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SOCIAL STUDIES

· Social Studies Standard 2: Local, United States, and World History
· Social Studies Standard 9: Places and Regions
The Industrial Revolution in America

Laboring Conditions, Power Sources, Textile Mills

Perhaps one of the most significant phenomenons to occur during the late 18th and 19th centuries in America was the Industrial Revolution.  It ended our dependence on nature for survival.  It made a higher standard of living possible for a great many people.  And it transformed this nation from an agrarian society to an economic power.  

On an international level, the Industrial Revolution really began in Great Britain.  Great Britain's strong woolen industry made it profitable for farmers to give up more of their fields to raise sheep for wool.  Less land was then available for producing crops and many people turned to the cities in search of work.  Cities swelled with people, creating a larger pool of people looking for work.  People were often willing to take lower wages just to get a job. Additionally, Great Britain was rich in the natural resources needed to power growing industry, coal and waterpower.  Technology produced needed innovations and the revolution was well underway. 

The colonies in America supplied British factories with raw materials and a market for finished goods.  Industrialization was held off in the New World to avoid unnecessary competition.  Of course, once independent, the United States began its own Revolution.  In America, there was an even greater source of untapped natural resources. Additionally, the population was growing rapidly and technological advances insured greater efficiency and better working conditions.  Industrialization proceeded hand in hand with the growth of the nation.    

Just as in Great Britain, cities were the center of the industrial movement. New inventions were continuously introduced increasing the speed of production in many areas.  Most of these machines were too costly for individuals to own and operate.  Factories were the perfect place for these machines.  Factories could produce goods faster, and often, produced better quality and greater quantities.  Factories became the center of new towns. 

Workers moved closer to their jobs and other businesses were started to service the areas' new residents.  Towns became cities.  Often times, the living conditions were crowded.  The smoke that poured out the coal-burning factories often polluted air quality.  However, as long as the factories grew, more and more laborers moved to industrial centers. Working-class families that once worked together at home were separated. Women, girls, and often small children found work in mills and on production floors. Men and boys toiled at hard labor.  New England's textile mills lead the young nation in industrial growth and manufacturing output. American products had found a secure place in the European market by 1850.

Modern industry also gave rise to a middle-class of people.  Bankers, merchants and manufacturers were needed to fund new ventures, market and distribute goods, and of course, produce new products for the consumer.  More doctors were needed to service the sick and injured.  Professional lawyers championed the worker’s rights; and teachers were needed to educate the children of these communities. Eli Whitney's gun factory in New Haven, Connecticut revolutionized industry in America.  Whitney developed a system of interchangeable parts that made assembly line production possible.

However, it was the American Civil War that insured industrialization would continue.  The War broke the political hold that Southern plantation owners had on Northern merchants.  A new class of enterprising businessmen arose.  A national banking system was instituted, which gave entrepreneurs a source of capital for new investments.  Immigration laws were loosened, insuring a increasing flow of cheap labor.  And finally, higher tariffs were placed on imported goods, making American products comparatively less expensive.  Of course, a demand was also created, to supply weapons and other supplies to warring troops.

Between 1860 and 1910, the U.S. population tripled.  It is equally fascinating to note that such a dramatic increase in population corresponds directly to increased productivity per worker in the United States.  Competition for jobs meant workers had to work harder and longer to keep their positions.  Americans were also quite adept at adapting to changing technology.  By 1910, the United States' industrial production was higher than any other country's in the world.  Strong transportation systems supplied the largest domestic market and the greatest labor supply, as well.  New England's mills slowly lost dominance, as heavier industry developed within proximity to areas rich in natural resources.

Questions for Discussion

Why do you think certain inventions and new methods of production appeared when they did?  Some people believe that new technology developed when industry could go no further without it.  Others believe most inventions were the result of hard-working people trying find a practical solution to a specific problem.  Could it be a combination of both?  Why else might prompt new technological developments?

Read the story of Willimantic, Connecticut, the place depicted in the painting by J. Alden Weir.  Many of Connecticut's towns and cities featured large manufacturing operations in the nineteenth century.  Danbury was known for hats, Manchester for silk, New Britain for the Iron Works.  Find out more about your community's role in the Industrial Revolution.

What was it like to live and work in an industrial center in the second half of the nineteenth century? How was this different from the image in the painting? Why would an artist “clean up” the scene for his picture? Do you think Weir was making a statement about nature and man coexisting? How so? Why else might the picture look the way it does?

Below is a woodcut of the Willimantic Linen Company that appeared in the New York Daily Graphic in 1877.  Compare this representation of the mills to the Weir painting.

The Mills of Willimantic, Connecticut

J. Alden Weir's painting, THE FACTORY VILLAGE, depicts the great cotton mills of Willimantic, Connecticut.  Weir's in-laws owned a home on the Windham green and the family visited the Willimantic area quite regularly.  The Willimantic mills fascinated Weir; he produced a whole series of images of the imposing structures.  These buildings were clearly a product of the day and the Industrial Revolution here in Connecticut.

The railroad arrived in Willimantic, Connecticut in 1849 and launched the area into the industrial era.  A crowd of spectators even gathered in the area streets to watch the first passenger locomotive leave Willimantic for New London.  The railroad really made Willimantic accessible and opened the community to ethnic diversity not known there previously.  Many Irish laborers who had built the rail lines, settled in Willimantic and found employment in the great cotton mills.

Small mills existed in Willimantic from the early part of the 19th century. However, Willimantic's manufacturing supremacy began in 1854 when several of these local mills officially merged to become the Willimantic Linen Company.  This company saw great fortune, particularly after the Civil War, and grew to dominate the city.  Its magnificent “Mill Number Two" (one of the buildings depicted in the painting) was built in 1864. 

Willimantic, or "Thread City" as it was known, gained the reputation of manufacturing the finest cotton spool thread in America. Silkworms were farmed in nearby Mansfield (in addition to Manchester, CT) during the second half of the 19th century.  The first mechanized production of silk in the United States took place at Hanks Hill and Gurleyville near the current day University of Connecticut campus.  The area became noted for silk loom manufacturing as well, and "Thread City" continued to expand. 

In 1882, the year J. Alden Weir purchased his Branchville farm, the Willimantic Linen Company was Connecticut's largest manufacturing company.  A British Trust took over management of the company in 1898, renaming it the American Thread Company. This Trust ran "ATCO" until 1985.

The decline of Willimantic's industry seems directly linked to the fall of American Thread.  In March 1925, workers at ATCO walked off the job, beginning one of the textile industry's largest strikes after World War One.  The strike tore the company and the community apart.  American Thread never truly recovered.  Today, most of the mill buildings stand vacant.  Plans for a museum of the city's great textile history continue.
