Excerpts from 

American Notes (London, 1842) 

by Charles Dickens

The Factory Girls

I happened to arrive at the first factory just as the dinner hour was over, and the girls were returning to their work; indeed the stairs of the mill were thronged with them as I ascended.  They were all well dressed, but not to my thinking above their condition; for I like to see the humbler class of society careful of their dress and appearance, and even, if they please, decorated with such little trinkets as come within the compass of their means. . . .

These girls, as I have said, were all well dressed: and that phrase necessarily includes extreme cleanliness.  They had serviceable bonnets, good warm cloaks, and shawls; and were not above clogs and patterns.  Moreover, there were places in the mill in which they could deposit these things without injury; and there were conveniences for washing.  They were healthy in appearance, many of them remarkably so, and had the manners and deportment of young women: not of degraded brutes of burden . . .

The rooms in which they worked, were as well ordered as themselves.  In the windows of some, there were green plants, which were trained to shade the glass; in all, there was as much fresh air, cleanliness, and comfort, as the nature of the occupation would possibly admit of.  Out of so large a number of females, many of whom were only then just verging upon womanhood, it may be reasonably supposed that some were delicate and fragile in appearance: no doubt there were.  But I solemnly declare, that from all the crowd I saw in the different factories that day, I cannot recall or separate one young face that gave me a painful impression. . . .

They reside in various boarding-houses near at hand.  The owners of the mills are particularly careful to allow no persons to enter upon the possession of these houses, whose characters have not undergone the most searching and thorough inquiry.  Any complaint that is made against them, by the boarders, or by any one else, if fully investigated . . . There are a few children employed in these factories, but not many.  The laws of the State forbid their working more than nine months in the year, and require that they be educated during the other three.  For this purpose there are schools in Lowell; and there are churches and chapels of various persuasions, in which the young women may observe that form of worship in which they have been educated.

At some distance from the factories, and on the highest and pleasantest ground in the neighborhood, stands their hospital or boarding-house for the sick: it is the best house in those parts, and was built by an eminent merchant for his own residence. . . .

Three Startling Facts

I am now going to state three facts, which will startle a large class of readers on this side of the Atlantic, very much.

Firstly, there is a joint-stock [i.e., shared] piano in a great many of the boarding-houses.  Secondly, nearly all these young ladies subscribe to circulating libraries.  Thirdly, they have got up among themselves a periodical called THE LOWELL OFFERING, "A repository of original articles, written exclusively by females actively employed in the mills,"--which is duly printed, published, and sold; and whereof I brought away from Lowell four hundred good solid pages, which I have read from beginning to end.

The large class of readers, startled by these facts, will exclaim, with one voice, "How very preposterous!"  On my deferentially inquiring, why, they will answer, "These things are above their station."  In reply to that objection, I would beg ask what their station is.

It is their station to work.  And they do work.  They labour in these mills, upon an average, twelve hours a day, which is unquestionably work, and pretty tight work too.  Perhaps it is above their station to indulge in such amusements, on any terms.  Are we quite sure that we in England have not formed our ideas of the "station" of working people, from accustoming ourselves to the contemplation of that class as they are, and not as they might be?  I think that if we examine our own feelings, we shall find that the pianos, and the circulating libraries, and even the Lowell Offering, startle us by their novelty, and not by their bearing upon any abstract question of right or wrong. . . .

Lowell & British Factories

In this brief account of Lowell, and inadequate expression of the gratification it yielded me . . . I have carefully abstained from drawing a comparison between these factories and those of our own land.  Many of the circumstances whose strong influence has been at work for years in our manufacturing towns have not arisen here; and there is no manufacturing population in Lowell, so to speak: for these girls (often the daughters of small farmers) some from other States, remain a few years in the mills, and then go home for good.

The contrast would be a strong one, for it would be between the Good and Evil, the living light and deepest shadow.  I abstain from it, because I deem it just to do so.  But I only the more earnestly abjure all those whose eyes may rest upon these pages, to pause and reflect upon the difference between this town and those great haunts of desperate misery: to call to mind . . . the efforts that must be made to purge them of their suffering and danger: and last, and foremost, to remember how the precious Time is rushing by.

QUESTIONS

1) What impression does Dickens give of the textile mills in Lowell, Massachusetts?  Do you think it is an accurate one?  Explain.

2) What does Dickens mean by "three startling facts"?  What does this tell us about attitudes toward the "working class" in 19th-century England?

3) Is Dickens criticizing working conditions in his own country, England?  Explain.

