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In the United States and most of the world, people today live longer,
more comfortable lives than their ancestors. They have many more posses-
sions, they enjoy more leisure, and they experience more variety.

These gains have come about because of increases in productivity. An
hour worked yields more—and more valuable—output today than in the
past. The advances in productivity are due, in turn, to improvements in
technology, including changes in the way work is organized; to invest-
ments in equipment, factories, and public works projects; to the acquisition
of new skills and information; and to increased opportunities for trade. 

The changes that have accompanied these developments have often
been disruptive. Many people have benefited, but some have not. Some
have experienced suffering and loss. This essay highlights some of the suf-
fering that has accompanied New England’s economic advances.
Awareness of past injustices and losses may help us reduce the painful 
consequences of change in the present.

Native Americans

The arrival of Europeans in the Americas was a disaster for Native
Americans. European fishermen visited what became New England, even
before the Pilgrims arrived. Contacts with these fishermen exposed the
Indians to new diseases. Many Indians died, particularly along the coast.
When the Pilgrims and subsequent permanent settlers arrived, they found
many areas with fields that had been cultivated in recent years but no
inhabitants. The availability of this recently cleared, vacant land made the
settlement process easier.1 The surviving Indian population continued to
experience substantial losses from periodic episodes of smallpox and other
diseases to which they did not have immunity. 

For roughly 50 years, the Indians and English colonists traded and
lived together in relatively close proximity.2 But as the English population
grew and dispersed throughout the region, tensions built. Increasingly fre-
quent land disputes, the colonies’ exercise of political authority over the
Indians, and the colonies’ apparent favoring of some Indian groups relative
to others fueled resentment.3 Tensions culminated in the King Philip’s War
in 1675 and 1676. The English settlers lost about 800 out of a population of
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roughly 50,000, approximately double the ratio of deaths to population in
the Civil War. The Indians lost about 3,000 out of a population of 20,000.4
Many of the survivors were driven into Maine, New York, and Canada. In
Maine, sporadic conflicts between Indians and the settlers continued for
another 100 years; eventually, many of Maine’s Indians fled to Canada.

Conflicts between Indians and settlers were repeated again and again
in other parts of the country, as the pattern of settlement spread westward.
In some cases, the resolution of these later conflicts resulted in the Indians’
being permitted to live in certain large tracts of land, or reservations, where
they could exercise some self-government. These reservations were often
poor quality land that no one else wanted, however. Today, Indians are one
of the most economically disadvantaged segments of the U.S. population.
Nationwide, Indians make up just 0.9 percent of the population; in New
England, they compose just 0.5 percent.5

Slavery
Roughly 10 million people were brought from Africa to work as slaves

in the Americas during the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries. Most were taken
to Brazil and the West Indies. About 500,000 were brought to the United
States.7 Slaves provided the labor force for the tobacco, sugar, and cotton
plantations that were key elements of these economies. 

New England’s climate did not favor plantation crops. Family farms
were the norm. So, while New Englanders owned slaves in the 17th and
18th centuries, these slaves were more likely to be household help and
skilled workers than farm laborers. Large-scale slave-holding was not eco-
nomically advantageous. Moreover, the Revolutionary War and the
emphasis on the rights of individuals that the War inspired turned public
opinion in New England against slavery. Vermont led in abolishing slav-
ery—in 1777, but the number of slaves dwindled rapidly throughout the
region.8

While slave ownership was limited in New England before 1800 and
very rare thereafter, the region’s growth was nevertheless closely linked
through trade to the practice of slavery.  Some New Englanders participat-
ed in the slave trade itself, acquiring slaves in Africa and selling them in the
West Indies. Rhode Islanders were especially active in this regard.9

Of greater economic significance in the colonies’ early years was the
sale of foodstuffs and other products to the sugar producing islands of the
West Indies.  So lucrative was the growing of sugar that these islands pro-
duced little else.10 Accordingly, they purchased fish to feed the slaves, as
well as lumber and horses, from far away New England. By exporting to
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the West Indies, the New England colonies acquired
the means to purchase manufactured articles from
Britain, which had little interest in New England’s own
agricultural products.

The trade with the West Indies fostered the growth of many activities.
New Englanders made rum from molasses from the West Indies and then
sold it back to the West Indies. They also sold it to Africa (in exchange for
slaves) and to other North American colonies. New Englanders began to
transport goods for other colonies and developed expertise in such related
activities as warehousing and insurance. They became shipbuilders and
whalers, and they traded all around the world. Thus, New England devel-
oped a vibrant, dynamic economy based, in large measure, on transactions
with slave-holding economies—first in the West Indies and later the south-
ern United States.

During the first part of the 19th century, many New England farm
women wove palm leaf hats in their homes. Palm leaves were imported
from the tropics by wholesalers and merchants, who distributed them to
the women and then collected the finished hats. The hats were sold in the
West Indies and the southern United States to be worn by slaves working
on plantations. Weaving the hats enabled New England women to pur-
chase items from stores to supplement their homemade goods.11

The textile industry was the dominant economic driver for most of
New England during the 19th century. Much of the raw material came from
the cotton plantations of the southern states. Until 1800, the large planta-
tions in Virginia and the Carolinas had been devoted to tobacco rather than
cotton. Years of tobacco farming had depleted the soil, however. By the
1800s, crop yields from tobacco farming were inadequate to support the
plantations, and maintaining a workforce of slaves was becoming econom-
ically unattractive. Cotton offered an alternative to tobacco, but most south-
ern cotton had more seeds than cotton from other parts of the world. A New
Englander, Eli Whitney, invented the cotton gin, which made it easy 
to remove the seeds and turned cotton from the South into a competitive
product.  As a result of Whitney’s invention, cotton became an 
extremely successful crop for the South, and slavery continued to be 
economically viable.12

Factory Life 
Although the development of large-scale manufacturing, as symbol-

ized by New England’s textile mills, greatly increased productivity, driving
down prices and making more goods available to the average man and
woman, conditions in the factories were harsh.

New England developed a
vibrant, dynamic economy
based, in large measure,
on transactions with slave-
holding economies.
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The first successful textile mills in New England were
developed by Samuel Slater in Rhode Island. These
employed entire families, including children—much as
did the larger mills in Britain.

When Francis Cabot Lowell and his colleagues set
out to build their own textile mills, they did not want to re-create the
squalid conditions Lowell had seen in the big mill cities of Britain. At 
the same time, they wanted to keep labor costs down. They took the 
ingenious approach of recruiting young women from New England farms.
Women could be paid less than men, and a tradition already existed 
of women working on their farms braiding palm leaf hats or sewing shoes
for sale to others.13

The Boston Associates, as Lowell and his colleagues came to be called,
tried to offer a good working and living environment.14 They wished to
maintain their high standing in their communities and their own estima-
tion, and they wanted farmers to allow their daughters to come to the mills.
While hours were long, and work and social life were highly regimented,
work in the mills was better than the alternatives. Mill workers earned cash
wages and had some independence. Moreover, most of the early mill girls
did not stay long. After several years in which they accumulated some sav-
ings, they left to marry. 

Over time, immigrants replaced the native-born mill girls. These
women had limited alternatives and tended to stay. At first they came from
Ireland and French Canada; later in the century, they came from eastern
and southern Europe. As New England’s mills grew in number and size,
competitive pressures were intense, and financial downturns were 
common. Wages were cut, and conditions in the mills were allowed to 
deteriorate.15 At the turn of the 20th century, the newest mills were vast
structures devoid of ornamentation, staffed by armies of immigrants from
many countries.

A factory worker’s life was precarious. Conditions in the factories were
dangerous, and death and injuries on the job were common. Dependence
on wage income meant vulnerability to economic downturns and seasonal
layoffs. Whereas the farmer could eke out an existence in bad times, the fac-
tory worker without a job had no income and had to rely on the support of
family and friends. Workers increasingly looked to labor organizations to
represent their interests. In 1911, Massachusetts and New Hampshire
adopted workers’ compensation plans, and most states quickly followed.
Unemployment insurance did not come until the 1930s.16

Child laborers, Massachusetts. (Photo courtesy of Library  of Congress)
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The denser population concen-
trations that accompanied industrializa-
tion led to crowded and unsanitary living
conditions. Life expectancy in the second
half of the 19th century was below that in
colonial days.17

Despite the long hours and dangerous
conditions in the factories and the crowded and dirty quarters in which
many factory workers lived, people continued to migrate from the rural
parts of New England to the cities. Immigrants also flowed into the region.
The concentration of manufacturing jobs and their relatively high pay
meant that per capita incomes in southern New England were roughly 50
percent above the national average, after adjusting for living costs.18

Dislocations
While competition creates powerful incentives to boost productivity,

either through improving the production process or by developing new
and better products, it can also lead to dislocations. Consumers may enjoy
the benefit of lower prices, but workers may experience downward pres-
sure on compensation, demands for higher levels of effort, fewer workplace
amenities, layoffs, and plant closings. These pressures are not associated
solely with industrialization. The opening of the Erie Canal in 1825 exposed
New England farmers to increased competition from the more easily culti-
vated lands of upstate New York and the Midwest. Many left their farms 
in New England, often taking the Erie Canal to farm the less rocky soils 
farther west. Others migrated to the cities.

The greatest dislocations in New England were associated with the
decline of the textile industry. For roughly a century, the textile industry
was the engine that drove much of the New England economy. As noted
above, conditions in the mills deteriorated from those initially envisioned
by Francis Cabot Lowell and his associates. But the industry grew strongly.
Entire cities were built largely around textile mills. The Amoskeag mill
complex in Manchester, New Hampshire, at one time employed 17,000
workers.19 At its peak, Fall River had 30,000 textile workers in over 100
mills.20 According to economic historian Walter Licht, New England was
unusual in having so many one-industry towns; in other industrial areas,
cities were more diversified.21

While New York and New Jersey also produced textiles, the real chal-
lenge to New England mills eventually came from the southern states. In
the 1880s, textile mills began to appear in the South. The first mills were
developed by southerners, but later northern investors began to build mills

Consumers may enjoy the
benefit of lower prices,
but workers may experi-
ence downward pressure
on compensation,
demands for higher levels
of effort, fewer workplace
amenities, layoffs, and
plant closings. 

Sister and three brothers in their tenement, Massachusetts. (Photo courtesy of Library of Congress)
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there as well. The technology of the industry had stabilized
by then. Previously, a steady stream of improvements to tex-
tile machinery had tied the mills to the shops that were devel-
oping the new equipment. With many skilled activities now
automated, skill requirements were generally low. The South
offered a large supply of low-wage, unskilled labor, and the
number of textile mills in the South grew rapidly.

For a time, the industry continued to expand in New
England as well. New Bedford is said to have had 10,000 mill
workers in 1900 and 40,000 in 1925.22 Inflows of immigrants
kept wages down, and New England still had an advantage
in producing higher quality cloth requiring more skilled
labor.23 The 1920s, however, brought the first in a series of col-
lapses. The first mills to be closed were generally older mills in which the
owners had not reinvested; but with the Depression of the 1930s, newer
and larger mills were shut down. The Amoskeag mill closed in 1935.  New
Bedford mill workers fell to 21,000 in 1938, from almost double that 13
years earlier.24

World War II brought a temporary revival for some of the surviving
mills, but then the decline resumed. Today, textiles is a very minor industry
in New England, but the legacy of its prolonged death throes remains.25 A
number of the communities in which it was once dominant, including New
Bedford, Fall River, and Lawrence, continue to have some of the region’s
highest unemployment and poverty rates. Providence, which also had a
very large textile industry, has only recently begun to emerge from a
lengthy economic slump. The loss of large numbers of textile jobs spilled
over to local businesses and supporting activities. Private buildings and
public infrastructure fell into disrepair. Spending on public services, includ-
ing education, suffered. To the degree that replacement industries moved
into these communities, they were generally very low wage.

There were exceptions. Nashua, New Hampshire, was successful in
attracting new businesses, including budding high technology companies,
after a third of its workers lost their jobs in a large mill closing in the late
1940s.26 Later, the closing of the mill was seen as a positive force that shift-
ed Nashua from a low-skill, low-wage economy to a high-skill, high-wage
one. And New England’s losses were the South’s gain. The growth of tex-
tile mills in the South began that region’s industrialization and offered
greater opportunity to the largely rural, largely white southerners who
worked in them.

World War II brought a
temporary revival for
some of the surviving
mills, but then the decline
resumed. Today, textiles is
a very minor industry in
New England, but the
legacy of its prolonged
death throes remains.

Looking for work. (Library of Congress LC-USF34-6322-D, photo by
Carl Mydans.)
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While the decline of the New England textile industry is one of the
most dramatic examples, the rapid changes of the 19th and 20th centuries
produced many disruptions. The rise of large-scale manufacturing put
many small craft operations out of business. Small local shops lost out to
large retail chains. If the economy happened to be growing, the persons 
displaced would likely find employment, but their skills often did not 
command the wages they had formerly enjoyed. 

These forces are still present. Research on job creation and destruction
in manufacturing shows that manufacturing employment in New England
declined by an average of 4 percent every 5 years from 1963 to 1992, but the
total number of jobs destroyed every 5 years was almost 30 percent. Most
of this job destruction was offset by new job creation of roughly 25 per-
cent.27 Such changes are inherent in a dynamic, growing economy. A firm’s
adoption of more efficient production processes may mean that some work-
ers become surplus. The creation of new and better products often renders
some activities obsolete. In a growing economy, those displaced will usual-
ly find jobs, but the wages may not match previous experience. Today, more
public and private resources exist to assist people in coping with these tran-
sitions than was the case in the past. Workers themselves have more finan-
cial assets and more education. But they may also have higher expectations
and aspirations, so such disruptions can still be very painful. 

Conclusion
Over the past 200 years, New England has responded to competitive

pressures by reinventing itself and developing new industries and activi-
ties to replace those that are losing ground. For most of this period, it has
been on the forefront of economic advance. Most people have seen life
become more comfortable, more plentiful, and more varied. But not every-
one. The changes that have accompanied these advances have imposed
severe hardship and loss on some members of society. Awareness of past
injustices and losses may help us recognize the needs of those whose lives
are disrupted by change in the future. We cannot and should not stop the
change that drives economic advance, but we can try to mitigate the more 
unfortunate consequences.

In a growing economy,
those displaced will likely
find jobs, but the wages
may not match their 
previous experience.
Today, more public and
private resources exist to
assist people in coping
with these transitions 
than in the past.

Written by Lynn Browne, Executive Vice President and Economic Advisor, 
Federal Reserve Bank of Boston, July 2003 
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