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Documents of Mill Life
Introduction
Documents on the following pages show timetables and regulations that governed the
lives and reflected the work environment of mill workers in the mid 1800s.

After reading the boarding house rules of the Middlesex Company, the work timetable for
the Lowell Mills, and the rules of employment at the Amoskeag Company, students may
discuss how such rules and work times compare with those today.

Work Timetable for the Lowell Mills
Students should realize that in 1851 there was such a thing as “Lowell time,” which
undoubtedly differed from “Portsmouth time” and “Keene time.” Time was measured by
the sun in a given locality; thus noon in Portsmouth would be slightly different from noon
in Lowell and from noon in Keene. It wasn’t until later in the decade that a regional time
zone was established in New England to make railroad scheduling easier. The division of
the world into time zones with Greenwich, England, designated as the prime meridian,
wasn’t widely accepted until 1884.

1. What signal let workers know when to begin and end work?

2. Why do you think “Breakfast Bells” rang thirty minutes earlier from April 1
to September 20? What would have allowed workers to begin work earlier
during those months?

3. The section of the document reading “Work Commences” tells workers when
to report to the factory. If the last morning bell rang at 6:50 AM in January,
when did workers need to be in the factory?

4. When did the evening bell dismiss them from work?

5. How many hours passed between the time workers began and ended their
shifts?

Company Regulations
In general, the salient point of both sets of regulations is the degree to which companies
supervised not only an employee’s work life, but also his or her personal life. Even so,
living in company housing was considered a privilege. Buildings were well kept and were
close to the mill yards so that workers didn’t have to worry about transportation to and
from work. Especially for young, single female workers recruited from farms in the
countryside, the boarding houses were advertised as a safe, moral environment.
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Boarding House Rules

Boarding House Regulations

From Farm to Factory: Women’s Letters, 1830–1860, ed. Thomas Dublin
(New York, Columbia University Press, 1981).
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Workers’ Rules

Workers’ Regulations

From Farm to Factory: Women’s Letters, 1830–1860, ed. Thomas Dublin
(New York, Columbia University Press, 1981).
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Workers’ Timetable

Workers’ Timetable

From Farm to Factory: Women’s Letters, 1830–1860, ed. Thomas Dublin
(New York, Columbia University Press, 1981).
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