	1905 % rank
	% of US goods, 1900
	% of US goods, 1905
	% increase 1900-1905

	Massachusetts
	1
	32.57
	28.68
	16.92

	South Carolina
	2
	  8.76
	10.97
	66.32

	North Carolina
	3
	  8.36
	10.49
	66.53

	Georgia
	4
	  5.44
	  7.81
	90.57

	Rhode Island
	5
	  7.09
	  6.80
	27.32

	New Hampshire
	6
	  6.78
	  6.56
	28.45


United States: 
Total value of cotton goods, 1900,  $339,200,320; 

Total value of cotton goods, 1905, $450,467, 704

Percentage increase in total value of goods, 32.80

Connecticut ranked eighth behind Pennsylvania and Maine tenth behind Georgia. Source: Massachusetts State Census, 1905, v. 3 (Boston, 1905), xix-xx. 

In 1917 only seven cotton textile corporations out of hundreds of other industrial firms listed over $20 million in capital assets.
 The American South would dominate cotton textile production in the twentieth century as New England and the Northeast slide into decline, accelerating in the 1920s. Between 1923 and 1936, New England cotton operatives decreased from 209,000 to 74,226, and by 1976, the southern mills boasted eighteen million spindles compared with 280,000 in New England.
 

To counter southern competition, northern cotton mills, such as the Boott Mills of Lowell, adopted several strategies. First, downward pressure on the wages of northern operatives and the hiring of new, unskilled immigrant groups to use advanced technology, such as the Draper loom with automatic bobbin changing. Second, the development of a more diverse, finer product for new markets, such as towels, velvets, corduroys, and plush for automobile upholstery. Third, the establishment of branch operations in the South to produce coarser goods at lower cost. New England textile operatives faced regional wage reductions and deteriorating working conditions. By the turn of the twentieth century, the Boott Mills decided to invest no more capital in maintenance from its depreciation reserve – much less upgrading the process of production – but simply to run their mill operations “into the ground”.
  According to Boott mill worker Harry Dickinson, ignorant foremen, recruited from “a junk pile”, did nothing to control heat, humidity, and drafts.
 New England mill workers worked harder and lived with the fear of increasing workloads, plant closings, poor health, and no future.
 

Northern textile machinery companies briskly sold the latest technology to the southern mills. Textron of Providence, Rhode Island, organized in 1943, demanded more productivity from New England operatives to meet the lower costs of its southern mills and return higher profits. When resisted, Textron executives ruthlessly closed New England mills (1943-1955), abandoning communities and workers and taking huge tax losses to finance diversified acquisitions, thus creating the modern “conglomerate”.
 

Upheavals in the Woolen and Silk Industries
In the late nineteenth century the New England woolen and worsted industries, protected by high tariffs against foreign competition, became increasingly dominated by powerful groups of industrial capitalists, sometimes organized into trusts: outright ownership of multiple mills in various locations.
 

Table 3

Impact of Rising Tariff Protection on US Wool Manufacturing, 1859-1919 in thousands of dollars

	Census Year
	Value of Domestic Production
	Percentage of Imports to Total

	1859
	 65,596
	33.8

	1869
	177,496
	18.9

	1879
	194,157
	13.7

	1889
	212,075
	22.8

	1899
	229,572
	  7.9

	1909
	392,976
	  6.6

	1919
	985,296
	  1.9


Source: Adapted from Cole, American Woolen Manufacture, p. 39.

By 1917, the American Woolen Company and two additional corporations in Lawrence controlled a total of $189.8 million in capital assets in comparison with the $29.8 million of the American Thread Company.
 Between 1905 and 1911, the manufacturing dominance of the American Woolen Company in the New England worsted industry set regional wage rates. During those years, American Woolen owned fifty woolen and worsted mills in New England, employing 30,000, the largest industrial employer in the region. The New England workforce in the woolen and worsted industry represented experienced industrial workers from Belgian, France, and Yorkshire, England, shut out of the American market by US tariffs in the 1890s.
 Other immigrant workers, especially from southern Italy, began to crowd into worsted mills in Massachusetts and Rhode Island, bringing with them the transnational politics of syndicalism, which contributed to the development of the Industrial Workers of the World [IWW] organized in 1905. Like French Canadians, Italian workers became racialized, this time as “naturally” violent, radical, and emotional. The diverse workforce of 12,000 in Lawrence, swollen by 1910 with thousands of immigrants including women and children from southern and Eastern Europe and the Ottoman Empire, spoke forty different languages and seemed impossible to organize into labor protest.
  

Massachusetts had continued to shorten the legal working day and prohibited children under fourteen from factory work. Factory managers accepted shorter hours without cutting piece rates, but as the fifty-four hour law went into effect in January 1912, William Wood, president of the American Woolen Company, also cut piece rates without notifying the operatives. Many textile workers, who earned low wages and faced bullying overseers and speeded-up work, discovered this rumor to be a fact as they opened their pay envelopes. UTW-AFL, representing about 2,800 skilled workers, accepted the situation, but the tiny, local IWW sprang into life over the surprise wage cut for recent immigrants. The “Bread and Roses” strike in 1912 reflected vast anger and deep alienation among the masses of textile operatives.

Women workers, wives and daughters, from the Polish homelands and Italy walked off the job, sparking a spontaneous march of thousands of strikers through the Lawrence streets. By mid-January, 25,000 textile workers from forty nations were on strike, unprecedented in American industrial life. Cooperative, cross-ethnic networks of streets, tenement steps, and kitchens, forged by women in ethnic neighborhoods and based on the needs of new immigrants for housing, decent food, and the ordinary daily rituals of life, coordinated and sustained the strike.
 IWW strategies held together a multi-ethnic working-class revolt by creating locals to encourage the members of each ethnic group to speak for themselves, while multi-lingual IWW organizers provided overall direction to prevent violent acts and encourage the radical vision of One Big Union shared by many strikers.
   After the Lawrence settlement granted a ten- percent wage increase, additional successful strikes broke out in the Lowell cotton mills and in the worsted mills of Rhode Island and Passiac, New Jersey. 

A crucial 1913 strike in the multi-ethnic silk weaving and dyeing industry of Paterson, New Jersey, met bitter hostility from the textile industry to the imminent threat of a successful IWW amalgamation sweeping the Northeast. Paterson’s silk mills, employing 38,000 with a high concentration of experienced, radical silk operatives from northern Italy, dominated the city, which represented New Jersey’s major industry. The strike of six months by weavers over a speed-up from two to four looms resulted in a costly defeat, virtually ending IWW activity in textiles.
 Federal government suppression of the organization as anti-American during US participation in World War I insured its demise as an alternative to trade unions. Some woolen mills, such as J.P. Stevens, established southern branches, but the American Woolen company continued to produce woolen and worsted especially for wartime demand until – a shell of its former magnificence – Textron acquired its remaining eleven small mills as tax losses in 1954.
 

Paternalism and Protest

Between 1875 and 1905, cotton mills industrialized an agrarian South. At first southern textile production, dependent on the rural white people of the Piedmont region of the Carolinas, made cheap cotton goods.
 By the turn of the twentieth century, southern textiles posed both threats to the better grades of cloth made in the Northeast and the export trade.

Table 4

Growth of the Southern Cotton Industry, 1880-1900
	State
	Year
	Mills
	Capital
	Workers

	North Carolina
	1900

1890

1880
	177

 91

 49
	33,011,516

10,775,134

 2,855,800
	30, 273

 8,515

 3,343

	South Carolina
	1900

1890

1880
	 80

 84

 14
	39,258,946

11,141,833

 2,776,100
	30,201

 8,071

 2,053

	Georgia
	1900

1890

1880
	68

53

40
	24,222,169

17,664,675

6,348,657
	19,398

10,459

 4,493


Source, McLaurin, Paternalism and Protest, p. 10.

The rural backgrounds of poor, illiterate Southern operatives, the paternalist but authoritarian organization of mill centers which provided housing and services, the fear of black and foreign workers as competitors, and the long hours and low wages made labor protest difficult. Yet both the Knights of Labor which had been active in Massachusetts and Rhode Island and the early UTW-AFL textile unions successfully organized resistance in urban areas before 1905.
  Mill agents used time-honored anti-labor methods: the blacklist, the lockout, evictions from mill housing, and racial fears to undermine solidarity. The southern mill worker was neither docile nor submissive to working conditions and low wages but accepted the cotton South’s class structure and rural values. Operatives in North Carolina mill villages had expectations of mutual rights, obligations, and responsibilities, similar to Lancashire immigrants in New England but based on yeoman or freeholder status in the antebellum slave South. When operatives resisted violations of reciprocity, protest became subtle but direct, based on their belief in a rural moral economy of individual independence, self-respect, and family security. Women as well as men shared these views as well as their status of “whiteness”.

Like a White Family: Cotton and Rayon Yarn Mills
Cotton mills in the Carolinas tapped a rural labor market with a cultural heritage of self-esteem and sociability. Millhands were taught to spin and weave and tolerate factory discipline, cotton lint, and accidents but also learned how to maneuver in a workplace that seldom allowed the expression of grievances. Between 1880 and 1930, southern cotton workers earned about sixty percent of wages paid in the North for a twelve hour day. The sexual division of labor changed only with the total employment of females on ring spinning. Millhands needed cash wages but did not allow the dissolution of their social world. If personal negotiations with the boss failed, they took some days off, quit or occasionally organized a work stoppage: a pattern reminiscent of the Lowell factory women. In 1907 the annual turnover rate reached 176 percent, while mill men estimated that twenty to forty percent of their millhands “floated” from village to village. The mill villages provided company housing and schools, company groceries with easy credit and ensuing debts, and even raised wages to tame the independence of the millhands. But a separate millhands’ world in the village revolved around family and kin, intermarriage, and a common culture of sharing and sociability, dependent on female networks and church-going.
 

Farm labor was always difficult and demanding, but as the seasons changed the variety of tasks contrasted with the boring sameness of mill routines. Southern men resisted mill discipline as long as possible. Still, cotton mill wages seemed steadier than agricultural commodity markets. Recruiting a workforce from rural families who expected their children to work long hours at an early age resulted in a high rate of child labor in the mills, often at the behest of the father. Between 1880 and 1910, one quarter of the millhands were children under twelve years of age doing the simplest jobs assisting the spinners. When production broke down as engines stalled, children could take off to play, swim, and fish. Blacks were denied production jobs. “Colored” men did the dirtiest, most dangerous work in the mill, such as dyeing, while a few colored women cleaned up the toilets and the floors, maintaining the social world of race relations. Wartime profits and textile depression in the 1920s introduced “hard rules” into the Piedmont mills. New machinery ran faster and worker productivity rose while wages were cut. The second generation of southern millhands refused to accept this stretch-out of work, and labor unrest broke out in the Piedmont on an unprecedented scale.
 

Rayon yarn mills built by German firms in the 1920s for the US market processed local wood pulp. By 1940, the South, especially in Tennessee and Virginia, produced seventy percent of U.S. rayon. Rural towns offered free land, no taxes, and cheap docile female operatives. But in 1929 white girls as young as fourteen from small farm families went on strike in East Tennessee over the low wages and poor working conditions: for beginners a fifty-six hour week and weekly wages of $8.16. Depending on networks of friends and acquaintances, the strikers, called “disorderly women”, held out for better treatment, openly taunting and tantalizing the National Guardsmen sent to control them. The UTW-AFL officials proved uninterested in the strike, and many operatives drifted away, returning as wages rose during World War II.
 Still, gender and a common rural culture produced class unity in 1929. 

No Depression at Burlington Mills

The Burlington Mills of North Carolina, begun in 1923 by J. Spencer Love, built the biggest rayon operations in the South by integrating production processes, diversifying product, linking production and sales, and gaining tariff protection. Replacing silk weaving with rayon in 1929, the company responded to consumer demand for inexpensive slinky dress goods and stockings. As the cotton industry collapsed in the North and struggled in the South, rayon weaving and finishing operations expanded. The workforce at Burlington leaped from 200 in 1924 to 6,900 in 1933 and 11,000 in 1939, while the number of factories rose from one to nineteen by 1937. Leaving the costly process of producing rayon yarn for weaving to the chemists at Du Pont, Celanese, and American Viscose, Burlington managers financed expansion from local or southern investors and credits extended by machinery companies. 

While competitors in New Jersey, Massachusetts, and Pennsylvania shifted their silk mills to rayon goods, Burlington held the edge in modern machinery. Ninety percent of North Carolina mills, followed closely by South Carolina, had high-speed automatic looms, compared with only nine percent in New Jersey and twenty percent in Pennsylvania. Low wages and little labor unrest solidified the advantage, especially as compared with Paterson. Productivity soared; profits more than tripled those of northern mills. When the rayon craze lagged in the 1940s, Burlington Mills wove nylon, then acrylics and polyesters relying on synthetic laboratories. Production diversified into brand-name hosiery and carpets, polyester-woolen men’s suiting, and even returned to cotton production in response to market demand. Textron and J.P. Stevens also diversified, but Burlington managers proved more flexible, making elastics, fake fur, and plastic-coated fabrics. In 1962 when Love died, Burlington Mills moved into denim.
  Silk, rayon, and most woolen production had ended in the Northeast. Still foreign competitors forced Burlington Mills to experiment in costly new technologies and downsize, struggling in the late twentieth century to emerge from bankruptcy. 

The 1934 General Textile Strike

The industrial depression of the 1930s hit textiles very hard, North and South. The UTW-AFL faced oblivion; most mills overproduced at lower costs; and operatives endured an aggravated stretch-out of their workload at lower wages.  The violent Gastonia, North Carolina, strike of 1929 was lost, but the national strike of 1934 united hundreds of thousands of cotton, silk, woolen, and rayon workers from Maine to Alabama against worsening conditions under the early New Deal programs of President Franklin D. Roosevelt.
 The strike began in the cotton mills of Huntsville, Alabama, pushed by a hard-driving UTW leader from New York. By September, nearly a million operatives joined together to demand change. “Flying squadrons”, fleets of cars and pickup trucks driven by activists, flew from one mill center to the next across the Piedmont, in New England and Pennsylvania, calling out the operatives to picket duty. Strikers in Fall River and New Bedford, Massachusetts, joined others in Rhode Island, New Hampshire, and Maine: wherever textile mills continued operations. The cotton mills of the Carolina Piedmont became the focus of activity.

Violence grew as deputy sheriffs and National Guardsmen shot and killed squadron members and pickets. Still, the strike spread, impelled by desperation. A woman striker in Greenville, South Carolina, wrote the President that every textile worker in the South would join the strike if “they were not afraid of starvation” or retribution. Young women strikers became especially active on picket lines and in union halls.
  The key issue was the exhausting stretch-out. Violently repressive state governments in Rhode Island, Georgia, and the Piedmont disrupted picketing and intimidated strikers, while recalcitrant mill owners gladly sold off their inventories. The isolation of the many scattered cotton mills, the immediacy of extreme hunger, and the uneven response to the strike by skilled textile workers in New England and Philadelphia, whose wages rose under New Deal programs, undermined the one month general strike. By 1939 as war demand rode for textiles, the Textile Workers Union of America (TWUA), an industrial union in the Congress of Industrial Organizations [CIO], replaced the UTW. Still, the involvement of hundreds of workers at the Burlington Mills in the 1934 strike, including incidents of dynamiting company property, forced the mills to reinvent paternalism as personnel management to stave off postwar unionization.

Operation Dixie: The Postwar Economy, Race Relations, and Amalgamation 

War in 1939 created demand for US cotton and woolen textiles. Big orders, higher profits, and worker unrest over lagging wages and workload speed-ups prompted the TWUA-CIO to organize what was left of the industry in North. At the Boott Mills in Lowell, bolstered by Navy contracts for cotton duck, managers accepted TWUA unionization in 1942.
 Still in 1955, the Boott agents closed their doors. The TWUA’s future lay in the South with eighty percent of the nation’s mills. The campaign to organize southern mills, dubbed “Operation Dixie”, began in 1946. But World War II had greatly altered the South with huge federal military installations, steady postwar Defense Department contracts, and rising standards of living. Wages for both union and non-union workers increased steadily. As consumers, southern wage earners bought automobiles and consumer durables on installment. All of these changes made strikes much more difficult, adding to employer and state government hostility and racial tensions.
 


The TWUA general strike in 1951, based on established locals, sought to make textile wages the envy of all southern workers and unmatchable by employers. However, the strike did not attract as much support as in 1934. By 1955, Operation Dixie had failed, but textile operatives earning good wages still faced exhausting speed-ups and higher workloads, but union grievance procedures, whatever the outcome, diminished their fears of intimidation by foremen.
 Unions supported segregated workplaces and separate unions for blacks, who began to enter production jobs in 1964 after the US Civil Rights Act challenged segregation. By 1967 eight percent of cotton workers in the Piedmont area were blacks, who left low-paid farm and domestic work and responded well to factory discipline. Meanwhile white workers [and their unions] resisted integration or sought work in the South’s booming cities. 

By 1970 North Carolina represented the premier state, producing near one-third of American textiles and employing 280,000 workers.
 But after 1980, many textile mills began to close, giving up 500,000 jobs, a decline accelerated by the North American Free Trade Agreement and the elimination of tariff protection. The trend in production jobs by 1995 seemed to be all-black production workers and white supervisors.
  As textile mills and garment factories disappeared, the textile workers’ unions amalgamated first with the garment workers in the Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers Union and most recently with hotel workers’ union. Hard-hit mill villages in the Piedmont area returned to their rural culture of family and kin, subsistence agriculture and odd jobs to survive the new era of layoffs and plant-closings but faced sharply declining incomes and heavy medical expenses.
 

Reconstructing During Globalization

Textile capitalists restructured to meet late twentieth-century foreign competition worsened by a strong dollar. In 2001, Chinese fabrics alone represented just over a quarter of all American textile imports and twelve percent of apparel imports. Together Pakistan, Canada, and Mexico totaled thirty-one percent of textile imports, while Korea and India represented eleven percent. The combined Asian imports at forty-seven percent of the total or 12.4% of US textile output represented a racialized “menace”, according to textile manufacturers.
 But American consumers bought cheap, foreign-made garments, merchandised in large discount stores or through mail order and Internet catalogues, at a far higher rate: 50.5% import penetration ratio to US production. As the US economy shifted away from industrial production toward financial, technology, and service jobs, many women workers and consumers lost their interest in or ability to turn fabric into clothing. 

Southern mills adapted to globalization by reshaping the “race to the bottom” of cutting wages or moving offshore. Economic sociologists use the concept of embeddedness in local communities founded on racially structured labor markets to demonstrate this. Merged corporations, such as Pillowtex-Fieldcrest-Cannon in 1997, construct new “secure” (close political ties to federal, state, and local government) locations of production in impoverished rural areas away from established mill centers. One example is the move of the Allied Signal Seat Belt Company from Knoxville, TN to rural Greenwood, AL.
 Using the latest automation and computerized technologies, these firms reduce the number of employees and hire non-union black females and then Asian and Hispanic immigrants. Like nineteenth-century Philadelphia, southern mills concentrate on flexible batch production for specialized customers, like designers Calvin Klein and Tommy Hilfiger.
 Still, the numbers of textile workers in southern mills continues to decline as textile firms try to remain competitive in the new world order of the 1990s. Shipping American fabric, already finished and cut, to Central American nations, for assembly and re-importation with special protection provided by the Caribbean Basin Initiative (1986) has helped to protect textile mills so far from the fate of US garment factories. 
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