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ABSTRACT 

This thesis draws on oral histories to explore the lives of the Carolina Piedmont's 

farm to factory families from the 1880s through 1930s. Utilizing gender and race as 

analytical tools, it examines how women lived everyday life on the farm and in the mill, 

how the blurring of the sexual division of labor by women challenged southern farming 

masculinity that was protected by gendered language and public silence, and how social 

and economic changes in the mill undermined the language and silence of the farm. In so 

doing, this thesis provides an understanding of the farm to factory adjustment within the 

context of an examination of masculinity as an historical, ideological process. As 

cultural conceptions of masculinity changed with economic shifts from subsistence 

farming to commercial agriculture to mi 11 work, women's cash-producing work, which 

had been hidden on the farm, was made visible by a daily wage in the mill. 
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PROLOGUE 

More Than Just Woman* 

The baby cries before the rooster crows. 

And I'm up frying eggs for sleepy children. 

The chickens are fed and the clothes scrubbed clean. 

But the fields beckon to be tended. 

I've got one foot on the cradle 

And both my hands on cash cotton. 

I pick up a hoe and tear through the fields until 

The sun calls for me to fix dinner. 

My garden supplies the high noon spread 

That only just nourishes my kinfolk's bodies. 

But where is the sustenance for a mighty fretful soul 

Who must meet the demands of the merchant? 

I swallow my worries, my heavy heart, 

And I finish my kitchen chores. 

I head back to the fields to plow "like a man", 

For, I am more than just woman. 
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Double duty squared is not enough 

T o overcome sudden changes in the weather. 

And this beautiful southern wasteland 

Cannot provide for its many mouths that speak of hunger. 

The cotton mills come call in' 

As we struggle to produce a living. 

They offer an escape, a wage, a room. 

And sweet hope for every family member. 

We pack up our meager belongings 

And say goodbye to tradition. 

With uncertainty, we settle in the mill village 

Along with others who dream of something better. 

Our cows, chickens and country ways 

Accompany us to the land of industry . 

Independent and proud, we negotiate between two worlds 

As we learn to adapt to the changing order. 
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The mill's four walls vibrate from the noise of machines. 

And the air is saturated with the dust of cotton. 

My eight year old is learning to sew a 12-hour day. 

Did I make the right decision? 

A boss man guides us through our workday 

So differently from the silent sun we left behind. 

But now our sweat brings home a day's wage 

A little surprising jingle in our pockets. 

I would like to believe our lives are better. 

But I think it is too early to tell. 

At least now, thankfully, I am not alone. 

An extended mill family helps ease my troubles. 

Sometimes I get homesick for the familiar. 

Then I realize that my life is not so very different. 

I still have my many duties to remind me 

That I am more than just woman. 
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The baby cries before the whistle blows. 

And I'm up flying eggs for sleepy children. 

The chickens are fed and the clothes scrubbed clean, 

But the machines beckon to be tended. 

*This poem was inspired by the white southern female voices found in my research and 

by my grandmothers who shouldered numerous duties both on the farm and in the 

factory. 
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PART I: INTRODUCTION 

The people in this area were self-reliant and innovative—the kind that looked after 
themselves. Especially in the beginning when industry was growing in this area. 
So much of your help—they didn't live in town—they lived on a spot of land a 
couple of acres to a hundred acres. They raised their food and they canned so 
much. They were anxious to get ahead in the world; they were anxious to please. 
They were smart enough to learn a new job without much of a problem. This 
particular type of person is also responsible for the growth in this area-trom High 
Point to Marion. They are responsible for the growth in the industry in this whole 
area.' 

Farm-raised Ralph Bowman, who went on to work in a fiimiture factory, describes the 

people of the Carolina Piedmont as independent, self-sufficient, adaptable people, who 

prevailed during tough times when farming was no longer a viable means to support one's 

family. When wage work at cotton, glove, furniture and tobacco mills provided the only 

resolution to the problem of surviving in a growing cash economy, these hardworking 

rural people adjusted to the needs of industry and to the demands of factory life. They 

supplied their labor to the factories to support their families and in the process 

contributed to the industrial advancement of the Carolina Piedmont. 

This thesis follows the lead of Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, James Leloudis, Robert 

Korstad, Mary Murphy, LuAnn Jones, and Christopher B. Daly's Like a Family: the 

Making of a Southern Cotton Mill World in using oral histories collected in the 1970s 

and 1980s to explore the lives of Carolina Piedmont's farm to factory families from the 

1880s through 1930s. The authors of Like a Family describe the transformation of rural 

southern whites into a new industrial working class, and they eloquently provide, in 

' Ralph Bowman interview (H-112), 4-5. 
^ Jacquelyn Dowd Hall et al., Like a Family: The Making of a Southern Cotton Mill World (Chapel Hill: 
The University of North Carolina Press, 1987). 
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narrative form, a space for the words of farmers and mill workers. In so doing, this 

seminal work, recognizes the agency of historically suppressed voices. Piedmont women 

and men spring from the pages as individuals. However, the subtle, integrated gender 

analysis that the authors weave throughout the narrative does not offer detailed 

interpretations of their subjects' perceptions of past behaviors, motivations, and reasons. 

•2 

The authors explicitly state that they wanted the voices to ""speak for themselves." 

Through analyzing the words and silences of memories, scrutinizing the gap 

between cultural perception and reality, and gendering the "invisible'" gender, this paper 

aims to provide an understanding of the farm to factory adj ustment. It does so within the 

context of an examination of gender and, in particular, masculinity, as an historical, 

ideological process, ".. .through which various forms of power are reproduced and power 

becomes indelibly inscribed into everyday life.'"* Specifically, I see masculinity, on the 

farm and in the factory, as a contested, ever-changing construct embedded in notions of 

power that emanated from men's bodies and was exhibited in men's attempt to assert 

control over their environment and Others.^ Not surprisingly, this relationship between 

masculinity and power was dependent upon one's sex and race. For example, with regard 

to southern white men, their unquestioned power rested on the "invisibility" of maleness 

^ Hall, XX. 
Michael S. Kimmei. "Invisible Masculinity," Society (September/October 1993), 30. Gail Bcderman 

explains that the historical, ideological process, "...-whether manhood or womanhood-works through a 
complex political technology, composed of a variety of institutions, ideas and daily practices. Combined, 
these processes produce a set of truths about who an individual is and what he or she can do, based upon 
his or her body." Gail Bederman, Manliness and Civilization: A Cultural History of Gender and Race in 
the United States 1880-1917 (Chicago and London; The University of Chicago Press, 1995), 7. 
^Others, within certain contexts, include other men. For further discussions on masculinity, see Bederman, 
Chapter 1; Lynne Segal, Slow Motion: Changing Masculinities, Changing Men (New Jersey: Rutgers 
University Press, 1990), Chapter 5; and Andrea Cornwall and Nancy Lindisfame. "Dislocating 
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7 
and whiteness. This assumed authoritative power embedded in white male masculinity 

was both reinforced and chal lenged as conceptions of masculinity were continually 

redefined in response to changing social and economic contexts. By utilizing masculinity 

and race as analytical tools, I attempt to shed light on the changing perceptions that 

Piedmont farm to mill family members had of their families and of themselves as 

gendered individuals as they coped with economic, cultural and familial change. My 

hope is that in so doing I will provide a sensitive reading of the family as a site of conflict 

Q 
and accommodation, a reading that illuminates the backdrop against which we best 

understand women's lives. 

I will explore the voices of farm to factory women not only in the context of a 

material reality in which their livelihood was undeniably tied to their men folk^ but also 

within a gendered labor system in which the struggle to redefine or maintain cultural 

notions of masculinity affected their lives. In Section A of Part II. On the Farm, I will 

examine how masculinity was defined in terms of a conception of independence that 

developed from the myth of a market-free self-sufficiency. Masculinity was traditionally 

Masculinity: Gender, Power and Anthropology" in Dislocating Masculinity: Comparative Ethnographies, 
eds. Andrea Cornwall and Nancy Lindisfame, (London and New York: Routledge, 1994), 11-47. 
^ This intersection of gender and race determined how southern culture defined farming and millwork. 
' 1 cun interested in exploring notions of masculinity that are tied to maleness. For further discussion 
regarding complicating binary notions of sex and gender by asking such questions as "Are only men 
'masculine',?" see Cornwall and Lindisfame. 
^ The family ..reflects and shapes the material forces which link people inside of households to relations 
we understand as gender and class." Rayna Rapp, Ellen Ross, and Renate Bridenthai, "Examining Family 
History," in Feminist Studies vol. 5, no. 1 (Spring 1979): 181. 
' "We need to locatc women within their families, in relation to men, in order to examine the processes of 
conflict and adjustment that defined most women's experiences." Nancy Grey Osterud, " She Helped Me 
Hay It as Good as a Man:" Relations among Women and Men in an Agricultural Community," in To Toil 
the Livelong Day: America's Women at Work: 1780-1980, eds. Carol Groneman and Mary Beth Norman, 
(New York: Cornell University Press, 1987), 91. See also Dolores Janiewski, Sisterhood Denied: Race, 
Gender, and Class in a New South Community (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1985), 51-52. 
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tied to subsistence agriculture. Southern white farmers embraced the perception of 

themselves as independent men reigning over the land and their families. This cultural 

perception of masculinity would linger in the collective consciousness of farmers even 

when it was challenged by the realities of an expanding market economy, the control of 

landlords over family resources, the financial demands of merchants, and the 

participation of blacks in an agricultural occupation traditionally reserved for white men. 

In Section B of Part II. I will look more closely at the everyday lives of women on 

the farm and how the blurring of the sexual division of labor by women also challenged 

the cultural perception of masculinity as a self-sufficient ideal. This particular vision of 

southern masculinity was protected by gendered language and public silence. Its survival 

depended upon the sometimes unwitting collusion of men and women. Women and men 

on the farm maintained cultural perceptions of masculinity by using gendered language 

within the private realm of the family to describe women's knowledge and execution of 

men's fieldwork and by remaining publicly silent about such blurring of the gender 

divide. 

In Part III. Farm to Factory, 1 describe the growth of the cotton mill industry and 

the economic changes that led farmers to the mills. I provide background information for 

the argument that protected cultural perceptions of masculinity on the farm could not 

escape the threat of an expanding cash economy. Constructions of masculinity that were 

identified with a market-tree self-sufficiency before the Civil War were now being 

redefined within the context of a realized cash economy. That is, the nature of traditional 

men's work of raising crops for subsistence was becoming identified with the ability to 
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produce crops for cash. Before the Civil War, "[t]he farm household was an independent 

center of production .. .Family members raised, made, or obtained by barter most of their 

basic needs."'" After the Civil War. the crop lien, that was "originally part of the 

compromise between freedmen in need of land and credit and planters who needed labor 

and demanded collateral to ensure loans,"'' became a credit transaction between white 

farmers and merchants. Distraught farmers needed the help of merchants to repair and 

revitalize their farmers. They planted the cash-crop cotton to obtain credit from 

merchants. If cotton prices plummeted, then farmers had to continue to grow or even to 

enlarge their cash crops in order to pay off debts. In addition to the crop lien, farmers had 

to grow cash crops to meet the demands of higher taxes that were sought to pay for 

17 
repairs on damages to state facilities caused by the war. Commercial agriculture 

replaced subsistence agriculture for farming families who struggled to stay afloat in the 

post war Piedmont. 

Cultural conceptions of masculinity changed with economic shifts from 

subsistence farming to commercial agriculture to mill work. That is, as industrialization 

took hold of the south, the ideal of white masculine independence achieved through 

subsistence farming was replaced by a notion of independence achieved through cash-

producing farming. Cash-producing labor became synonj/mous with white manhood. 

Thus, when farming families entered the mills, the cash-producing labor of millwork was 

coupled with white masculinity. And, as will be discussed in the next section, many men. 

Hall. 3,4. 
" Ibid., 5. 

Ibid. 6. 
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in order to protect their masculinity, sought to preserve the position of millworker for 

himself 

In Section A of Part IV, In the Factory, I investigate the difficulties that farmers 

had in adjusting to not only the redefining of farming masculinity within a mill setting 

but also to the conflict between necessity and expectations of women and men's roles in 

the family. Many men preferred to keep for themselves the status of breadwinner, but 

necessity declared that women share that responsibility. Wages from all family members 

made daily survival easier for families, but it came at a cost to men. Men had to concede 

direct control over their labor and their family's labor to the hierarchical factory power 

structure on an everyday basis. Furthermore, they had to acknowledge publicly women's 

participation in the masculine activity of cash-producing work. 

In Section B of Part IV, I illustrate how women had a relatively easier time 

adjusting to mill life. The majority of women appreciated the tangible rewards of a wage, 

the social ties of the mill village, and the ability publicly to take pride in a job well done. 

I argue that the communal setting of the mill made visible and a day's wage gave public 

recognition to the hidden nature of women's work. These social and economic changes 

undermined the language and silence of the farm, both of which were necessary to 

maintain conventional notions of masculinity. 

The foundation of this paper rests on oral histories compiled by the Southern Oral 

History Program at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in the 1970's and 

1980s and the Federal Writer's Project. Although oral histories provide insights into the 



13 lives of ordinary people, "memory does not provide a direct window to the past." 

Supplementing oral histories with early 1900s regional studies on farm and mill life helps 

to substantiate the information and patterns supplied by memory. But, as Dolores 

Janiewski states. "[IJarge areas of women's lives.. .remain irretrievable by these tools. It 

is particularly difficult to recapture the texture of family life."''* Therefore, gaps in 

memory, incomplete stories, and missing evidence require that we sometimes speculate 

about the motivations and actions of individuals and groups. 

Furthermore, the historian must be aware of the hidden agendas involved within 

the process of retrieving and explaining oral histories. In the case of the Federal Writer's 

Project, the Southern regional director, W.T. Couch, wanted to use southern oral histories 

of the 1930s to aid the South in advancing beyond pathological stereotypes.'^ However, 

his agenda was implemented by all white interviewers who regarded southern culture as 

static and who ".. .worked within a conservative, antimodem, hierarchical, romantic 

southern plantation tradition that viewed the past with nostalgia...." Moreover, Jerrold 

Hirsch and Tom E. Terrill believe that the Federal Writer's Project histories were 

reconstructed from "memory and rough notes," since an absence of a tape recorder made 

1 7 
it highly improbable that interviewers documented interviewees' exact words, in the 

case of oral histories retrieved by the authors of Like A Family, I agree that one can 

" Hall, xiv. 
'•* Janiewski, Sisterhood Denied, 6. 
" Jerrold Hirsch, "Toward a Marriage of True Minds: The Federal Writers' Project and the Writing of 
Southern History," in The Adaptable South: Essays in Honor of George Brown Tindall, eds. George Brown 
Tindall and Elizabeth Jacoway (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1991), 163. 

Ibid, 167. 
Tom E. Terrill and Jerrold Hirsch, eds. Such as Us: Southern Voices of the Thirties (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1978), xxiv. 
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. .trust the interpretative authority of everyday people..but we must recognize that it 

must be within an analytical framework. That is, one must be mindful, as Joan Scott 

argues, "to analyze the complex workings of memory or the self-consciousness inherent 

„ 19 m the mterview situation. 

The realization that layers of partiality exist within the sources and in the 

construction of this paper helps the author and the reader to understand that a completely 

authentic picture of women's lived realities on the farms and in the mills of the Carolinas 

from the 1880s through the 1930s can never by produced. That is, no one absolute 

account of these women's lives exists. For. as Louise Newman maintains ".. .the past 

contains an infinite number of conflicting stories.. each with its own validity. Yet, 

through the careful examination of primary sources combined with the guidance of 

secondary material such as Like A Family, Sisterhood Denied and Limited Livelihoods, a 

"partial" history of the lives of these women and men can be produced. 

Hall, xiv. 
Joan W. Scott, "Review of Like a Family," by Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, et al. American Journal of 

Sociology 94. no.6 (May 1989); 1510. 
^ Louise Newman, "Critical Theory and the History of Women: What's at Stake in Deconstructing 
Women's History," Journal of Women's History 2, no.3 (Winter 1991): 60. 
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PART II: ON THE FARM 

Section A: "...Bein' Your Own Boss... " 

In most of the South, farming was traditionally a white, masculine occupation 

grounded in the southern farmer's belief in an agrarian myth of self-sufficient small 

farming that was removed from the influence of a growing cash economy. As an 

emerging cash economy, the crop lien, fence laws and higher taxes eroded the 

agricultural self-sufficiency of the Carolina Piedmont following the Civil War, white 

farmers still clung to the hope that one day they may fulfill the yeoman ideal of 

independence.C. Vann Woodward states in Origins of the New South, "[t]lie new myth 

fulfilled the Jeffersonian dream of an independent yeomanry, self-sufficient lords of a 

few acres." No matter on which rung of the agricultural ladder the southern farmer 

stood, he believed in the cultural perception of yeomanry as the paradigm of 

individualism and independence. This paradigm would continue to define southern 

masculinity for white male farmers well into the 1900s. 

Climbing the agricultural ladder, sociologist Margaret Hagood explains, held the 

". ..fundamental tenets of Americanism in rural life. It is the theory that any young man 

may start on the bottom rung as a wage laborer and, by industry and thrift, climb rung by 

rung through the stages of sharecropper, share tenant, cash renter and part owner to the 

topmost rung of full-owner status." Post-Civil War farmers had great difficulty in 

Hall, 6. 
C. Vann Woodward. Origins of the New South, 1877-1913 (Baton Rouge: LSU Press, 1951), 175-176. 

^ Margaret Hagood, Mothers of the South: Portraiture of the White Tenant Farm Woman (Chapel Hill: 
The University of North Carolina Press, 1939; rpt. New York: Arno Press, 1972), 39. Farming also 
represented a democratic ideal for white southern men. The Progressive Farmer, a farming newspaper, 
noted in 1900 "For women, as well as men, the average farm gives the training in self-reliance and self-
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purchasing land and a growing number were becoming tenants or sharecroppers, but the 

aspiration for landownership persisted. The land was an extension of the farmer's 

identity; it was a metaphor for southern masculinity. Sociologist E.G. Branson, studying 

land tenancy in Chatham County, North Carolina in 1921 believed that for most farmers 

"landownership and Liberty [went] hand in hand" to the point that "'who own[ed] the 

land own[ed] the man."" Therefore, for white men, climbing the agricultural ladder 

was a personal struggle for .self-determination, an attempt to fulfill the paradigm of 

southern masculinity. Joe Fielding told Bemice Kelly Harris, a Federal Writer's Project 

reporter, that he shifted from sharecropping back to renting because "you come nearer 

bein' your own boss that a way." He continued, however, "what I rather have than 

anything is a home and a farm o' my own. I wouldn't care about a big one. just so it was 

mine." But slipping down the ladder forced many farmers to settle for embracing the 

philosophy of yeomanry without the ability to produce the material basis of 

independence. 

Since most southern white farmers (due to the crop lien, fence laws and higher 

taxes) were unable to obtain a deed to a piece of land or to maintain a market-free self-

respect upon which the development of democracy rests." The Progressive farmer and Southern Farm 
Gazette: A Farm and Home Weekly for North and South Carolina, Virginia, Tennessee, and Georgia. 
January 9. 1900. 
•'inNorth Carolina, tenancy rose from 33.5% in 1880 to 47.2% by 1935. See. Robin M. Williams and Olaf 
Wakefield "Farm Tenancy in North Carolina. 1880-1935," Agricultural Experiment Station Information 
Series No.l ((State College Station. Raleigh, North Carolina. September 1937). 11. Although men aspired 
to move up the ladder, Hagood pointed out in her study that "very few families are definitely working 
toward ownership." Hagood, 10, 85. 

B.C. Branson, "'Land Tenancy in the Cotton Belt: How farm Tenants Lived" Journal of Social Forces 1, 
no. 3.( March 1923), 219. 
*''Bemice Kelly Harris, "Some Sort O' How," Federal Writer's Project, These Are Our Lives: As Told by 
the People and Written by the Members of the Federal Writer's Project of the Works Progress 
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sufficiency, they were forced to take psychological comfort in a more accessible 

conception of masculine independence, one associated with the mere act of farming. 

Historian Bryant Simon describes in his study of South Carolina millhands that 

"[w]hereas the antebellum conception of independence highlighted property and 

ownership, in the postbellum era, ideas about independence rested on control over others 

97 
and personal autonomy." The acts of performing the manly tasks of cultivating and 

harvesting the crop as well as controlling his livelihood and the labor of his family 

developed into one of the more obtainable manifestations of Southern masculinity. As I 

shall illustrate, however, even this vision of masculine independence rested more on 

perception than reality. For, in reality, farmers on all rungs of the agricultural ladder 

faced various challenges to their presumed authority and racial identity. 

, Hired laborers, sharecroppers and renters faced the most significant loss of power 

and the greatest threats to their racial and gender identity. As Neil Foley explains in his 

study of race and farming in Texas in the 1880s. when white families entered 

sharecropping and tenant farming . .the relationship between women's work, manhood 

and whiteness changed, for farm ownership defined the boundaries of yeomen manhood 

and served as a master trope for agrarian whiteness."^^ Those who were not farm owners 

had to relinquish much control over their labor and family resources to landlords and 

Administration in North Carolina, Tennessee, and Georgia (Chape) Hill: The University of North Carolina 
Press, 1939), 40,43. See also Hagood, 180, 181. 

Bryant Simon, Fabric of Defeat: The Politics of South Carolina Millhands, 1910-1948 (Chapel Hill and 
London: University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 22. 

This power was grounded in a tradition that Dolores Janiewski points out "...designated the male 
household head as 'the farmer' and the rest merely as 'family labor' and was enforced by "[a] public 
patriarchy controlled by white men." Janiewski, 35. 



farm employers. And, even though the participation of blacks in an agricultural 

occupation traditionally reserved for white men polluted the ideal of masculine 

independence for all white farmers, those on the lower rungs of the ladder had to compete 

directly with blacks for jobs and land. In the case of farm owners, they too had to 

contend with restrictions to their autonomy. While they achieved the coveted status 

imbued with self-sufficiency, they nonetheless had to answer to the financial demands of 

merchants, to feed their many children and to contend with natural disruptions. This 

section and Section B of On the Farm will examine how the control of landlords over 

family resources, the cash requirements of an expanding market economy, the financial 

demands of merchants, the participation of blacks in an agricultural occupation 

traditionally reserved for white men, and the blurring of the sexual division of labor by 

women were some of the continual threats to ideals of white masculinity. 

Hired farm laborers and tenants (renters and sharecroppers) possessed farming 

skills, cultural traditions and family labor, but they did not enjoy extensive control over 

their own labor. Hired farm laborers rented their bodies out for a day's wage. Renters 

and sharecroppers planted a certain cash crop to suit the needs of the landlord and usually 

borrowed equipment to till the land or money to see their family through to the harvest. 

A renter typically had more control within the world of tenants. He usually owned "...his 

own work stock and farm implements—enough to 'run himself..." above and beyond his 

OA 

household goods. On the other hand, a sharecropper owned little besides his household 

Neil Foley, The White Scourge: Mexicans, Blacks, and Poor Whites in Texas Cotton Culture (Berkley, 
Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 1997), 141. 

Branson, 218. 
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goods?^ As landownership declined, so did the farmer's power over his family's labor. 

Without any land to give their children, sharecroppers, tenants, and hired laborers lost 

sons or daughters to the mills for the promise of a wage. Arthur Little remembers that he 

was one of the lucky ones: "Well, I was glad I had a farm to come to then. Most all my 

classmates owed for their education and had no farm to go to nor no nothing. A lot of 

them took jobs in a cotton mill, just a running a loom or weaving." Furthermore, 

although many landlords refrained from interfering directly in the lives of tenants, 

sharecroppers, and laborers, the underlying power of landlords to direct crop production 

and labor, provide equipment, and control rent diminished the traditional patriarchal 

authority of farmers."^ 

These unfortunate farmers had to confront the reality that they did not meet the 

southern ideal of an independent man, a man who enjoyed the freedom of the land 

through controlling his own labor and the labor of his family. Yet. even when a farmer 

had moved to the mill, he still attempted to fulfill the cultural ideal of masculinity by 

aspiring to move up the agricultural ladder. Jesse L Brooks, after being raised on a farm 

that his father rented from his grandfather, decided to try working in the mill. Although 

he married and raised a family as a mill worker, he "... thought about buying a farm if I 

Directly after the Civil War, ..the lack of money with which to hire laborers or to pay cash rents led to 
the adoption of a system of sharecropping." Williams, 1. 

Arthur Little was also extremely lucky that he had the opportunity to go to college. Arthur Little 
interview (H-132), 15. Also Hoy Deal was one of the lucky ones. His father owned land and gave his 
children lots. Hoy Deal interview (H-l 17), 12. 

Hall, 12-13. Also, in the case of Piedmont tobacco farmers, with the rise in dependence on cash crop 
production,"... increasingly landlords assumed control over the family's labor resources... (TJobacco 
production undermined both the independence of the family economy and patriarchal authority." Janiewski, 
Sisterhood Denied, 28-29. 
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ever got able...But I didn't want to get out and do tenant work....He liked farming, but 

tenant farming was risky and lacked the permanence and autonomy of landownership. 

Without a deed to a piece of land, one had little assurance of being at the same place for 

more than a year. Most families struggled to climb the agricultural ladder in order to find 

more control and more stability. 

In addition to achieving the paradigm of southern farming masculinity, owning 

the land allowed farming families the chance to shift their energy from cash crops to 

subsistence farming and to improve their surroundings without the fear of constantly 

moving from farm to farm. This stability gave them more direction over their 

livelihoods. When tenants were forced to plant cash crops to meet the market demands 

of owners, they sacrificed planting produce for the needs of their own family. Therefore, 

they ended up relying on merchants to provide food for their families.^^ And. merchants 

depended on money for payment. However, if the market prices for a cash crop dropped 

off, then the farmer fell into debt by failing to be able to pay the merchants. Therefore, he 

was trapped into continually planting cash crops to obtain money to cover his debts. 

Owning the land, however, and relying only on subsistence farming did not 

guarantee that a family could maintain a living from the land. Emma Whitesell 

remembers that although her father owned their farm, he could not support his family of 

thirteen children from just the land: "We couldn't make it on the farm. We didn't raise 

tobacco-just vegetable. It was kinda hard to have that many children and keep up with 

Jesse L. Brooks interview (H-012), 28-29. 
Hagood, 29. 33-34. 
Foley, 76-83. 
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just what farming we'd done." Although large numbers of family members were 

bcneficial in providing much needed farm labor, they also contributed to the perpetuation 

of debt. That is, large families were needed to help harvest the crop, but large families 

also meant more mouths to feed and more bodies to clothe. Whitesell and her family 

entered millwork to make ends meet. But, her father never liked millwork and would 

continue to move back and forth between the farm and the factory." Farmers, like 

Whitesell's father, could not escape the reality of a growing cash economy. Even when a 

farmer worked his own land, he still needed cash to buy various staples such as coffee 

and sugar. Some families would sell cut wood or produce when running short of money 

or as did Emma WhiteseH's family, take mill jobs. 

Moreover, hallow landowners were only self-sufficient to a degree. Like all 

farmers, landowners were at the mercy of the weather, the crop predators, and the market. 

Hail, drought, the boll weevil, and an unstable market made it virtually impossible for 

farmers to depend solely on their crops for their livelihood. Many farm owners were 

forced to rely on creditors and merchants for assistance. Although owners made day-to

day decisions about the running of their farms, many owners, like others on the 

agricultural ladder who had established a line of credit at harvest time, had to answer to 

OQ 
the merchant. Landownership, as the southern ideal of masculine independence, was a 

cultural perception, a mj^ical construct that ignored the realities of everyday life. 

''' Emma Whitesell interview (H-057), 2-3, 9-12. 
Kathryn Settlemyre Killian (H-I31), 5. 
Woodward, 180-184. 



26 

Besides landlords, a market economy, and merchants, another threat to the 

southern ideal of white masculine independence was the partaking of freedmen in the 

aspiration of agricultural self-sufficiency. After the Civil War, free blacks climbed upon 

the agricultural ladder traditionally reserved for white men. And, like whites, black hired 

laborers, sharecroppers, and tenants dreamed of landownership. Gracie Turner, a 

sharecropper, longed to settle down on a farm of her own. She stated. "I wish I could 

have me one acre o'land dat I could call mine. I'd be willin' to eat dry bread de rest o' 

my life if I had a place I could settle down on and nobody could tell me I had to move no 

more."^° 

The competition between blacks and whites for land, farm work and the dream of 

ownership may have caused whites to reassess their position within farm culture. 

Historian Biyant Simon states, "Emancipation threw the intellectual universe of white 

yeoman into chaos. ...Reconstruction...challenged prevailing ideas about white 

manhood."'^' Black farmers represented the antithesis of southern farming masculinity. 

The fact that struggling white fanners now had to compete for land with a race that was 

seen to be inferior, a race that was once bought and sold as property, was a slap in the 

face to white southern manhood. That is. when blacks, who were once dependent upon 

whites for survival, began to exercise their autonomy alongside whites, they threatened 

the cultural perception of white farming independence and altered the way white men 

viewed themselves and each other. Therefore, in addition to the struggle for 

'"Bernice Kelly Harris, "Tore Up and A-Movin'," Federal Writer's Project 21. 
Bryant Simon, A Fabric of Defeat: the Politics of South Carolina Millhands, 1910-1948 (Chapel Hill 

and London: University of North Carolina Press. 1998), 21. 
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independence, the search for economic stability, and the desire to maintain patriarchical 

authority, white southern farmers had a racially motivated reason for wanting to ascend to 

the top of the agricultural ladder. They wanted to distance themselves from blacks. 

Whites viewed blacks as inherently deceitful, lazy and unreliable. Therefore, 

the participation of blacks in farming, in the minds of whites, polluted the revered 

occupation at various rungs of the ladder. For example, blacks working in the fields as 

hired labor after the Civil War, in the minds of whites, further tainted the idea of a daily 

wage for farm work. According to Edward Ayer's research, whites associated farm wage 

labor with "nigger work" and therefore found such work undesirable."^^ Jim Jeffcoat 

remembers his Grandpa's story of moving down the agricultural ladder to hired laborer. 

Grandpa Jeffcoat 

worked for wages for the small landowner. He didn't mind that until slaves were 
hired from the plantation to work beside him. This made him look down on work, 
and he wuz tempted to steal rather than git down on level of the niggers. The 
thing that made him boil wuz the fact that the slaves instead of looking up to him 
called him poor white trash'. ^ 

When blacks and whites shared the same lower rungs of the ladder, farming 

culture attributed to whites inferior characteristics perceived to be inherent only to blacks. 

Farming culture perceived that for blacks and whites to share the same economic position 

infected the purity of whiteness, which in turn influenced how white landlords regarded 

and treated white tenants. Some white landlords believed white sharecroppers to be "...no 

Progressive Farmer January 22, 1910. Jackson Bullitt, a white landlord, preferred white sharecroppers to 
black sharecroppers. He says, "For one thing you can trust'em with your team and with havin' more 
judgment about mnnin' a farm than colored tenants do. It seems to come natural for the colored ones to be 
a little roguish, while you can put confidence in the white farmer that way." Terrill, 74. 

Edward Ayers, The Promise of the New South: Life After Reconstruction, (New York and Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1992), 199. 
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better than niggers." One landlord from Seaboard, North Carolina used the term nigger 

and sharecropper interchangeably when describing the plight of all sharecroppers black 

or white.He believed the sharecropper to be the landlord's child, a child who needs a 

parent to remind him when, where and how he should work. For him, their incompetence 

justified his authority over them: "If sharecroppers didn't have a boss, they couldn't get 

nowhere. I never saw one yet that could be turned loose. If they're left to themselves 

pretty soon there'll be a ragged farm....""*® He seemed to believe that being a sharecropper 

was pathological. 

Landlords' perception of white tenants as racially inferior aided in explaining 

white tenants ".. .permanent status as tenants."^^ Neil Foley explains this view in his 

work: "Increasingly the rhetoric of landlords suggested that white tenants were inherently 

flawed and lacked certain qualities of whiteness."''^ Owners saw themselves as '"high-

minded. self-respecting small proprietors"' who must contend with a tenant class whose 

mere economic position, permeated by racial contamination, marked their .unfitness 

for American citizenship'"...One contemporary wrote: '"We must take the tenant by the 

neck, if necessary and force into him a little knowledge of real farming., .and pump into 

him a sense of pride in appearance and achievement.'"^'^ The landlord's ability to shape 

the discourse on the character of white tenants derived from his power to control 

resources. Anthropologists Cornwall and Lindisfame assert, ".. .(masculinized) power is 

"Terrill,61. 
Ibid.. 66-67. 
Ibid, 66. 69. For a similar description of the intersection of race and tenant farming in Texas see Neil 

Foley, chapter 3. 
Foley, 73. 
Ibid.. 70. 
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consistently associated with those who have control over resources and who have an 

interest in naturalizing and perpetuating that control."'" Although the white tenant always 

had power in his whiteness, that power was greatly diminished within the context of the 

landlord-tenant relationship. This relationship not only concerned economic power but 

racial power. As discussed above, white tenants on some level were seen as tainted with 

blackness. Landlords saw their economic and racial position as contrary to the position of 

tenants. And. they used their economic power to control the discourse regarding tenants 

in order to protect both their economic and racial position. That is, by contributing to the 

discourse that naturalized the position of white tenants as racially tainted and 

economically inept, landlords simultaneously could distance themselves from their 

inherently flawed tenant. 

White farmers, sharecroppers and owners alike, toiled to make a living out of the 

land. Whether they maintained their position or moved up the agricultural ladder, they 

were striving to preserve the cultural perception of white southern masculinity as an ideal 

steeped in self-sufficiency. This perception, however, could not escape the challenges of 

changing social and economic realities. In addition to the market, merchants, landlords, 

and blacks, women also contributed to upsetting the illusion of masculine independence. 

It is with respect to this last point that women and men minimized and sometimes 

discounted women's work in the fields in order to preserve a strict division between 

Ibid, 69,70. 
^ Furthermore, "[t]Ms means that in gender, class and race hierarchies, men and women who are pre
eminent may be included in particular gendered constructions of power which simultaneously disempower 
subordinate men and women." Cornwall, 21. 
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perception and reality, a division that served to protect cultural perceptions of 

masculinity. This point will be further examined in the next section. 
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Section B: More Than Just Woman 

Although farming was considered a male occupation, the white southern farmer's 

pursuit of the ideal of self-sufficiency, as well as the survival of his family, depended 

upon the help of his wife and children. Men. women and children participated in the 

hierarchical farm family labor system "that distributed tasks among the family members 

according to gender, age and the requirements of the crop cycle."Within this system, 

husbands were the patriarchical authorities who governed all aspects of the farm's 

operation. Women's labor and access to money was micromanaged by husbands, fathers, 

and brothers. Margaret Hagood observed that "... women yield to their husbands the 

prerogative of planning and managing the farm, of assigning tasks and directing the 

family labor on it, of selling the crop at their own discretion and pocketing the 

proceeds...." In essence, women's livelihoods depended upon the daily decisions of 

their men folk. 

Within the farm labor system, tasks utilizing equipment or requiring strength for 

cultivating the fields were designated as "men's work" while tasks associated with 

domesticity and gardening were designated as "women's work." The work of men and 

women were not given equal status in southern farm culture. As historian Edward Ayers 

" Janiewski, Sisterhood Denied, 28. 
As Janiewski states in her work on North Carolina tobacco workers: ..women's fates were tied to the 

well-being of the family economy. If their husbands enjoyed the opportunities bestowed by close kinship 
to landed families, patronage by merchants and bankers, a sufficient supply of sons to work in the field and 
favorable crop pieces during their earlier years, women found their burdens eased." Ibid., 16. 
" Hagood, 77. An example of a case of micromanaging comes from a researcher from the Federal Writer's 
Project, who describes a scene in a tobacco bam involving one of the farm families he interviewed. The 
husband. Ransorae, exerts his authority over his wife. Frances: "Ransome came with the next slide. 'If 
you don't git a move I'll git a 'backer stick,' he muttered, holding her tightly by the collar. They did not 
get behind again, and at eleven o'clock Ransome returned and ordered Frances to the house to prepare 
dinner for all the help." Terrill. 96. 
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asserts, "all the jobs women performed were valued, but they remained distinct and 

distinctly ancillary to that of the main activity of men, producing the crop for money."^"^ 

Men's work in the fields, whether to produce subsistence crops or to produce cash crops, 

was perceived to be the solitary work of men. a representation of the masculine ideal of 

self-sufficiency. 

Although cultivating the fields was perceived to be the solitary work of men, in 

reality, women were the invisible workers laboring beside the men who embraced 

farming as a self-sufficient occupation. This was in conflict with the desire to meet the 

growing cultural expectation of separate spheres. Lu Ann Jones found that by 1906 

wives and daughters of yeoman farmers had embraced homemaking and motherhood as 

feminine ideals that were far removed from the fields. Wives and daughters of 

sharecroppers and tenants aspired to meet the ideal of separate spheres, but necessity 

continually called for them to blur the gendered lines of labor." ̂  

Women performed numerous duties on both sides of the gender divide to assist 

their husbands in securing a more advantageous rung on the agricultural ladder. Women's 

adaptable position on the farm was valuable in supporting the cultural view of 

masculinity, but at the same time it challenged that view, especially when women crossed 

the gendered lines of work. That is. while household duties and childbearing were 

feminine domains that helped define the boundaries of white masculinity, the reality of 

Ayers. 205. For further information about how the expanding market economy influenced changes in the 
household economy, see Hagood, 77-91, Janiewski, Sisterhood Denied, 31, and Lu Ann Jones, '"The Tasks 
that is Ours': White North Carolina Women and Agrarian Reform, 1886-1914." M.A. Thesis, University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1983. 
^'Historian Lou Ann Jones found that after 1906 the Progressive Farmer contained Victorian notions of 
separate spheres in the language of both men and women. See Jones, 52-53. 



"dependent" women working in the fields, of performing men's work, upset the cultural 

illusion of masculine i ndependence. For women were recognized by the government and 

farming culture as legally and economically dependent upon men. Men and women both 

contributed to downplaying the reality of women's field work in their own way. This 

section will focus on the maintenance of and challenge to this cultural illusion of 

masculine independence while examining the struggles and triumphs of Piedmont farm 

women. It also will explore the daily triple shift of Piedmont farm women and how they 

negotiated their livelihoods within a tradition that refused women the title of farmer, 

undervalued or ignored their work, and limited their access to a growing market 

economy. 

Farm work for Piedmont farming families was divided along gender lines, but it 

was a  line respected only by men.  Unlike a  man.  whose identity could be defined by the 

labor he did and did not perform, a woman performed most every task on the farm. As 

reported by the Children's Bureau of the U.S. Department of Labor in 1918: 

In addition to the cooking, cleaning, scrubbing, washing, ironing, sewing, 
churning, care of chickens and garden, and canning and preserving the average 
woman also works side by side with her husband in the field helping to plant, 
cultivate, and harvest the crop.^^ 

While women were working in the fields in addition to their domestic responsibilities, 

men were rarely required to do work that was not culturally prescribed to their sex. 

Frances Sage Bradley and Margaretta A. Williamson, Rural Children in Selected Counties of North 
Carolina, U.S. Department of Labor, Children's Bureau (Washington. D.C.: G.P.O., 1918; rpt. New York: 
Negro Universities Press, 1969). 21. For further information on similar experiences by women living 
before 1880 and outside the Carolina Piedmont See, Julie Roy Jeffrey. Frontier Women: The Trans-
Mississippi West 1840-1880 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1979) and Joan M. Jensen, Loosening the Bonds: 
Mid-Atlantic Farm Women, 1750-1850 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1986). 
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According to Hagood, "The return of services [a woman] receives for her farm work is 

never equal to it in amount. In fact, the modal pattern is no work at all on the part of the 

cn 
husband inside the house... 

The daily routine of women conflicted with the cultural ideology of separate 

spheres that farming families were striving to put into practice. That is, even as most 

families strove to meet the cultural expectation of a sexual division of labor, necessity 

required women to forego a life of pure domesticity. Whether due to the laborious 

demands of cash crops, the burden of feeding many hungry mouths or a lack of male 

family members, women were called to work in the fields."^** In the case of Eunice 

Burcham Austin, she had no brothers to help enact a sexual division of labor. Eunice, the 

oldest of 4 sisters, describes her work on the farm: 

1 had to be a boy and girl. I had to do work that a boy would ordinarily do, 
because my daddy didn't have any other help to do that. I hauled hay and shocked 
wheat and just anything that was to do. I didn't do much plowing. He never did 
think that was a woman's place...[b]ut, I would always help plant the crop and do 
a lot of hoeing. 

And, whereas Eunice's father preferred that she not plow, Eunice proudly remembers that 

e rQ 
her mother "...could do about anything a man could," including plowing. Yet, based on 

the language Eunice used to describe her memory of farm work. "1 had to do work that a 

boy would ordinarily do..." and "[h]e never did think that was a woman's place...," it 

would seem that her family understood what was culturally appropriate work for men and 

Hagood, 159. 
"...[TJhe received ideas about what it means to be woman or man do not reflect what real people actually 

do or are as women and men. although ideas about gender, articulated in social practices, influence their 
thoughts and actions in many ways." Sonya O. Rose, Limited Livelihoods: Gender and Class in Nineteenth 
Century England, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), 11. 
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women, an understanding which they, like many other families, did not or could not 

follow in practice.®® Eunice's case illustrates what anthropologists Cornwall and 

Lindisfame discuss in their work, that masculine and feminine are not polarized 

opposites. They can be assigned to a single individual at a single time without necessarily 

undermining their normative appeal.^^ 

In contrast to Eunice's circumstances, Mary Harrington's situation illustrates a 

belief in how the ideology of separate spheres should and, if circumstances allowed, 

could be put into practice. Mary describes the division of labor on their tobacco farm, 

with an understanding of how women "ought to be treated" and what constituted a "real 

man: 

Our daddy wasn't one to push the girls. We didn't do any heavy work. We were 
just very fortunate. A lot of women did things we didn't. It was just because 1 
had four brothers, and all of them worked real hard. We had our chores; we 
couldn't just sit around and do anything. But, we were really treated like women. 
I had the kind of brothers that were really men. They didn't do anything around 
the house. Their work was strictly on the farm.® 

Mary and her sisters were able to enjoy the status of "women" because they were 

fortunate to have brothers who performed the masculine tasks of farming. Her brothers 

defined themselves as "men" by the tasks they did perform, fieldwork, and by the tasks 

Eunice Burcham Austin interview (H-107), 2. It is possible that Eunice's age and strength were 
contributing factors for why her father did not want her to plow. 

Necessity also required that Kathryn and Blanche Settlemyre start plowing at 11 years of age. With only 
one brother, the mother and daughters had to do men's work. They preferred plowing rather than hoeing, 

which was considered girl's work. Kathryn and Blanche Settlemyre interview, (H-131), 4. 
Cornwall, 19. 

® Mary Harrington interview (H-25), 17,18,26. Alice Hardin remembered girls picked and hoed cotton 
while boys plowed. Alice and Grover Hardin interview (H-248), 5. Jessie Lee Carter remembers that she 
did not work in the fields unless her men folk needed help. Her husband and biggest boys did all the farm 
work. Jessie Lee Cater interview (H-237), 5. Fred Yount Fox remembers he and his brother did farm work 
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they did not perform, housework,thereby allowing Mary and her sisters to define 

themselves as "women." Mary's language . we were really treated like women" and "I 

had the kind of brothers that were really men," implies that she and her brothers would 

have been ambiguously gendered had her family not be able to adhere to a strict sexual 

division of labor. That is. she would have lost the unambiguous status of woman. She 

would have become, like Eunice, "both a boy and a girl," a person who encompasses both 

the masculine and feminine. 

Despite the fact that women were privately expected to perform numerous duties 

on both sides of the gender line, they were publicly expected to maintain the appearance 

of a normative gender division of labor between field and house. Some women. 

according to Margaret Hagood, would go so far as to attempt to conceal their knowledge 

and performance of fieldwork.^' But, by ignoring their own labor in the fields and their 

extensive knowledge of farming, their silence supported the cultural claim of farmer as 

"male" and assisted in perpetuating the myth of masculine self-sufficiency. Other 

women in Hagood's study, within the private boundaries of the farm, proudly 

acknowledged their work in the fields. They described themselves "as working like a 

man" in the fields. 

Women recognized that masculine tasks carried the greatest respect and provided 

the most praise, and they took great pride in crossing the sexual division of labor. An 

older woman in Hagood's study, who was relegated to the domestic sphere, stated. "1 just 

and his sisters did house work. Fred Yount Fox interview (H-119), 3. It was a matter of status to keep 
daughters out of the fields. Hagood, 87. 
® Some tenant women, who performed fieidwork, tried to deny that they knew anything about the 
mechanics of fkrm work. Hagood, 78-79. 
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can't hold out any more in the field, though I used to work like a man." ^ Fieldwork, 

hard work, and men's work were interchangeable concepts within southern farm culture. 

They were all real work. By taking "pride in working like a man," women were trying to 

obtain recognition usually denied them, trying to create a space for their own esteem. 

Their description of themselves when working in the fields as "working like men," 

however, aided in maintaining the cultural definition of farmer as "male." That is, 

though describing women's performance of field work in masculine terms may have been 

one of the only ways for women to achieve recognition for their efforts, it failed to 

acknowledge that it was indeed women who worked hard as females in the field. As a 

consequence, their language failed to challenge the false assumption that only males are 

farmers. 

Women were not the only ones whose silence played a part in perpetuating an 

illusion of masculine self-sufficiency. Based on Stephanie McCurry 's study of yeomanry 

in the antebellum South Carolina low country, one might speculate that Piedmont men 

contributed to the public silence. McCurry found that low country yeoman farmers 

"customarily ignored and even denied" that their wives labored in the fields in order to 

undermine the distinction between yeoman and planter class as well as to protect the 

pride of men.^^ Although Piedmont farmers did not have to contend with a planter class, 

they would have felt the need to shield the masculine domain of farm work from being 

identified with feminine dependency. In other words, the silence of Piedmont farmers 

" Ibid., 91,89. See also Hall. 18. 
Stephanie McCurry, Masters of Small Worlds: Yeoman Households, Gender Relations, and the Political 

Culture of the Antebellum South Carolina Low Country (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1995), 78-81. For British example, see Rose, 15. 
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would have protected the public illusion of masculine self-sufficiency from the reality 

that dependent women were not only "working like men" in the fields but also partaking 

of the masculine ideal of independence. 

Ironically, for Piedmont farmers, like McCurry's low country yeoman farmers. 

"[d]ependence was the stuff of which independence-and manhood-was made."^' The 

southern farmer's goal of self-sufficiency not only depended on his wife's work in the 

fields and in the home, but also upon her ability to reproduce workers. A woman's 

numerous duties in the field and in the house were combined with the large task of 

bearing and rearing the farm's labor. Without knowledge of birth control, childbearing 

consumed a substantial amount of time in the lives of most farm women. Margaret 

Hagood found the mean number of children bom to 117 tenant farm mothers was 6.3 

with over two-thirds of the children in families with 7 or more children.Housework, 

fieldwork. and childbearing created a triple shift for women. Sally Dobbin, a farmer's 

wife, described the triple shift she worked on the farm and the strategies she employed to 

survive: 

1 hoed seventeen acres of cotton by myself without one lick of help except for the 
grass pickin" done by the geese, done my housework, and looked after three 
children. Many a night after supper I'd scour my floors or do my washin' and 
have it ready so's I could put it on the line before I went to the field a sun-up the 
next momin'. In gatherin' time Fd take my little baby to the field and put him in 
a wooden box at the end of a cotton row a early momin' when the frost lay thick 
as snow on the ground. 

Ibid., 72. 
Hagood, 109. 

®®Ida Moore, "Old Man Dobbin and His Crowd." Federal Writer's Project, These Are Our Lives: As Told 
by the People and Written by the Members of the Federal Writer's Project of the Works Progress 
Administration in North Carolina. Tennessee, and Georgia (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina 
Press, 1939),190. 
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Childbearing and childrearing were tasks that evoked mixed feelings of both pride and 

dread. Women recognized the southern "glory" of producing a large family and the 

burden of suffering through numerous births and of feeding many hungry mouths. 

In addition to the enormous strain that reproductive tasks put on the daily lives of 

women, such tasks combined with domestic duties also contributed to women's isolation 

on the farm. Farm life was a secluded life. The distance between individual farms and 

between farms and the town meant social interactions beyond the family were few. E.G. 

Branson explained, ". ..[FJarming is by nature a solitary business. The unit of economic 

production is the family .. In other words, as Gladys Hollar frankly put it, "On the 

farm you didn't get to be with other people so much."'' This was especially true for 

women, since pregnancy and "tending" to several small children created difficulty in 

traveling away from the farm. Unless neighbors and church were in close proximity to 

the farm, as in the case of John Wesley Snipe's family, there would have been little time 

for mothers like Daisy, who knitted the stockings, made the britches, and washed the 

79 
clothes with homemade lye soap for all her nine children, to travel away from the farm. 

Women's restricted access to the financial world also contributed to their isolation 

on the farm as well as to their husband's patriarchical power over the family. Although 

farm women performed triple shifts on a daily basis in which they blurred the lines 

HagcxxJ, 110-125. 
™ Branson, 162. 

Glenn and Gladys Hollar interview (H-128). 16. Betty Davidson interview (H-19), 21. 
^ John Wesley Snipes interview (H-98). 21. 25. 35 
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separating men's and women's work, women did not "tote the pocketbook." Following 

tradition, men, as heads of the households, usually had complete control over the family 

finances. They managed the financial dealings with the landlord and the merchant, and 

they made all the family purchases. Hoy Deal remembered the roles of his father and 

mother in handling the family's money. 

My daddy always done all the buying for the family, buying all the groceries and 
everything and bringing everything in. My mother didn't work and didn't make 
no money, and all she done was just stay at the house and do the cooking and the 
washing and stuff like that. My daddy done all the buying and handling the 

74 money. 

Deal's view that his mother did not work because she did not make money or perform a 

cash-producing activity reinforced the notion that real work was what farming culture 

viewed as men's work, which was fieldwork. And, fieldwork had become raising a cash-

producing crop. Moreover, this view that women did not "work" or make money 

justified men and women's place within the economic realm, that is, men's control over 

economic resources and women's lack of such control. 

Deal's mother was representative of how domestic responsibilities and lack of 

access to the financial world usually required women to stay at home. For men, 

controlling the finances meant that they had access to the world outside of the farm. 

Since most cash transactions took place in town, men were able to develop relationships 

Hagood, 160. For further information on women's lack of financial control, see Jones, 59. The wives of 
farm owners wrote to Aunt Jennie of "Our Social Chat" in the Progressive Farmer about problems of being 
denied money from husbands or having to beg their husbands for money. 

Hoy Deal interview (H-131), 33. Hoy's father did give his mother money if he wasn't there to buy or get 
what she needed. The Settlemyre sisters remember that although their father owned their farm, he would 
sometimes have to sell wood, butter, eggs, chicken and cream when he fell short of cash. He would go to 
town alone to buy their shoes from the first bale of cotton he sold. Kathryn and Blanche Settlemyre 
interview (H-131), 5. 
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beyond their families. And wives resented the disparity between men's and women's 

access to the world outside the farm. In the case of wives of farm owners, Mrs. C.S. 

Everts wrote on the woman's page of the Progressive Farmer in 1912 that, unlike a wife, 

[a] .. .husband goes to mill, to town, to the neighbors, to political and other 
meeting, and to church. Business and worship mostly, but it gives him a change 
of scene and brings him into contact with others, which keeps his mind alert, his 
brain clear, and the variety of thought crowds out worry and anxiety and helps to 
keep him young and vigorous. 

Men's substantial authority over the financial domain diminished women's 

control over their livelihoods and sometimes jeopardized the family's well being. Men's 

access to money meant that they spent it on what they deemed necessary, which at times 

meant alcohol. Mary Harrington remembered that although her father was a good 

provider for the family, her mother claims he "lost a small fortune because of his 

drinking." And, though he was able to drink and keep his family afloat, he was unable to 

leave Mary with pleasant memories of him: "1 don't remember as much as some people 

would about having a daddy that drinks. A lot of my things is not too good when I think. 

I think it does something to a child, maybe they're not quite as happy." However, for 

some fathers, like Jim Jeffcoat, a hardworking sharecropper all of his life, consumption of 

alcohol prohibited them from providing for their families. Jim's wife stated that Jim 

"drinks it as fast as we can make it. We seem to move in circles like the mule that pulls 

the syrap mill. We are never still, but we never get anywhere either. 1 bet you if we had 

saved all the money Jim has paid to the bootleggers, we'd be well on the way towards 

" Jones, 60. 
Mary Harrington interview (H-25), 25. 



ownin' a farm."^^ Like many sharecroppers, the Jeffcoat family probably moved from 

farm to farm attempting to get ahead financially. Jim's wife seemed to believe that the 

money given to the bootlegger could have been used towards farm ownership, thereby 

giving the family both financial and geographic stability. 

Although women had limited control over family finances, at times, they did 

monetarily contribute to the family's income in a visible fashion. Women occasionally 

had access to money through cultivating their own patch of cash crop. Or, they 

sometimes would sell eggs or produce from their garden.Gladys Hollar's grandmother 

and mother had a cotton patch of their own. Gladys's mother earned ten dollars to buy 

bed ticking for a mattress from her part of the patch. She also would sell eggs to buy 

sugar and coffee. Glenn Hollar's mother would "rent pastures out for cotton. And hoe it 

and pick the cotton for a third of it, to buy clothes with for the kids."^^ On occasion, 

women would contribute to the family economy by selling their labor as hired field 

hands.*'" Though lacking sufficient recognition for their efforts, women's financial 

contributions were important for the family's survival. 

Now and then, women had to take financial responsibility for the farm. However, 

the ideal of farming as a masculine occupation, continuing domestic responsibilities, low 

pay for farm wage work, and limited access to the world of finances made it difficult for 

women to run a farm. Grover Hardin's mother tried to support her three children under 

eight when her husband died. She found that her labor could not generate enough income 

" William O. Foster, "Jim Jeffcoat" Such as Us, 59. 
Hagood. 16,160-161, 

^ Glenn and Gladys Hollar interview (H-128), 2,27. 
Stella Garden interview ( H-14)..5. Hagood, 83-84. 
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to hire others to do the work she could not do. Hardin remembered. "She had to hoe com 

2 or 3 days for somebody to get them to plow for her one. She'd do washing for people 

. ..and work all day for maybe 25 or 30 cents. She just couldn't make the going. " After 

two years, the family started working in the mill to make ends meet. Although women 

knew the ". ..details of renting, credit, the sequence of operations... ."of running a farm, 

farming families believed that each family must have a male head of household and/or 

some teenage sons to run a farm.®^ That is, women were thought to be incapable of 

managing a farm. Hagood wrote, "[tjradition prescribes that a farm needs a man both for 

the heavy manual work such as chopping wood and plowing, and for the managerial and 

oij 
financial ability required." 

Yet, even with a wife's managerial and financial knowledge and strong boys to do 

the heavy work, most women farmers either could not survive without a male head, or 

more likely, they decided to make better use of their family's labor. For example, Flossie 

Durham was ten years old when her father, a farm renter, died and left her mother with 

several small children. Even with two boys old enough to plow, her mother moved them 

to the cotton mill where all eight children could be employed, including ten-year-old 

Flossie.®'^ Low pay for farm wage work was a factor that probably contributed to 

women's choice of moving their families to the mill. Finance was an issue restricted to 

the public sphere in which men governed and to which women had little access. When 

Orover Hardin interview (H-249),l- 2 
® Hagood. 77. 
^ Ibid.. 56. 
"^Vlos-sie Durham interview (H-66), 1-3. If the father dies in a tenant farm family, then the mother takes the 
children to the mill so that those over fourteen can support the family. Jennings J. Rhyne, Some Southern 
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women participated in the market, they were at a disadvantage. For example, Stella 

Garden's mother-in-law worked as a hired laborer in order to support her son after the 

death of her husband. She worked in the field making half of what men made. Garden 

recalled. "A man would get a dollar a day, and a woman would get fifty cents, and she 

could do the same amount of work as he could." For women, low wages dashed the 

hopes of surviving on the farm without a male head. 

With a little luck, occasionally women beat the odds. Gladys Hollar's mother 

worked hard in the fields, prepared the meals, and sold eggs to help support her family. 

But when Gladys was five years old. her father died. She remembered that the family 

.. .just had to work that much harder. But, he had just bought some land the year 
before he died, and he was supposed to pay for it the next year. And I can 
remember that Mama said that she didn't know if she would lose it or not, but the 
next year the cotton crop and everything was so good, had such a good year, and 
they paid off the land.^^ 

Gladys' mother continued to support her children on the farm. She lived there seventy-

two years. Although Gladys' mother found it difficult to run the farm after her husband 

died, with the help of children old enough to work in the fields, she succeeded. 

As the expanding cash economy enveloped southern farmers, the livelihoods of 

both men and women would come to depend more and more on the ability to attain cash. 

With the changes in the agricultural economy that required farmers to shift from 

Cotton Mill Workers and their Villages (Chapel Hill: The University ofNorth Carolina Press, 1930; rpt. 
New York: Amo Press, 1977), 194. 

Stella Garden interview (H-14), 5. 
^ Glenn and Gladys Hollar interview, 5-6. 
^ Ibid., 7.Frank Gilbert's mother directed the farm while her husband worked for the railroad. She hired 
two strong boys to help until her children were old enough to help. Frank Gilbert interview (H-121), 30. 



subsistence crops to cash crops, the masculinity of farming that was traditionally tied to 

an ideal of market-free self-sufficiency became associated with the ability to generate 

money, that is, to raise cash crops. As a result, the cash producing work on the farm 

increasingly became more valued than other farm tasks. Therefore, women's unpaid 

domestic labor increasingly lost status, which created an even greater fissure between the 

value of men's work and women's work. In her study of black and white tobacco 

farmers of the North Carolina, Dolores Janiewski states, "As cash, not the usefulness of 

labor to the household, became the major measure of labor's value, the partnership 

QO 

between men and women rooted in a simple market society began to erode." 

Within this expanding cash economy women were at a double disadvantage. 

Women's traditional work in the household was devalued as "producing the crop for 

money" became the masculine ideal. And. women's cash-producing work in the field 

continued to be ignored in order to protect the ideal. Although farm women were 

disadvantaged by the expanding cash economy, they realized that money increased their 

families' ability to survive on the farm. And, yeoman farm housewives were beginning 

to appreciate that money could allow for greater personal freedom. For example, Mrs. F. 

L. Stevens wrote to the Progressive Farmer "...the farm woman need be no beggar. 

Earning one's own spending money gives women a confidence and added respect in and 

^ Janiewski, Sisterhood Denied, 31. See also Jones, 63. Widows and female-headed families moved to the 
mill first because they were . .with least access to the land, labor and capital necessary for survival in the 
emerging market-based economy..." Hall, 33. 
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for her own capabilities." Wives of sharecroppers and tenants would come to better 

understand this freedom with their first day's wage in the mills. 

®'jones, 86. Money became a concern for women. Lu Ann Jones, in her research of middling farm women, 
found in the Progressive Farmer after 1906 an increase in discussion about the importance of producing 
marketable goods. Jones. 83-84. 
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PART III: FARM TO FACTORY 

Cotton, one of the main cash crops produced by the Piedmont farmers, dominated 

the expanding market in the post-Civil War era. As industrialization swept through the 

south, planters began to invest in the cotton manufacturing industry. Mills were erected 

close to an adequate white labor supply and waterpower. By the 1880s, the Piedmont's 

industrializing elite had built cotton manufacturing into one of the south's most 

prominent industries.^ 

In order to survive in a growing market economy, farm families devoted more 

time and land to cash crops than to products for family subsistence. The crop lien, higher 

taxes and fence laws made farm ownership difficult and forced many families into 

sharecropping and tenancy.®' As previously discussed, the livelihoods of landowners and 

tenants alike were dependent upon creditors and merchants when bad weather, crop 

predators and an unstable market ruined cash crops. Bills would accumulate until a 

vicious cycle of debt along with loss of time, energy, and land used to produce a single 

cash crop made farming a difficult way to sustain a large family. When the economic 

situation for farmers grew desperate and the demand for cheap labor echoed from the 

mills, white families began the exodus from the farm. Families packed up their meager 

belongings and said good-bye to the tradition of tilling the soil. They traded the silent 

^ Holland Thompson, From the Cotton Field to the Cotton Mill: A Study of the Industrial Transition in 
North Carolina (New York: The Macmillian Company. 1906; rpt. New York: Books for Libraries Press, 
1971), 109; Broadus Mitchell, The Rise of Cotton Mills in the South (Balitmore: John Hopkins Press, 
1921; rpt. New York: Da Capo Press, 1968), 44-48. 
" Hall, 5-6. 
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sun that had guided them through their day for the voice of the boss man, a rooster's call 

in the early morning for a mill whistle, and working the soil for working machines. 

Cotton mills were promoted as havens for "poor whites" abandoning the struggle 

on the farm. Through the last half of the nineteenth century, "poor whites"' were 

considered by many manufacturing elites to be a dispossessed people. Many of the early 

mill owners believed that excluding blacks from the cotton industry was fulfilling their 

moral duty to poor whites. Historian Broadus Mitchell writes. 

As late as 1902 a representative manufacturer declared that although negro labor 
was feasible, abundant, and would be cheapest, the managements "have 
recognized the fact that the mill life is the only avenue open today to our poor 
whites, and we have with earnestness and practically without exception kept that 
avenue open to the white man alone" to provide an escape from competition with 
blacks.^^ 

Blacks males were allowed to work only the dirtiest most demanding manual jobs located 

in a building separate from white workers. The physical and economic segregation of 

blacks from whites served to protect the virtue of white women, the pride of white men 

and the legitimacy of white elites. 

Female-headed households were some of the first families to move to the mills. 

They had the "... least access to the land, labor and capital necessary for survival in the 

emerging market-based economy... Furthermore, since the mills had incorporated the 

farm family labor system in which "...owners purchased family labor as a package, 

paying adult workers less than a living wage and offering employment to children," the 

Mitchell, 136-137. See also 132, 135. 161-162. 
® Hall. 66. 

Ibid., 33. For examples see Flossie Durham interview (H-66) and Grover Hardin interview (H-249). 
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labor of all family members could be utilized.^^ James Pharis remembered he worked a 

very long day at a very early age: "I went to work after I got eight or nine years old. I 

worked for several years [in the mill] for twenty-five cents a day, eleven hours a day."^® 

Flossie Durham recalled that she worked the morning shift at ten years old in the 1890s: 

"At twelve-thirty at night the watchman would come around, knock on the door and wake 

you up. [You would] put on your skillet pan and get ready and get down there about one 

o'clock at night. And you worked till one the next day."^' 

When labor became scarce, mill owners actively sought out large farm families. 

May Ethel Bowman Shockley remembered the details of her family's move to the mill: 

"The [way] 1 understand, I think there was fourteen in the family. And, then, the larger 

the family was, the more the mill owners wanted to get them in so they could have help. 

It was hard to get help back then, and if they got a large family they had plenty of help in 

QO 
the mill." Mill owners recruited large families to the mills with tales of "wages 

amounting to cash far beyond anything these families had ever handled."''^ James Pharis 

recounted that his family moved to the mill "[b]ecause [we] kind [a] felt that all we had to 

do when we moved to town was to reach up and pull  the money off  of  the t rees."With 

the prospect of a wage for most family members, families trekked to the mills in hopes of 

Ibid, 52. 
James Pharis interview (H-39), 2. 
Flossie Durham interview (H-66), 2, 25.. For further examples of child laborers see Jessie Lee Carter 

interview (H-237), Letha Ann Sloan Osteen interview (H-254). Child labor was common. And even when 
states laws prohibited the employment of children under twelve by 1913, most mill owners ignored child 
labor regulations. Hall, 56,58. 

Mary Ethel Bowman Shockley interview (H-45), 1. For further recruitment stories see Jefferson M. 
Robinette interview (11-41),3; 

Harriet Herring, Welfare Work in Mill Villages: The Story of Extra-Mill Activities in North Carolina 
(Chapel Hill: The University ofNorth Carolina Press, 1929; rpt. New Jersey: Patterson Smith, 1968), 21. 

James Pharis interview (H-39). 2. 
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bettering their condition. Stella Garden remembered her father's thoughts that "...he 

could make a better living at public works than he was, because he was a farmer but yet 

he was more of a hired hand on the farm. He worked for wages. And he thought that he 

could make better at public works than he could there, and so that's one reason why he 

left the farm."'"' 

Unfortunately, a mill worker's wage did not guarantee an improved life. 

Substandard housing and a poor work environment were the conditions that greeted many 

farmers seeking employment in the mills. When farm families left their isolated farms to 

rent mill houses in a communal mill village, they brought their cows, chickens, and 

country ways to ease their transition. Mary Thompson described the integration of 

country traditions into mill village life. 

Yes, we had a garden. The mill company gave a place to put your hogs. And the 
cows was back in the backyard. They had bams, with four stalls in it for four 
[horses], and house had one stall for a cow. But our hogs had to be on down. 
There was a place down there fixed for them. We had chickens, mostly, in the 
yard, but we had a little garden. We.. .raised our own things and had our own 
meat and our own milk and butter.'^'' 

Although the mixing of rural and mill village life made recently arrived millhands 

comfortable in their new surroundings, it also contributed to primitive living conditions. 

Inadequate fencing requirements, and the absence of electricity and sewage systems from 

mill village life before the 1910s and 1920s meant that the concentration of farming 

customs in a small densely populated area created a potentially harmful living 

environment. For example, free-range farm animals inhabited the dirt streets. These dirt 

Stella Garden interview (H-14), 2. Jessie Lee Carter interiew (H-237), 1. The term "public work" is how 
several generations of southern millhands "describe[d] their encounter with factory labor." Hail, 44. 
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roads were impassable muddy roads in the winter. Throughout the year a large number of 

families hand pumped their drinking water from one communal well. And finally, in the 

summer the backyard privies produced an overpowering stench and a fertile ground for 

1 A'3 
the spread of disease. 

Mill owners hired engineers such as Robert Adams to build sewer systems for 

mill villages. In the 1920s, he was responsible for replacing out houses with "...a sink 

and a kitchen and a little bathroom attached onto the back of the house with a tub in it 

and a lavatory.'"^*^ He described what he found upon inspecting his completed work: 

And on inspecting some of these houses when we finished them up, we found that 
some these people were using the bathtubs to put hogs in. They'd kill the hogs 
and stow them in the bathtub with salt... .One of the houses was using the bathtub 
for coal storage. They though it was better put to that use than it would be taking 
a bath in it. But that was the condition of the mills in 1923.'"^ 

However, some rural skills acquired on the farm were essential to surviving on a mill 

worker's income. Jessie Lee Carter explained how her family of ten lived off a 

combination of Brandon mill wages and country traditions: 

My daddy worked down there and made eleven dollars-and-a-half a week, and we 
lived on that. 'Course with our garden and my mother would put up stuff in the 
summer enough to do us through the winter. Then we had our own com and our 
own commeal. We didn't have nothing to buy but sugar and flour and coffee and 
something l ike that .  We had plenty other  s tuff .  Plenty canned stuff ,  plenty milk 
and butter."^ 

Mary Thompson inteview, (H-182), 11. For additional discussion of country life in the mill villages see 
Schockley interview (H-45). 

Hall.l 19. See also Mack Fretwell Duncan interview. (H-242), 27-29. Robert Roy Adams interview (H-
236), 31. 

Robert Roy Adams interview (H-236), 30, 31. 
Ibid. 
Jessie Lee Carter interview (H-237), 10 
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Poor farm families were used to enduring inferior living conditions, but they were 

not used to the demands of mill work or "public work," as farming families called it. 

They went from tending fields outdoors to tending machines in an tightly enclosed 

building that. .was a loud, noisy place, and awful dusty and linty."'"^ In some parts of 

the factory, particularly the weave room, the noise was so deafening that workers had to 

learn to read lips in order to communicate. And, the lint would accumulate on the light 

bulbs hanging from the ceiling to such a degree that weavers needed a flashlight to see 

the running of their looms. On the farm, the rhythm of work followed the changing of the 

seasons and the needs of the crop cycle. In the mills, the rhythm of work kept constant 

time with the pace of machines and the daily grind of a seventy-two hour workweek. 

Upon entering the mill, most farm families were introduced to a twelve hour 

workday that went from six in the morning to six in the evening with usually an hour at 

mid-day for dinner. For Edna Vande Hargett, like for most women who played an 

integral part in their family's survival. 

It was a day of drudgery, but it had to be done. You didn't have time to stop an 
compare it. I'd get up at five o'clock in the mornings, because you had to be at 
work at six. Then you had to wash your hands in an old washbasin and all. 
because you didn't have water in the house. You had to carry your water from a 
pump two or three doors down. And in the wintertime it was awful cold to wash 

I 
your face and hands in that cold water. 

At some mills the whistle would blow a four o'clock wake up call for a workday that 

began at six o'clock. In 1903 North Carolina passed a law, which was largely ignored 

Edna Vande Hargett interview (H-163), 47 
Ibid., 22. 
Jessie Lee Carter interview (H-237). 5. 
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by mill owners, limiting the workweek to sixty-six hours. Although the workday was 

long, workers found time to rest throughout the day. When their machines were running 

well and their work was caught up. millhands would take time out of their day to 

socialize, step outside to smoke, or take a swim in the local watering hole.'' ̂ After the 

eight-hour law was implemented in 1933 under the National Industrial Recovery Act. the 

rate of production was significantly increased. 

Before the NRA, millhands decided when to take a moment of rest, now "breaks" 

were scheduled at certain times in the day, and the hour long mid-day dinner was cut to a 

half hour. For millhands, like Lloyd Davidson, a weaver who worked on production as 

opposed to an hourly wage, "you had to eat as you worked." Davidson recounted, "You 

had people who wasn't on production. Well, they could take a break and eat. But when 

you're on production, you figure every time you got a loom standing you're losing 

money, you know, and that's keeping the machine to running.""^ However, the 1933 

changes brought an increase in wages. Before the NRA, Vemon Durham worked a 

twelve-hour day making twelve and a half cents an hour. After the NRA. he worked a 

forty-hour week at thirty-four cents an hour.""^ 

Like chores on the farm, jobs in the mill were sex-typed. That is. traditional 

notions of gender differences on the farm fueled the sexual division of labor in the mill. 

As explained in Like A Family, 

'Thompson. 133-135 
Murphy Sigmon interview (H-142), 10, 11. However. Sigmon pointed out that one didn't have to work, 

as hard before the eight hour law, but "all you had to do was just go to work, sleep, and eat." 11. 
Hall, 77.209. Vemon Durham interview (H-64), 12. Loyd Davidson interview (H-19), 34, 36. Davidson 

r e c a l l e d  t h a t  w e a v e r s  o n  p r o d u c t i o n  w e r e  p a i d  " .  . . a c c o r d i n g  t o  h o w  m u c h  w o r k  m a c h i n e s  t u r n  o u t . 3 6 .  
Vemon Durham interview (H-64), 27. 
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Women's age old responsibilities for child care and domestic tasks fed the notion 
that they were patient, neat, careful workers; their deft, nimble fingers seemed 
self-evidently suited to fast moving repetitive machines. Men, accustomed to 
doing fieldwork and heading farms, were supposed to be strong and authoritative; 
jobs that were "heavy" or involved authority over others belonged to them. 

Men held supervisory positions and positions labeled as "skilled," such as carding and 

machine fixing. Women, treated as "unskilled workers," were limited usually to spooling, 

creeling, and spinning. The exception was the weave room. Mack Duncan explained the 

sexual division of labor between the weave room and the spinning room: "Loom fixers in 

the weave room has always been men. And usually the weavers were either man or 

woman. But now spinners in the spinning room, they were all women. No man wanted 

to spin. Men weren't going to spin; that was it." As might be expected, men held all 

hierarchical positions of power within mill management. From superintendent to 

overseer, men controlled the daily operations of the mill and the jobs of millhands.'"' 

Mrytle Cleveland, who started working in the mills in 1922 at the age of twelve, 

confirmed this sexual division of labor arrangement with her account: "The men did all 

the fixing and the doffing and the heavy work, and the women did the spinning and the 

weaving, battery filling drawing-in, and all. But the men were all the supervisors and the 

section men and second hands and all."''^ 

"•'Hall, 68. 
Mack Duncan interview (H-242), 51. Lora League Wright interview (H-260), 23. 
Men claimed heavier, skilled, and higher paying jobs for themselves, but women, when given the 

chance, were quite capable of performing those jobs. For example, in hosiery mills, the operation of full-
fashion machines was seen to be a man's job. It was considered heavy work that was too hard for a 
woman. However, during World War 11. women were taught how to operate those machines when men 
were called to service. Eunice Austin interview (H-107), 17,18. 

Mrytle Cleveland interview (H-238), 19. 
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On the farm, women and men millhands were used to the cultural expectation of a 

sexual division of labor, the governing of their livelihoods by a landlord or merchant, and 

to working hard together as a family to make a living. However, in the mill, the earning 

of public wages by both men and women, and the public recognition of women wage 

earners were new to farm families. Moreover, the supervising of each worker's job by a 

boss man was particularly new to men. Whereas farm wives were accustomed to having 

their work directed by a male head, in the mills, husbands had to adjust to being just a 

worker. Husbands were no longer the daily director of their own labor or of their 

family's labor. Furthermore, farming families moved to the mill as traditional men's 

work on the farm associated with self-sufficient subsistence farming became intertwined 

with the ability to produce cash crops. 

As previously discussed, although "producing the crop for money" was publicly 

recognized as a male activity, women worked alongside men on the isolated family farm, 

and did the so-called "main activity of men." Cultural perceptions of masculinity that 

were protected on the farm could not be maintained within the context of "public work." 

A realized wage economy brought together isolated farming families within the 

communal mill village where families lived, worked, and relaxed side by side. In the 

mills, although women were assigned to sex-typed jobs, they openly worked beside men 

at activities that earned money. It was this public nature of millwork that made visible, 

what was invisible on the farm, viz., the hidden aspects of women's labor. Women's 

cash-producing labor was now recognized by a day's wage. 
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PART IV: IN THE FACTORY 

In her 1927 study, Cotton Mill People of the Piedmont, Majorie Potwin portrays 

the different attitudes held by farm men and women toward millwork. She stipulates that 

a farmer may ponder the idea of moving to the mill, but "though he is 'pore' he is honest, 

and he has never humbled himself to the authority of any boss. At the mills, he has 

heard, the overseer expects a body to work mighty nigh every day.""® On the other hand, 

due to her triple shift, a woman rarely had time to consider moving to the mill. When she 

does consider the transition, of maybe working as a weaver, she thinks of "draw[ing] in 

her own ticket, and with her own wages select things from... the company store." ' 

Majorie A. Potwin, Cotton Mill People of the Piedmont: A Study in Social Change (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1927; rpt. New York: Amo Press, Inc., 1968), 49. 

ibid.. 52. 
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Section A: "...Its hard to get the country out of the man. " 

White farm families came to the mills seeking greater economic security free 

from competition with blacks. While they found a stable income reserved for their race 

alone, it was accompanied by challenges to their previous way of life. Millwork was not 

perceived to be a job instilled with the independence that families, particularly men, had 

known on the farm. Therefore, mill workers and farmers alike seemed to feel, as 

sociologist Jennings J. Rhyne pointed out, ..that the fanner, whatever his economic 

191 
status, enjoys a higher social rating..." than the mil! worker. Although farm owners, 

sharecroppers and tenants usually had to answer to a merchant or a landlord, they 

typically could count on day-to-day control over their own labor and the labor of their 

families. In the mill, they experienced a loss of freedom to decide their daily tasks on the 

job. and they had to relinquish their authority over the family labor system to the 

hierarchy of mill management. Moreover, the loss of control extended outside the factory 

walls as their once private lives faced the public scrutiny of mill owners. Although mill 

villages consisted of a network of kinfolk and friends who at times described themselves 

as "just like one big family,"'^' mill villages also were paternalistic kingdoms where mill 

owners often governed housing, churches, stores, and schools. For the most part, on the 

farm "[a]gricultural landlords did not interfere in the personal and familial affairs of 

tenants." 

Claude Thomas interview (H-181), 6 
Rhyne, 197. 
Edna Hargett interview (H-163), 23-24. 
Dale Newman. " Work and Community in a Southern Textile Town" in Labor History, 19 (Spring 

1978). 219. 
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Many family members found the move to the mill liberating, but for men, who 

embraced the self-sufficient farm ideal as a symbol of masculinity, the move was a 

struggle. Like the millhands studied by historian Dale Newman, the "inability to succeed 

at farming" left many male textile workers feeling possibly inferior but most definitely 

frustrated.White millhands may have improved their economic status within a racially 

controlled environment, but free blacks, left behind on the farm, retained a sense of 

control over labor and family no longer enjoyed by white males as well as the power to 

125 pursue the self-sufficient farm ideal. This section will explore the loss of autonomy 

and increased alienation that white men experienced as they adjusted to the demands of 

mill industry and the ways in which they negotiated shifts in power and resisted 

challenges to their authority. 

When farming families began working in the mills, they experienced a very 

different environment than on the farm. It was an environment that required men to 

sacrifice the freedoms they had known on the farm. On the farm, men worked outdoors 

in solitude with the natural environment. The move to the mills was a move indoors 

away from nature. Many men found working with noisy machines and in enclosed 

surroundings difficult. However, sacrificing control over their own labor, contending 

Ibid., 207. 
Ibid. 217. Although white male millhands competed with women and children in the workplace, they 

were spared the shame of competing with former slaves. Yet, while white mill workers were economically 
better off than black sharecroppers, black sharecroppers frequently had greater control over their labor and 
labor of their family members. Of course, free blacks were not perceived to have more autonomy than 
whites. In the mills, farm to factory whites faced the fear of being demoted to the level of blacks. That is. 
socicty would look upon millhands as no more than freed slaves. Authors of Like a Family explained the 
exploitation of this fear by South Carolina's governor of 1910, Coleman B lease, "When Blease warned 
millhands that manufacturers aimed to place them 'on the same basis as a free Negro,' he captured white 



59 

with paternalistic mill owners' intrusion into their private lives and competing with 

women for the status of breadwinner were the most difficult challenges men faced. 

Farm to factory males were required to relinquish control over their own labor to 

the authority of mill management. Mill owners, superintendents, overseers and seconds 

hands were the links in the chain of command that oversaw the running of the mill as 

well as the work of millhands. An overview of mill management is explained in Like A 

Family, mill owners placed mill operations 

...in the hands of a superintendent. Under the superintendent were overseers for 
each room and every shift. Commonly know as the 'card room boss' or 'boss 
weaver,' these men had the technical ability to adjust machines and coordinate the 
flow of materials through their departments. Direct supervision of workers, 
however, fell to the second hands. 

Families had to get used to a boss man directing their time and skills throughout 

the day. The idea of a boss man was new and frightening to farming families. Pauline 

Griffith recalled that her family would have preferred staying on the farm. Their first 

impression of mi 11 work was negative. She remembered, "They were scared. See. they 

had never been used to having a boss over them, and they were scared to death." In 

the 1920s, at Grover Hardin's mill, "everybody was the your bossman, from the fixer on 

up. They had a fixer and a second-hand, come and tell you to do something. And you'd 

quit your job and do it."^^® 

Farm wives and children were used to abiding by the commands of a male 

relative, but for men coming off the secluded farm, the idea of a boss man challenged 

workers' fears of lost independence with one of the most potent images available in a society obsessed with 
the privileges of color." Hall, 120. See also Simon, 11-35. 

Hall, 93. 
Pauline Griffith interview (H-247), 11. 15. 
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their assumed authority. Most importantly, farmers who moved to the mill believed that 

they were leaving behind a tradition that defined southern manhood. They were leaving 

a tradition grounded in a partnership with nature for millwork that subjected white men to 

paternal authority usually reserved for blacks and women.Janiewski states .the 

patriarchal authority of men who entered the textile mill was eroded by their permanent 

subordination to the authority of mill management. In effect, they became perpetual 

adolescent 'sons' to a patriarch who would never relinquish his authority." For men, 

like Grover Hardin, they must have felt subordinate when details of their workday were 

scrutinized by mill authority. Hardin explained his irritation at the constant surveillance 

of mill officials. 

Well, you'd catch up, but by the time you got around, sometimes you'd have a 
minute, but if they caught you, caught up, you could do something else. They'd 
have you help the other men, or do this or do that. There wasn't nothing you 
could do about it, only do it. Like I said, do it.'^' 

In addition to abiding by the operational demands of mill management, workers 

were subjected to the idiosyncratic authority of individual bosses. Frank Gilbert 

remembered how workers' livelihoods sometimes were adversely affected by the 

temperament of the boss man. Although Gilbert thought his boss was a good and honest 

man, he did not agree with all of his methods of dealing with employees. He recalled. 

He fired one man, and his wife worked in the sewing room. Said, 'Go bring your 
wife along with you. I don't want her anymore either.' And so he went and got his 
wife and then said, 'Now that woman [t]hat rides with you... Because she 

Grover Hardin interview (H-249), 17. See also Martin Lowe interview (H-253),14. 
"'Subjecting white people, especially men, to paternalistic authority subverted longstanding tradition in a 

society where such subordination had been acceptable only for an inferior race and a submissive sex." 
Janiewski. Sisterhood Denied, 13. 

Ibid, 215. 
Grover Hardin interview (H-249), 16-17. See also Martin Lowe interview (H-253), 14. 
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wouldn't have no way to get to work, take her along. I don't need her anymore/ 
He just fired a lot people like that. He'd just lose his temper, you know.'^^ 

It was difficult for men, who embraced the masculine ideal of independence, to 

adjust to having another man looking over their shoulders, directing their time and labor. 

Frequently men felt fhistrated, dissatisfied and helpless. The almost unending layers of 

mill management and dependency on wages kept mill workers in line and less likely to 

complain. Mill workers repeatedly had to keep their feelings bottled up. Grover Hardin 

felt that the worker was "under a fear... [b]ecause there was nobody you could take your 

troubles to." And. "...if you weren't financially able or have guts enough to tell him [the 

boss] yourself well, that was about it, because you just had to take it, or, . ..lose your 

job." Men usually could not afford to lose their jobs. Mill families generally depended 

on the wages of all family members, especially the higher earnings of males. 

As men tried to carve a space for themselves within the new world of "public 

work." they had to sacrifice the private life they had known on the farm. Mill workers 

had to endure the omnipotent hands of mill management reaching outside of factory walls 

into mill village life. The next few paragraphs will illustrate what federal investigators in 

1907-1908 stated in their report: . [T]he company owns everything and controls 

everything, and to a large extent controls everybody in the mill village.Mill officials 

kept an eye on the affairs of mill workers on the job and off the job. According to mill 

owner Fred Fox, mill owners felt they had to take a paternalistic approach in running 

their mill. Millhands needed to be controlled. Fox recounted, "Now, if you want to let 

Frank Gilbert interview (H-121), 63-65. 
Grover Hardin interview (H-249), 17,18. 
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people get out of control, if you want to lose people, if you want to have no control 

over em, you think that you can start a place, and let people set their own rules and 

regulations. If you do that, there is nothing and I'll guarantee you won't amount to 

anything." The authority of mill management was so invasive that some mill workers 

felt they had no privacy.'^'' For mill workers, "public work" translated into a "public 

life." For men, in particular, such a translation was a further erosion of their power. Not 

only was men's ability to direct their family's labor practically eliminated, but also their 

patriarchal control over the household was greatly weakened. 

Mill owners were able to scrutinize the daily lives of their workers through the 

paternalistic role they took in the mill village. Mills owned the houses in which the 

millhands lived and the stores where millhands shopped. Workers' autonomy was 

restricted by the far-reaching control that mill owners had over the material elements of 

mill village life. The cheap rent and convenient location of company housing was a big 

attraction for recruiting workers to the mills, but renting houses from mill owners 

sometimes limited the mobility of workers and augmented their dependence on company 

wages. Edna Hargett explained, "If you quit your job, you'd lose your house, so that 

meant a moving bill."' ̂ ^ Although workers may have easily found another job, they may 

not have been able to afford the move. On the other hand, according to Paul Blanshard 

".. .the worker who owns his own house would find his freedom of movement 

Hall, 114. 
Fred Fox interview (H-119). 25. 
Hall. 120, 124. 
Edna Hargett interview (H-163), 53. 
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destroyed.Rent ing al lowed a  worker  the freedom to move on when confl ic t  with a  

boss arose or promise of higher wages called from another mill. Blanshard states, "If he 

buys a house he is doomed to accept the labor conditions in the mill as final... On the 

other hand, if workers owned their own homes, they would have greater say over the 

distribution of their family's wage labor. That is, they would not be forced to '. ..furnish 

one employee for each room occupied,' as specified by the quota system of some mills. 

Failure to meet quotas meant a smaller house or eviction from the mill village. 

Moreover, home ownership would be a proxy for farm ownership, thereby alleviating 

some of the disappointment of not succeeding at farming. And, the male head of 

household's ability to provide for or to decide for his family's accommodation would not 

be reduced by mill management's policy of tying worker's jobs to housing. 

In addition to depending on company housing, millhands relied on the company 

store for subsistence items. Similar to their relationship to the country merchant on the 

farm, millhands were granted a line of credit at the company store, a line that increased 

their need for mill wages. In the earlier years of the textile industry, mills were built in 

rural areas. Company stores provided millhands with a convenient location to shop, but 

they also provided mill owners with a method of creating a cycle of debt for their 

workers. In order to keep millhands in debt, mill owners stretched out the length between 

paydays, paid workers in trade cards for use only at the company, or deducted store 

transactions directly from the workers' paychecks.'"*' Mill management hoped that debt 

Blanshard, Paul, Labor in Southern Cotton Mills. (New York: New Republic. Inc. 1927), 48. 
Ibid. 
Hall, 127. 
Ibid., 129-130. 
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at the company store, like renting a company house, would bind more tightly workers to 

their mill jobs and strengthen owners control over the terms in which workers labored. 

Mill management further encroached on family life and the authority of male 

heads of households through religious and educational institutions. Mill management 

would attempt to keep mill workers in line by enforcing moral standards upon families 

through the subsidization of churches and schools.Churches were effective tools for 

molding a productive workforce. Holland Thompson wrote "often the manager may act 

as superintendent of the Sunday School, and use his powerful influence to aid the 

organization." Mill worker Mary Thompson believed that mill owners, . .knowed 

they'd [the millhandsj be better workers and better people if they had churches." She 

stated that churches stressed convenient theological points: "It's just in the Bible that 

people is supposed to make their living by the sweat of their brow. They preached that." 

The use of this type of theological rhetoric was not surprising, since the mill company 

usually paid the pastor's salar}'.'**^ Sometimes church doctrine was assisted by the moral 

policing of the mill superintendent. He "would not allow women to smoke on their 

porches, or wear shorts in public, and [he] evicted any family whose daughter got 

pregnant out of wedlock."'"*' 

Mill schools were another institution that supplied a more willing workforce. 

They limited the opportunities of children by confining their experiences to mill village 

Ibid, 120-131, Herring, 270-271. 
Thompson, 175. 
Mary and Carl Thompson interview (H-182). 45,46. See also Mack Duncan interview (H-242), 40,41. 

Duncan remembered that company officials barred a pastor from preaching to the congregation when they 
disapproved of his sermons. 

Dale Newman, 212. See also Thompson, 165. 
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life. Children often had to quit after seventh grade to follow in their parents' Ibotsteps. 

Even if economic necessity in the family did not shorten their years of education, then 

mill owners would often call children out of school to fill the need for extra help.'"*^ The 

authoritarian position of mill officials weakened the self-policing of families, thereby 

diminishing the role of fathers and husbands as patriarchs. In other words, other men 

became the patriarchs of mill village families, thereby usurping the traditional power of 

individual fathers and husbands. 

Mill officials may have taken from millhands some of the freedoms they had 

known on the farm, but they also gave millhands a protected white world. No longer did 

poor whites have to compete with blacks for jobs within an agricultural society. Dolores 

Janieswki writes. "Employers offered their white male workers 'white skin' privilege in 

compensation for their loss of real control of human and economic resources." 

Moreover, all white men, regardless of societal rank, could band together in the name of 

their "whiteness," which enabled them to deny . .their conflicts of interest and disguised 

the real difference in power. Even as the private patriarchy of the yeoman's independent 

household dissolved, white men could take part in the symbolic construction of a public 

patriarchy that demonstrated their superiority over the subordinated members of southern 

1 J.7 society." Mill officials, who needed a placid workforce, fueled paternalism. In turn, 

millhands tolerated paternalism. But, it was white males, in particular, who needed the 

public racial recognition that paternalistic mill owners had to offer. 

Hall, 127-129. Before compulsory attendance laws, teenagers at school provided a surplus of workers to 
meet the demands for extra help. Hall, 127. See also Mack Duncan interview (H-242). 70. 



The main aspect of mill industry that negatively affected the power of farm to 

factory males was the inclusion of women and children as wage earners. Sociologist 

Harriet Herring states, "[I]t put women to work outside the home... [and] it brought 

women and children into direct competition with men."'''** As discussed in previous 

sections, cash-producing work on the farm grew in value as the cash economy expanded. 

The growing identification of cash-producing work as men's work was adopted in the 

mills. The authors of Like A Family state. "|A]s wage work labor become increasingly 

important to family survival, men claimed it as a sign of their authority."'^'^ Therefore, 

men, as wage earners, wanted to declare for themselves the status of family breadwinner. 

Although women's participation in wage work usually was essential to the family's 

survival, it was also a threat to men's claim as breadwinner. This threat will be further 

examined in the next section, "to have my own moneys 

Men had various methods of coping with frustration at bosses, unfair job 

situations, intrusion into their private lives and competition with women. They resisted 

challenges to their authority by exercising familial power, by quitting and moving to 

another mill, by suppressing frustration, by alcoholic escapism, by balancing farm and 

factory work or by striking through collective resistance. Within the family, men 

compensated for loss of power in the workplace, community and household by asserting 

their authority directly upon wives. Although the wages of wives increased the financial 

stability of the family, many husbands demanded that that their wives stop working upon 

Dolores Janiewski, "Southern Honor, Southern Dishonor: Managerial Ideology and the Construction of 
Gender, Race and Class Relations in Southern Industry," In Work Engendered: Toward a New History of 
American Labor, ed. Ava Baron, (Cornell University Press: Ithaca and London, 1991), 88-89. 

Herring, 6. 
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marriage or upon the birth of children. Icy Norman remembered that her father 

demanded that her mother stop working: 

One morning there my daddy told her, i didn't marry you to work. It's not a 
wife's place to work. If a man can't make a living for his wife and children, he 
aint's no business marrying. Now if you going to work, I'll quit and come home to 
tend to our children. Your place is at home and that's where you're going to be. 
If I can't make a living for you, then you can got to work and I'll quit and tend to 
the young ones.''^^' 

The authors of Like A Family point out, "Married men sometimes sought to impose on 

their wives a sexual division of labor more stringent than anything women had known on 

the farm."''^' Men were more likely to appeal to and implement an ideology of separate 

spheres within the mill setting. The public setting of millwork and the increased value 

of wages intensified the importance of establishing a sexual division of labor as a system 

of protecting the revised masculine ideal, a new self-sufficiency through wages. Unlike 

on the farm, where necessity called for women to step out of their domestic realm and 

privacy allowed it, in the mill setting, many women were relegated to the household in 

order to protect the male's status of breadwinner. Early mill families had to scrape by on 

the earnings of men and children to ensure that wives could stay at home. Moreover, the 

patriarchical customs of marriage allowed men to demand that their wives stay home to 

address household duties and to care for children, thereby allowing men to assume the 

position of breadwinner, the coveted masculine ideal. Of course, when child labor laws 

Icy Norman interview {H-36), 7 
Hall, 154. 

' " Clinging to the status of male breadwinner could have been a response to unstable economic conditions 
related to a shifting economy. For a discussion of northern industrialization and "the cult of the male 
'breadwinner.'" see Jean Boydston, Home and Work: Housework, Wages, and the Ideology of Labor in 
the Early Republic, (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 153. 
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were established, the ideology of separate spheres was harder to implement. Families, 

especially ones with more than two children, needed two incomes. And, in almost all 

• ® 153 families, women at least entered miilwork before and after child rearing years. 

Men found ways to resist challenges to their ability to direct their own time and 

labor through the act of quitting. For example, Carl Thompson's boss pressured him to 

work in the carding department.Thompson continually told his boss that he did not 

want to run cards. Although Thompson could operate the machinery, he was scared of it. 

He had seen several people get hurt running cards. After running cards for three weeks 

waiting for a replacement, Thompson told his boss, "T'd better quit unless you've got 

something else for me.' He said, 'Well, that's all I've got.' And I said, 'Okay.' So 1 just 

walked out." Pete Summers also quit after management tried to take advantage of him. 

He quit when mill management insisted that he continue to learn to run a machine for six 

months without pay as soon as he had explained to them that after two weeks of operating 

the machine he was ready to run it with pay.'"^^ Quitting could be an effective tool in 

generating changes from mill hierarchy. Paul and Pauline Griffith remembered that when 

a secondhand became a difficult boss, millhands retaliated by quitting. The Griffiths' 

bossman, Mr. Bobo, had to make positive changes when he started losing workers. The 

Griffiths recalled. 

Take Bobo. When people go a-quitting, he'd be wanting to know what's the 
matter. See, he had a second-hand under him, over the people. And if that 

Hall. 154-155. 
The carding department consisted of machines used to further remove impurities from the cotton. The 

machines were comprised of dangerous belts and overhead pulleys. They required skill and strength to 
operate. The card room was always full of dust. See Thompson, 121 and Hall, 69,82-83. 
' Carl Thompson interview (H-182), 60-62. 

Pete Summers interview (H-146), 29, 22-23. 
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second-hand was too hard on the help, and they go to quitting—see, there'd be 
several mills around and a person could just quit and go to another mill. And 
when several do go, he'd be calling somebody in, wanting to know what's the 
matter with the help. 

Men may have at times dealt with challenges to their authority by quitting, but 

most farm to factory males suppressed their frustrations with mill management and 

desires for a different life in order to support their families adequately. Loyd Davidson 

remembered. . .when you know your job depends on it, and you might not be able to get 

1 CO 
another one. why sometimes you have to grin and bear it." Mack Fretwell Duncan 

remembered longing for a different kind of work: "I used to sit down and wish 1 could 

find a job outside, out of the mill, but I didn't know anything to do, and I had such a large 

family 1 had to stay on the job I was on. And I worked a lot of overtime to provide for 

my family. I had five children."Emma Whitesell recounted that her father was never 

satisfied in the mill: "He never did like it, he liked the outdoors. But he had to do it to 

raise us children."'^' 

Occasionally, frustrated men who felt trapped by the pressures of family and work 

coped by drinking. Alcohol helped men escape dissatisfaction with their everyday lives. 

Sarah Andrews' husband drank and was abusive. Sarah explained the reasons for her 

husband's behavior to the authors of Like A Family, 

Paul and Pauline Griffith interview (H-247). 19. 
Loyd Davidson interview. (H-19). 57. 
Mack Fretwell Duncan interview (H-242), 3. 
Emma Whitesell interview (H-57), 3."For men. definitions of masculinity enter into the way work is 

personally experienced as a life-long commitment and responsibility. In some respects work itself is made 
palatable only through the kinds of compensations masculinity can provide-the physical effort, the 
comradeship, the reward of promotion. When work is unpalatable, it is often only his masculinity (his 
identification with the wage; providing for the wife and kids' that keeps a man at work day after day." In 
Andrew Tolson, Limits of Masculinity (London; Tavistock, 1977), 48. 
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When them spells weren't on him, there weren't a better-hearted person that ever 
lived the work. But I'll just tell you, he wanted to be a bigger person than he 
really was; that was it. It was just pride, and pitiful with it. And I think another 
thing was just having one young'un after another. I think that got on his nerves. 
You know, a parent like that's got responsibility on them. And some people can't 
take it.'^' 

Whatever the reasons, alcohol abuse had negative consequences for everyone. 

Many dissatisfied millhands yearned for another way to make a living. They 

longed to return to the farm. They coped with their dissatisfaction through trying to 

strike a balance between farming and millwork. Grover Hardin remembered a co-worker, 

who had the job of laying up rope, saying, "'I'm going back to the farm. I don't like this. 

.. .1 work all day and I can look back and I can't see a thing I've done.'"''^" Many mill 

workers preferred farming, but almost all realized the monetary significance of millwork. 

Although money earned as a mill worker gave one a different kind of independence that 

usually was unavailable to farmers, men would use whatever power available to return to 

the farm. In the case Lee Austin Workman's father, he would use patriarchal power to 

negotiate work schedules. He and four of Lee's siblings were recruited from the farm 

into the mill at Newton, North Carolina. His father was able to leave the mill and return 

to his home place each spring to make wooden cradles. Workman remembered that mill 

management allowed this exercise of autonomy because his father threatened to "'...move 

back to the country and take the family,thereby depleting the mill of four workers. 

Hall, 167. 
Grover Hardin interview (H-249), 10. 
Lee Workman interview (H-150), 7. 



Workman remembered that his father only worked in the mill two years. And, during 

those two years he never sold his farm: "He loved the country." 

Like Lee Workman's father, many farmers returned to farming in some fashion 

for various lengths of time. When men did not have the opportunity to strike a balance 

between farm and factory, they endeavored to forego textiles for farming. In 1914, 

Claude C. Thomas, after ninning his parents' farm, decided to try his hand at textiles, but 

he moved back to the farm after meeting his wife. Although he knew farming was "just 

work and more work," he needed to take that chance. He recalled that his "wife has 

made this statement. I've heard her say that it's easy enough to get the man out of the 

country, it's hard to get the country out of the man." He returned to public work in just a 

year's time.'^"^ 

Some men were able to forgo textile work for farming without leaving the mil l  

village.  That  is ,  some men depended on the wages of  family members  to  preserve a  l ink 

to their previous life of farming. They would try to maintain ties to farming life by 

relying on their children's mill wages. For example, James Pharis's father exchanged his 

cash crop for truck farming after moving his family to the mill. Pharis at eight years old 

would give his father his twenty-five cents a day wage to help support the family. 

Similarly, Nannie Pharis's father returned to farming after he moved his family to the 

Ibid.. 8. 
Claude Thomas interview (H-181), 3,4, and 6. College educated Arthur Little grew up on a farm and 

farmed for himself for five years. After he became a mill owner, he still considered himself to "belong to 
the farming class. We're basically farmers."Arthur Little interview (H-132), 51. Farming seemed to be 
viewed as an inherent part of the male identity. 
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mill. Like her husband, James, Nannie remembered her father farming when she was 

working in the mill at nine years old for twenty-five cents a day.'^'^' 

Other men just could not tolerate the mill setting and permanently returned to 

farming. Ernest Hickman recounted that his father, after moving his family to Woodside 

mill. ".. .just studied and grieved about selling everything he had and coming down here. 

He couldn't work in no cotton mill, so he went back to the mountains." Hickman's father 

started in the card room as a sweeper. Hickman believed that his father was too 

frightened of the machinery to stay working in the mill. He recalled, "He got around that 

machinery and he never seen nothing like. And you know what a racket machinery 

makes. I think the machinery scared him too much to try to run ajob."'^^ Farming, 

especially for first generation farm to factory males, was not just a way of life. Farming 

constituted the southern masculine ideal, an ideal that was at the core of southern male 

identity. 

Sometimes millhands banded together to resist the daily pressures of mill work. 

To recover some degree of their lost independence, millhands joined unions in protest 

against unfair mill conditions. Although "low wages, long hours and child labor were the 

leading complaints," protest also was fueled by millhands' resentment at giving up the 

James and Nannie Pharis interview (H-39), 2-3.26. 
Ernest Hickum interview (H-251), 1,5. Before many discontented men found a balance between farm 

and factory or returned completely to farming, they would move their families from mill to mill seeking a 
place of belonging. Charles Murray stated that his father "... was just dissatisfied one place, and he just 
thought the grass was greener over there, you know. And, he moved." He was used to being outdoors. 
Eventually, Murray's father would strike a balance between farming and weaving. Charles Murray 
interview (H-34), 7, 5-6. Stella Garden's father moved from mill to mill working the same job. He moved 
to be where "he could have his garden and raise pigs and raise chickens, and things like that." Later in life, 
he permanently returned to fanning. Stella Carden interview (H-14), 4-5. 
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freedoms associated with working the land.^^® Unions helped to push for positive 

changes. At Claude Thomas' workplace, unions assisted in implementing improvements 

in sanitation, health insurance, and wages. In spite of this. Thomas, as did many 

millhands, did not support Ml heartedly unions.On the other hand, some millhands 

not only joined unions but also would initiate a strike in order to improve working 

conditions. 

Strikes could be dangerous forms of resistance in a region where unions were not 

at all welcomed. In the 1930s, at Chiquola Mill in Honea Path, Mack Duncan 

remembered, "The people had been trying to organize. People in the mill wanted more 

money, and the union offered them more money if they'd organized, said they'd get more 

money. The companies were making money, and they said the people weren't being paid 

enough." The mill was "about half and half," half union and half non-union. A strike was 

called. "They shut off one shift about half; it run about halftime. After the people struck, 

they began picketing the mill, and as we'd go to work they'd try to stop us and talk to us, 

keep us from going in." After several days of working just one shift, the mill was closed. 

"We couldn't even get to the plant because they'd called in some flying squadrons; they 

called in other strikers from other plant in some of the villages or towns close by [...] 

[T]hey had the mill surrounded with several hundred people [...] [T]hey was five or six 

people thick from the front to the back, all the way around the mill." A riot ensued 

Hall, 102. Bryant Simon claims that South Carolina millhands resisted child labor laws. Families 
needed the wages of their children to survive. Simon, 18. 

Claude Thomas interview (H-181), 11. 9-10. 



between the strikers, who had sticks and clubs, and the non-union people who had guns. 

» 1 'jn 
Seven people were killed. 

Ironically, as much as male workers disliked having a boss over them, the 

individualism that was the makeup of southern farming culture would manifest itself 

within the mill setting in support of the authority of mill management. If some men 

would assert their authority by striking, other men would refuse to join the strike. 

Antiunion workers believed no one should tell a boss how to operate his mill, how much 

to pay or whom to hire. Lee Workman, for example, believed management was best at 

deciding pay and promotions. Workers had the option to quit if they believed that they 

were being treated unfairly.'^' Similarly, Claude Thomas was a member of the 

Brotherhood of Mechanics, a labor organization. His shop was an organized shop, so he 

felt he had to join in order to have a job. Although Thomas agreed that he benefited from 

improvements made by organized labor, he still believed that "...no group of people has 

a right to force a company, a manufacturing plant, to operate his plant in the first place. 

179 
After all. it's their money, it's their business, and if they see fit to just fold up...." 

Unions were perceived as a threat to the ideal of ownership and control over one's 

livelihood. On the ideal farm no one told a man how and when to till the land. Millhands. 

to some degree, respected the mill owners' right to ownership and the privileges that 

came with it. Millhands took offense when strikers disregarded the rights of ownership. 

When a section of the weave room struck in Martin Lowe's mill, he refused to turn off 

Mack Duncan interview (H-242), 13.14,15,16. 
'^'Lee Workman interview (H-150), 34. Murphy Sigmon suggested that mill workers were against unions 
because they did not want to answer to another boss. He didn't feel he could abide by both the rules of the 
mill and the rule of the union. Murphy Sigmon interview (H-142), 32. 
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his machine in support of the strikers until the overseer asked him to do so. Lowe said, 

'"'Okay then, if you say so. I'll stop it, but nobody else ain't a-stopping it.'"'" Lowe 

seemed to believe that the strikers had not learned the type of individualism that he had 

learned on the farm. He recalled, "I learned to tend to my own business and let other 

people's alone. To many millhands, setting the guidelines for operating a mill was 

strictly the business of management. Workers were expected to concentrate on their own 

work and their own affairs. One should not interfere with another person's decisions 

whether that person is a co-worker or a bossman. Unions were perceived to be an outside 

authority coming in to tell locals what to do.'^^ 

As farm to factory males mourned the loss of independence and privacy that they 

had known on the farm and struggled to find ways in which to cope with that loss, 

women were embracing their newfound independence as wage earners. Men did realize 

the importance of a day's wage from the mill. Charles Murray stated that "Well, I liked 

'^Claude Thomas interview (H-181), 9-10. 
Martin Lowe interview (H-253), 18. 

™ Ibid., 30. Broadus Mitchell attributed this type of individualism to the social isolation of the farm. 
Mitchell, 39. Another source could have been religious attitudes. Ralph Simmons, who started working in 
furniture factories in 1915. appealed to religious conviction to support an employer's power. " I don't 
believe that anyone can show me between the leaves of the Bible where it gives you a right to force anyone 
to pay you more money. I am supposed to use my time for the best of their advantage, regardless of how 
they treat me or anything, what they pay, how much or how little." Ralph Simmons interview (H-145.1), 
21. 32. Whether the type of individualism that prohibited men from participating in unions originated in the 
social isolation of fanning or interpretations of the Bible, many mill workers did not think that the 
employer should be made to give them anything. Another reason Lowe took offense at having a co-worker 
demand that he turn off his machine was that he might have felt that he, metaphorically speaking, owned 
the machine. Or. Lowe may have believed that he and management shared ownership of the machine. 
Edna Hargett remembered that workers become very attached to their machines. In the weave room, she 
recounted, "Yes, their own set of looms they considered their own. They'd get used to that one set, and 
they'd just want to stay there. A lot of them said they'd go home before they'd go run another set of 
looms." Edna Hargett interview (H-163), 45,46. In the case of Lowe, he felt he was responsible to 
management for the machine he operated and the time he worked. 



farming the best, so far as work business. But 1 had a little more money when I went to 

1 nc 
the mi 11 work. Farming, you ju.st didn't know what money is." It was women, 

however, who seemed to truly appreciate the power of money. In general, wages gave 

workers more buying power and greater security. But, for women in particular, wages 

gave an independence that they had never known on the farm. 

Flake and Nellie Meyers interview (H-133), 55. Workers who respected this belief of "minding one's 
own business" did not support unions, unions who worked to end the paternalistic control mill owners had 
over the "business" of mill workers. 

Charles Murray interview (H-34), 13. 
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177 Section B: "...to have my own money" 

Depending on generation and gender, each member of a farming family 

experienced the transition to the mill in a different way. While men were adjusting to a 

loss of independence and challenges to their authority, women were embracing a more 

liberating world of public work. They were experiencing more social and economic 

freedoms than they had on the farm. As on the farm, women still performed a triple duty 

of work. They combined public work, housework and childcare on a daily basis. But, 

now, they made a wage, socialized with numerous co-workers, and had their own jobs of 

which to be proud. As wage earners working in the public sphere, women shed the 

isolationism of the farm and gained respect and authority within their families and 

community. 

Earning a public wage upset the boundaries that had defined masculinity on the 

farm. And in so doing, women's role within the realm of public work challenged 

emerging definitions of masculinity in the mill setting: men as breadwinners. Although 

women workers were welcomed and courted by mill officials, and most families needed 

women as well as children to work, the cultural expectation that a woman's place was in 

the home lingered from the farm. However, in the mill, unlike on the farm, isolated 

surroundings and silence could not be used to create an illusion of fulfilling the cultural 

expectation of separate spheres. The public reality of women wage earners left little room 

for illusions. This section will explore how the communal setting of the mill and the role 

of wage earner affected women's position within the family and constructions of 

Eva Hopkins interview (H-167), 17. 
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masculinity. Within this exploration, it also will examine the everyday lives of mill 

women, in particular, the hardships and the benefits that they experienced in participating 

in public work. 

Like men, women entered mi 11 work out of necessity. But, unlike men, their days 

did not begin and end with the mill whistle. Women continued the triple shift that they 

knew so well on the farm. They were responsible for a mill job, their children's welfare, 

and household duties. Edna Hargett explained her daily routine. 

It was a job.[...] I'd get up at five o'clock in the mornings, because you had to be 
at work at six. [... ] I'd make up the dough and have biscuits for them [my 
children], so whenever they got up they'd put it in the oil stove oven and cook 
them. [...] ... [W]e'd come home and do a washing and had to wash on a board 
outdoors and boil your clothes and made your own lye soap. [...] It was just a day 
of drudgery, but it had to be done.'^** 

Women faced the physical drain of combining public work with domestic responsibilities 

on a day-to-day basis. Some women took a positive outlook at their daily lives while 

others mostly felt overwhelmed by the tremendous burden. Nannie Pharis recounted that 

after a day's work in the mill".. .I'd cook supper and do the washing and bring in the 

coal to put in the stove. I worked hard but I enjoyed every minute of it."'^^ Conversely, 

Junie Aaron related, "I wouldn't have minded keeping house, but [it's] kind of hard when 

you've got two jobs to hold down. You work so hard and get so tired, and then have to 

come home and do your work at home, too."'**" 

Female millhands usually had difficulty in balancing a triple shift. Lack of power 

in deciding the size of their families contributed to this difficulty. The act of childbirth 

™ Edna Hargett interview (H-163), 21.22. 
Nannie and James Pharis interview (H-39), 55. 



was met with conflicting feelings. Mill mothers loved their children, but, like farm 

mothers, they longed for a way to control their own reproduction and therefore to lessen 

the burden of family responsibilities. For instance. Carrie Lee Gerringer would have liked 

to limit the size of her family. She claimed that during her reproductive years she knew 

nothing of birth control. She recalled, "If I had. I probably would have used it myself. 

Not that I don't love my children, but just so many, and I think it's better to have one or 

1 Q1 

two that you can keep going and do the best you can by them, than have so many." 

Gerringer illustrates the conflicting feelings between a mother's love for her children and 

the desire to be able to control her own reproduction. A large family, whether on the farm 

or in the mill, meant more mouths to feed, which restricted one's life choices. Eva 

Hopkins accepted the predicament of female reproduction: "My husband and I got 

married, and we started having children, and you just have to go on from there. You're 

just more or less trapped in the job you're in because when you have children, you can't 

quit and go look for something else.'''^^ 

The burden of so many children may have affected women's response to 

mill work. Gerringer preferred mill work to housework. However, she said, " I've 

thought about it lots of times, if 1 hadn't had no children, 1 wonder if I'd have wanted to 

work."'^^ For some women, the lack of control over their reproduction meant that an 

unexpected fertility problem could be viewed as a positive life circumstance. Mareda 

Cobb could have had an operation to enable her to have children, but she chose not to 

Junie Aaron interview (H-106), 29, 214. 
Carrie Lee Gerringer interview (H-77), 22. 
Eva Hopkins interview (H-167), 11. 
Carrie Lee Gerringer interview (H-77), 21. 
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after witnessing the inability of women to control their fertility. Her friend had six 

children, and Cobb did not want to risk having that many children. However, Cobb's 

decision was not made without some mixed feelings. She expressed that, "Of course, I 

wouldn't have minded if I had one. I thought well, if I was supposed to I would have. If I 

ain't, I ain't... 

Women coped with the burden of a triple shift by finding functional ways to 

manage the domestic sphere. In making arrangements for childcare, some female 

millhands combined work and child minding on the job while others were able to find a 

child minder outside of the mill. Like Eva Hopkins' grandmother who put her baby under 

a shade tree while she worked in the fields, sometimes female millhands cared for their 

babies while simultaneously working their jobs. Jessie Carter remembered that mills were 

so desperate for workers that one of her neighbors had to nurse her baby at the mill: 

"... [H]er name was Miss Lamb, and she had a nursing baby, and she worked. She'd take 

that baby in her roping boxes and she'd take a quilt and she'd lay him in that roping box 

and she'd work, 'cause they didn't have any help." Other nursing women found child 

minders near the mill. Mabel Summers worked and breastfed her first child at a child 

minder's house one block from the mill: 

We'd get up about five in the morning and bathe her and dress ourselves and fix 
our breakfast and carry her for a mile, wrapped up, and taken her to this lady, and 
she was breastfed and I would to go to work. I'd go to work at seven, come home 
at nine, twelve, three, and six. We worked ten hours a day and five hours on 
Saturday. 

'*" Mareda Cobb interview (H-115), 55. See also Edna Hargett interview (H-163), 18.19. 
Jessie Lee Carter interview (H-237), 18. Eva Hopkins interview (H-167), 4. 
Mabel Summers interview (H-146), 6. See also Mary Thompson interview (H-182), 17. 
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White women also eased the burden of a triple shift by relying on relatives or by 

hiring black women to help with childcare and domestic chores. When her four children 

were very young, Junie Aaron pieced together a family patchwork of childcare providers. 

At different times, depending on where she was living, her aunt, mother and cousins 

cared for her children while she worked.'^' Other women relied on black domestic help. 

They hired black women from outside the mill village to care for their children, to wash 

their clothes, and to help cook some of their meals. When Ila Dobson went back to 

work when her children were young, she hired Mary, "a good colored woman to come 

and stay with the children."" She would work for the Dobsons all day six days a week. 

Dobson recounted that Mary would "stay till I'd get home, and then after we'd eat our 

evening meal, then she'd wash up the dishes and take off home. That was a common 

thing then. Lots of people had colored people working for them... Although black 

women intimately worked on a day-to-day basis with white families, whites rarely knew 

about the private lives of their helpers. Dobson knew nothing about Mary. She didn't 

know if she was married, had children, or what her husband did.''^ Black women were 

the behind-the-scenes assistants who enabled many white women to define themselves as 

wage earners. 

Not all women in farm to factory families worked in the mill. Many mothers of 

first generation farm to factory women were denied the opportunity to be wage earners. 

Junie Araon interview (H-106), 29. Occasionally husband and wife shared childcare responsibilities by 
working different shifts. See Paul and Pauline Griffith interview (H-247), 51. Carrie Garringer interview 
(1-1-77), 20,21. 

Flossie Durham interview (H-66). 27; Emma Whitesell interview (H-57), 21; Mabel and Pete Summer 
interview (H-146), 7; Edna Hargett interview (H-163), 18. 

Ila Dobson interview (H-241), 20-21. 
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When families first moved to the mill, many husbands, such as Stella Garden's father, 

forbade their wives from working. Stella's mother was forced to quit mill work to stay 

home with the children. Stella remembered her father "made her [mother] stay home and 

take care of the family. He told her one time she got her a job and went to work, 'Now I 

want to tell you something. You're going to quit and stay home and look after the 

children, or I'll quit. There's one of us going to be here with them."'*^' The cultural 

expectation was that women's work was in the domestic sphere, particularly, the 

reproduction and childcare area. Moreover, the notion of public wage earners as wives 

and mothers challenged men's attempt to claim for themselves the role of breadwinners. 

For men to claim that role successfully, they would have to manage somehow to be able 

to keep their wives at home. And, women would have to acquiesce. 

Several of the next generation of female workers passively followed their parents' 

tradi t ion of  maintaining separate  spheres  while  others  protested.  After  working in  the mil l  

most of her childhood, Jessie Carter adhered to her father's philosophy "that it wasn't a 

woman's place to work in the mill that had family. She's supposed to be home. And 

that's the way my husband felt. He didn't want me to work, so I didn't work." However, 

she had thoroughly enjoyed her working life. Regarding her spinning job, she said, "I'd 

rather work than eat when 1 was hungry." She returned to the mill after her youngest 

child turned eleven years old.'^^ In contrast, Stella Carden protested having to stay at 

home. Although her husband believed that her "place was at home taking care of the 

Ibid. 
Stella Carden interview (H-14), 2. See also Icy Norman interview (H-36). 7. 
Jessie Lee Carter interview (H-237), 24. 6. 
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children," she "begged " and "pleaded" to go back to work when her two children were 

five and eight years old. Eventually, her husband gave in and she was allowed to go to 

work to help bring their family above subsistence level. She recounted, "If 1 worked, we 

could go to the show and we could go to town. But with just him working, no more than 

he was making, he done well to pay the house rent and keep us in food."'^^ 

Women's adherence to their husbands' demands to stay out of the work force 

aided men in attempting to define public work as men's work. Even when the successful 

choice was for their wives to work to increase the family's financial stability, some men 

still took issue with the idea of their wives working. When a woman worked, as Sonya 

Rose describes in her study of gender in late nineteenth century English factories, "it 

reflected badly on her husband's status as provider."'*^ In some cases, the wives' 

earnings were not threatening to the male head of household and therefore seen as 

unnecessary. Mareda Sigmon Cobb's and Carrie Sigmon Yelton's mother worked for 

three months after six of her nine children were teenagers or older. She went to work to 

assist her pregnant daughter-in-law's family. She enjoyed her time at Ivey Weavers, but 

she quit when her children continued to make fun of her. Mareda said, "We laughed at 

her so much, she quit. We just couldn't get in our heads about her working." The Sigmon 

sisters believed that their father did not mind if their mother worked, since he knew that 

the family could make it on his pay.'*^^ The mother as a superfluous wage earner did not 

threaten the father's identity as provider and allowed for her children's teasing. This 

Stella Garden interview (H-14), 18-19. 
Rose, 99. It is highly possible that ferm to factory workers were influenced by the middle-class 

ideology of domesticity. 
Mareda Cobb and Carrie Yelton interview (H-115), 4, 5. 



passage also illustrates that women as well as men held the view that women's financial 

contribution to the family, whether or not such a view was grounded in reality, was 

secondary to men's contribution. Yet, although the Sigmon sisters' teasing suggests that 

they believed their mother's place was in the home, they themselves worked during their 

marriages. Yelton, who had five children, recalled, "1 had to work and wanted to work 

[...] [W]hen I was out a couple weeks [staying at home] I was ready to go back." 

Wives who didn't work in the mill contributed to their family's survival in other 

ways. They were the fulltime childcare providers for the children, the fulltime domestic 

help, the household managers and the mediators between the past and the present. Mary 

Harrington was taught that married women should be fulltime housewives, which to her 

was a fulltime job. She said, "I've always been one to keep the house up. Any extra 

thing, I've always done it. I've always done all the painting. I do the yard. I keep the 

107 
car. That way. I have a full-time job, and I could save money by the things I've done." 

Mary Thompson's mother disciplined seven children and raised the family's meat, 

vegetables, milk and butter. She sold buttermilk to bring in cash. She also managed the 

family's finances. Thompson's father, who was a boss at Poe mill, had the "live for today 

and let tomorrow take care of itself attitude. According to Thompson, "...He never did 

fuss at [mother] about the way she managed money, because he knowed she was a better 

108 
manager than he was." Thompson's mother's financial acumen allowed for 

Thompson's father to keep an automobile. 

Ibid., 25,27. 
Mary Harrington Interview (H-25), 22. 
Mary Thompson interview (H-182), 10,11. 
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Granting wives the responsibility for "toting the pocketbook" may have been the 

exception among mill families, however the rural domestic ways employed by women 

were common strategies used to aid in their family's survival. For instance, Jessie 

Carter's mother raised hogs for meat and a cow for milk. Her mother canned items from 

the family's garden.Pauline Griffith's mother tended to the children, home, garden, 

pigs and cows.'"^' Mill owners provided pastures and stalls for the animals of mill 

workers coming off the farm. Both the mill owners' accommodation for the rural 

heritage of mill workers and women's domestic farm skills eased many families 

transition from farm to factory and helped to maintain ties to their family's farming past. 

But more importantly, it sustained a connection to the masculine ideal of self-sufficiency 

that farm to factory men had to abandon. Men, as farmers, were used to relying on the 

products of their own labor and the labor of their families. Although the move to the mill 

village was seen as securing a promise of a better future, the move was also perceived as 

forsaking the ideals of the past. Farm to factory families retained some connection to the 

dignity of farming through self-sufficient practices of women in the mill village. Ernest 

Hickum remembered the shame his father felt at not relying on farm-learned traditions to 

sustain his family. Hickum's family brought "canned stuff and meat" from their 110 acre 

farm when they moved to the mill. Hickum recalled, .when all that was gone we had to 

start going to the store and living out of a tin can. That's what hurt. My daddy didn't 

like that." 

Jessie Lee Carter interview (H-237), 5. 
Paul and Pauline Griffith interview (H-247), 11-12. 
Ernest Hickum interview (H-251), 4. 
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Female millhands, like their male counterparts, also experienced dreadful mill 

conditions, unfair treatment, and paternalistic attitudes of mill officials. However, 

women, at times, were disadvantaged in a way that men were not. Although now wage 

earners, women still lived in a world ruled by men. Women were not afforded the same 

job opportunities or the same mill village rights as men. On the job, women and men 

were limited to sex-typed jobs. However, in contrast to men, women were given no 

opportunity for advancement. Men could work their way up the job ladder. Mack 

Duncan explained his climb: "You went in on a basic job, say a sweeper or a loom 

machine cleaner, and on your own time you learned another skill. 1 learned to weave 

'yo'j  
while I was cleaning looms...Then he learned to fix looms whi le  weaving .  For  men,  

moving up the job ladder meant a higher wage and a greater social status. By forbidding 

women access to job mobility, men's wages and status were protected from competition 

with women. The title of breadwinner, as a masculine assertion, in theory, could be 

better defended. Limiting women to lower paying and lower status jobs, helped to 

enhance the cultural perception that women's financial contribution to the family was 

secondary to that of men's, and therefore, bolstered men's claim to breadwinner. 

Women were denied job mobility, but they still possessed the status of wage 

earner. Unfortunately for women, the status as wage earner did not guarantee them the 

same community rights as men. Again, women were discriminated against due to their 

sex. Edna Hargett worked in the same factory as her husband, but did not receive the 

same privileges as her husband, for example, the privilege to rent a house: 

Mack Duncan interview (H-242), 58. 
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He was bad to quit his job and didn't like to work... He was just hot-tempered 
and didn't like it when they wanted to take him off his job and put him on another 
job... When he'd get mad he'd go off down to Union County to see his people, 
and 1 wouldn't know he was quitting till the bossmen would come out to the 
house hunting him.., When he'd stayed down there a week or two, he'd come 
back. Well. I had to move to Piedmont Court. Then when he came back, they'd 
let us have another house, move back down there.... So, they wouldn't let a 
woman hold a house then, and you had to move. 

Regardless of her job standing, Hargett's basic need for shelter was tied to her husband's 

job status. Women were still seen as dependent beings. Tying a family's livelihood to the 

male head of household's job further preserved men's claim on wage work as men's 

work and the breadwinner role as the masculine ideal. 

In addition to discrepancies in the treatment of men and women on the job and in 

the mill village, women noticed differences in treatment in other areas of their lives. 

When Mary Thompson separated from her husband, she was labeled as a "grass 

OdA 
widow." Thompson described that being labeled a "grass widow.. .that kind of branded 

the woman.. .they didn't call a man that. They were just single after they had separated, 

but a woman was branded a grass widow."^®' Not only did women have to abide by a 

double standard on the job and in housing opportunities, but they also had to endure the 

restrictions that such a standard placed upon their personal lives. 

Edna Hargelt interview (H-163), 57.58. 
^ According to The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, A grass widow is "1. A 
woman who is divorced or separated from her husband. 2. A woman whose husband is temporarily absent. 
3. An abandoned mistress. 4. The mother of a child bom out of wedlock. Grass probably refers to a bed of 
grass or hay as opposed to a real bed. This association would help explain the earliest recorded sense of the 
word (1528), 'an unmarried woman who has lived with one or more men.' as well as the related semes 'an 
abandoned mistress' and 'the mother of an illegitimate child.' Later on, after the sense of grass had been 
obscured, people may have interpreted grass as equivalent to the figurative use of pasture, as in out to 
pasture. Hence grass widow could have developed the senses 'a divorced or separated wife' or 'a wife 
whose husband is temporarily absent.'" The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 
Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 2000, New York; Bartleby.com, 2000. 

Mary Thompson interview (H-182), 22. 
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Most women's livelihoods were directly connected to their relationships to the 

men in their lives. The status of wage earner did not guarantee that women could alter or 

escape from these relationships. Women's relationships with men, particularly husbands, 

sometimes were a source of personal restrictions, conflict, and ill treatment. The quality 

of their home life was directly affected by the behavior and mood of their husbands. 

Mrytle Gentry's mother-in-law worked as a spinner to support her family and a husband 

who would not work. Gentry believed her father-in-law preferred to pass the day sitting 

around and talking. Gentry remembered that her mother-in-law ".. .worked the second 

shift and bought and paid for" her own house. Although her husband refused to work and 

even to "mind their children while she worked...she had to come in and turn over her 

paycheck to him." When she took her pay envelope to the store and bought her sons 

some clothes, her husband became so furious that for her own safety she had to leave her 

home. Mrytle Gentry recalled that her father-in-law could be abusive.^^^ 

A husband's alcohol abuse could leave a horrible mark on a wife's memory. For, 

Mozelle Riddle, her husband's mistreatment of alcohol tainted her life at Bynum mill. 

Randolph, her husband, "wasn't worth much. He couldn't hold a job a job no time, he'd 

work a little while, and he'd get on the bottle, and he wouldn't work.. .It was rough... I 

have seen a time when I wished I'd a-never come to Bynum when my life would be so 

miserable and Randolph drink so bad and all." Alcohol, according to James Pharis, 

. .was floating free as water, you could get it most anywhere." And, at payday, it was 

Mrytle Gentry interview (H-246), 15, 16, 17. 
^ Mozelle Riddle interview (H-96.2), 27, 17. 
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common practice for men to get drunk. "Especially on pay day night on the second 

900 
shift. They get as drunk as, they didn't know what they was doing." In some cases, 

drinking led to fighting. Lewis Durham remembered that come payday the "...dam 

fools'd mix up white lightening and beer together and go crazy and fight all the time." He 

recalled having to take several men to the doctor after a violent altercation between 

drunken relatives."'^' Many wives had a compassionate understanding about their 

husbands' abuse of alcohol. Wives attributed alcohol abuse to their husbands' inability to 

cope with the stress of work and family. Although wives may have sympathized with 

their husbands' use of such a destructive coping mechanism, wives did not excuse the 

spousal mistreatment, economic hardship, and community humiliation that they suffered 

as a consequence of their husbands' alcohol abuse.'" 

In addition to husbands, mill owners also had direct control over women's 

livelihoods. The paternalistic practices of mill owners affected all mill family members. 

One such practice was "welfare work." It was a paternalistic method employed by mill 

owners to control the lives of millhands. In exchange for loyalty and in order to decrease 

worker absenteeism and worker job dissatisfaction and to increase worker dependence on 

the mill, mill owners implemented recreational and educational programs for the benefit 

James Pharis interview ( H-39), 51. Icy Norman interview (H-36), 1. 
Icy Norman interview (H-36), 1. 
Lewis Durham interview (H-68), 39. 
Some wives attributed the husband's drinking problem to a character flaw, while others attributed it to 

the situation. See Hall, 165-168. Other ways in which women's livelihoods were connected to male heads 
of households: Before Eula Durham's dad got sick, they would move a lot. "They moved from place to 
place. Every pasture was greener. They'd go there because they'd make more money." Eula Durham 
interview (H-64), 5. While families did move a lot in search of a better living, many times women and 
children moved from mill village to mill village in order that the male head of household could find 
contentment. 



of both male and female millhands?*^ But it was women, in particular, who were 

subjected to most of the manipulative, but well-meaning, welfare programs. Welfare 

work focused on the domestic and personal side of a working family's life. That is, the 

focus fell mainly within women's domain of home, children and family. In particular, 

home economics classes were offered to female millhands. Edna Hargett remembered 

enjoying her home economy classes where she learned "to cook and to make clothing and 

little crafts." Hargett felt the intended purpose of the classes was "to teach us women, I 

think, to be more self-sufficient, because we had to work in the mill and then do our 

home work, too."^'"^ These classes simultaneously challenged and reinforced cultural 

expectations of men's and women's positions within the family. 

Necessity usually dictated that poor white families engage both male and female 

relatives in wage work. But, this arrangement was not without conflict. As suggested in 

previous paragraphs, cultural expectations about men's and women's sexual division of 

labor (man as breadwinner and woman as homemaker) within the family produced a 

latent struggle between reality and expectation. Welfare programs in the mill villages 

that supported women's status as wage earner represented a challenge to ideals of 

masculinity. That is, helping women to be more self-sufficient in order to maintain their 

jobs challenged men's claim on the role of breadwinner. At the same time that home 

economy classes contested the masculine claim to breadwinner, they also helped women 

Hall, 132-139. 
Welfare programs centered on creating a stable mill environment in which "workers were encouraged to 

view their houses as homes rather than items in a company inventory." Ibid, 133, 131. Focusing on the 
home and home life fell in women's domain. "Sewing clubs, flower shows, and organized recreation" were 
some of the activities offered to millhands. Ibid., 133. 

Edna Hargett interview (H-163). 29. 



91 

to realize the cultural expectation of womanliness, thereby reinforcing the cultural 

expectation of female domesticity. Mill work was seen as antithetical to Victorian 

notions of femininity that were circulating at the time. A journalist from an 1883 

Southern newspaper, declared "a mill worker learned nothing of the 'duties and work of a 

-A I ̂ 
womanly life—the life which nature and the laws of our civilization intended.'" The 

necessity to perform mill work conflicted with the cultural expectations that a married 

woman's place is in the home, an expectation that most millhands were unable to meet. 

Home economics classes helped women to keep one foot in the work place and the other 

foot in the domestic sphere. They attempted to forge the gap between reality and 

expectation. 

Women may have faced different forms of struggle within their work lives than 

men; but, similar to men. women employed both individual and collective forms of 

resistance. Women exercised their individual autonomy through quitting or tampering 

with machinery. Junie Aaron remembered that some women "would kind of get upset and 

walk out once in a while... Some of the times they didn't get along on their job or didn't 

get along with their bossman... Sometimes they'd walk out... They'd just go somewhere 

91 
else and get them a job, or get over it and come back." Glenn Hollar remembered 

frustrated female millhands pulling the switch to turn off the electricity that ran the 

Janiewki, "Southern Honor, Southern Dishonor," op. cit., 83. For information regarding the conflict 
between wage work and domesticity for women in Victorian England see Rose. Chapter 4. 
'"'Junie Aaron interview (H-106), 22,23. See also Alice Hardin interview (H-248), 12, 13; Mareda Cobb 

interview (H-115), 81, 82. 
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machines. At other times, women banded together with other disgruntled employees to 

use a more cohesive method of resistance. Eva Hopkins' mother joined the union; 

She thought that [the mill owners) weren't fair, they didn't pay enough.. .They 
wouldn't let you raise the window, and it was so hot. That's why we call them 
sweat factories, sweat shops. They wouldn't let you raise the windows, it was so 
hot, they didn't pay you enough. They'd make you what they call stretch out, put 
you on more work to do for the same amount of money, and that sort of thing. 

Like men, women disagreed among themselves about unions. Some women 

believed unions restricted their autonomy. Mabel Summers didn't want to work with 

unions: "Because 1 wanted to be my own person. If I wanted to quit, all right. If I 

wanted to go somewhere else to work, I wanted to, and I didn't want no man over me to 

tell me that I would not work.""'*^ Mabel Summers' words "I didn't want no man over 

me..." reflected many men's and women's core belief in how one should live his or her 

life: in a self-governing manner. However, as shown throughout this paper, neither men 

nor women lived independent lives. Their lived realities were shaped by tensions 

between what necessity dictated and cultural perceptions of independence, femininity and 

masculinity. 

Female millhands received more than just the hardships from public work; they 

also received some benefits. Mill work provided women with a public wage, a network 

of friends and a job in which they could be openly proud. Millwork gave them 

something of their own, money. Eva Hopkins remembered that she "...wanted to go to 

™ Glenn Hollar interview (H-128), 38. 
Eva Hopkins interview (H-167),31. 

'''' Mabel Summers interview (H-146), 8. 



work, to have my own money. And, money gave mill women a fmancial freedom 

that farm women did not know. Earning a wage offered women a way to contribute to 

their family's material well-being with or without a male head of household.^"' Unlike on 

the farm. . .working women.. .could and often did survive without men."^^^ With her 

earnings, Hopkins bought her own clothes, which helped her mother. As a single parent, 

Hopkins' mother worked six twelve-hour days a week to feed her family. Hopkins 

recognized the difficulties her mother had as a single parent: "She really had a hard life 

because she had nobody to help her." Her mother, who had worked in the mills since she 

was a child, "...had to keep up the house. Nobody working but her, she had to keep up 

the house. I never knew my mother not to have some money, she was never broke." 

Although Hopkins' mother had a hard life in the mill, at least she was able to provide for 

her family in the absence of a male head of household. Likewise, Gladys Harris, a hosiery 

mill worker, was the sole contributor to her family's well-being after her husband 

suffered a serious head injury that prevented him from working. She recounted, "I went 

to work, and I paid for two homes. 1 paid for this home, every dollar by myself.. 

^ Eva Hopkins interview (H-167), 17.1 la Dobson's parents were against her going to work so young, but 
she "wanted to have my [her] own money." Ila Dobson interview (H241), 10. 

"She could contribute her wages and her knowledge to family decisions and she might claim some 
measure of influence over the allocation of family resources since her wages were part of those resources." 
Louise A. Tilly and Joan W. Scott, Women, Work and Family (New York; Routledge 1978), 141. 

Mary Fredrickson, '"Sassing Fate'; Women Workers in the Twentieth Century South" in Taking off the 
White Gloves: Southern Women and Women Historians, eds. Michele Gillespie and Catherine Clinton 
(Columbia and London; University of Missouri Press, 1998), 17. 

Eva Hopkins interview (H-167), 17, 9. Eva's father was sick and in a sanatorium most of the time. For 
Carrie Yelton, a wage enabled her to support her two children without a husband. Carrie Yelton interview 
(H-l 15), 53. Gladys Hollar paid her own room and board, and then she gave part of her mill wages to her 
mother to help with running the family farm. Her mother was a widow. Gladys Hollar interview (H-l28), 
10. 

Gladys Harris interview (H-124),l. 



94 

Sometimes women chose to leave a spouse. Although wages may have made such 

an option possible, it did not come without a cost. Mary Thompson, as a single parent, 

worked in eleven different mills in six years. Her job as pattern drawer required her to 

seek a new mill after "the looms filled with the patterns." After numerous marital 

separations, she and her husband separated for good when her daughter was two years 

old. Even though she had a child to support, she had the freedom to move from job to job. 

Thompson recalled, "I had a little girl, but she stayed at my mother's most of the time. 

Sometime I'd take her with me. And so 1 was free to go, and 1 could make more money 

like that, and I had a child to support.Whether they were single mothers, wives, or 

daughters, women continually sacrificed their own money to help their families. In the 

case of Nellie Meyers, she never had any money to go out with her friends. She gave all 

of her wages to her father, which at the end of his life was used to bury him.'^^* 

The promise of a wage was a powerful motivator. Young women exercised their 

autonomy and tested familial bonds for the chance to make money. In the case of Ila 

Dobson. she chose to defy her parents. Dobson went to work when she was fourteen 

against her parents' wishes. They wanted her to continue with school, but she 

desperately wanted to earn a wage; "I wanted to make my own money. I had done had 

two sisters go to work, and I seen how they was having money, and I couldn't stand it no 

longer. But I've never regretted it.. .1 helped put [my] two children through school and 

then helped them get married.For other women, necessity forced them to choose a 

Mary Thompson interview (H-182). 21, 1, 2, 22. 
Nellie Meyers interview (H-,133), 41. 
Ila Dobson interview (11-241), 10. 
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wage over an education. Edna Hargett had to quit her stenographic course to go to work 

in the mill in order to help her family: "I had to work to help because the wages were so 

cheap then."^^^ Although an education may have led to more varied and successful 

choices in the future, a wage was the answer to survival in the present. 

Millhands sometimes had mixed feelings about their limited choices. Evelyn 

Harvell remembered that she quit school in the eighth grade because "I wanted to go to 

work. I think when you were back then at that age, you wanted to ...I wish 1 had went on 

through [school]. So 1 went to work, and 1 went down here and learned to weave, and 1 

just loved it."^^® Mary Thompson also regretted her decision to leave school for work: 

"The biggest thing I ever done, that I regretted mostly, was quitting school when I did, 

not finishing school, which I could have done."^"^*^ Regardless of one's reasons for or 

feelings about engaging in paid work, a wage most always provided greater material 

comforts for women than they had known on the farm. For Eula Durham, like many 

others who sacrificed school for a wage during their teenage years, money provided 

additional material comforts: 

All I had to do, I had to work. Cause there was twelve of us.. .1 didn't know what 
a new dress was, not a pair of shoes till I got old enough to go to work.. .When I 
went to work, my daddy give me twenty-five cents payday out of my check. 
Well, they didn't pay off in checks then, they paid in money. And he'd give me 
twenty-five cents and I thought I was rich.... When I'd get my quarter on Saturday 
morning I'd run up [to a store] and I'd get me some Oh Boy chewing gum and 
some Mary Janes, and then he had a three cent copper—a drink that tasted almost 
like a Dr. Pepper.. .And boy, I thought that was the best pay, I'd eat it.^^' 

Edna Hargett interview (H-163), 3. 
Evelyn Harvell interview (H-250), 10. 

Mary Thompson interview (H-182), 7. 
Eula Durham interview (H-64), 31-32. 
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Women gained more than just a wage and material comforts by working in the 

mills, they gained a community of friends. When personal relationships were difficult and 

work was exhausting, women looked to other women for assistance. As historian Mary 

Fredrickson states, "[T]hrough their tie to the outside world of public work women 

established contacts and networks that supported and often transcended the limited sphere 

of family and kin."'^" Within the open mill setting, proximity and shared experiences 

bound co-workers together. Carrie Yelton liked working with her female friends: "We 

could just have a better time, and we could just say what we want to. Crack jokes 

sometimes and all..." She and her co-workers would give each other birthday parties 

during their breaks at work.^^^ Nell Sigmon loved sewing and being with her friends at 

work: "We'd just talk and laugh with the friends."*^^ Junie Aaron and Gladys Hollar 

preferred the mill to farm life. Aaron declared that the best thing she liked about public 

work was being with people: "And, of course, I had a little income, where you didn't 

have much on the farm."'"^^ On the farm, Gladys Hollar felt isolated and penniless: "On 

the farm you didn't get to be with other people much. I never did have any money: that 

was the main thing. I never did have any money to carry or handle, no money to buy 

anything with or anything. And when I got [to the mill], I had a little paycheck each 

week, and that was thrilling." Eva Hopkins commiserated with her co-workers: "We 

talked about how bad we hated to work, and how tired we were, and how little bit we 

were getting paid, and we wished we were somewhere else, doing something else. There 

Fredrickson. 17. 
Carrie Yelton and Mareda Cobb interview (H-115), 35, 36. 
Nell Sigmon interview (H-143), 26. 
Junie Aaron interview (H-106), 20. 
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were a few younger girls that worked up there, and we would talk about our dates, and 

the parties we went to."^"" In the communal mill village, workers established a network 

of reciprocity. Eula Durham remembered her mill village as "just like a big family. 

When one of them would get in a hole or something, all the rest of them if they weren't in 

a hole they'd bunch in together and help them get out, catch up."^^® Bonds of friendship 

were sources of physical, mental and financial support. They were buffers against the 

grind of a long exhausting workday. 

In addition to appreciating a wage and female friendship, scores of women 

enjoyed and took pride in their work. Icy Norman enjoyed growing up on a farm, and she 

enjoyed millwork: "I enjoyed my work. I took pride in my work." She made 

"suggestions" to management to improve mill operations. She helped to solve problems 

on the job. For example, as a weaver, she figured out how to save matted yam from 

being wasted.^^^ Edna Hargett found her work enjoyable: "I liked because it was just 

something I was used to and something that brought pleasure to me. See, I took a bad 

place of cloth and fixed it up to where it was perfect; why, that was a good feeling for me 

to know that 1 done my job right."'"''' Mary Thompson found her work of drawing in 

interesting and enjoyable. 

I enjoyed it more than anything I've done. I tell you, lots of people would 
complain about the work, but honest to goodness, I'd rather draw in than eat when 
1 was hungry. I never got tired of drawing in. And it kept your mind occupied all 
the time, because if you didn't keep your mind on it you'd make a mistake. Every 

Gladys Hollar interview (H-128), 16. 
Eva Hopkins interview (H-167), 15. 
Eula Durham interview (H-68), 6. 
Icy Norman interview (H-36). 56, 49,50.51. She thought she was rich when at thirteen she started 

making five dollars and fifty cents a week. 24. 
Edna Hargett interview (H-163), 34. See also Paul and Pauline Griffith interview (H-427), 20. 
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thread had to be counted. And you knew just when to drop off and start another 
pattern and all, and it was interesting to me. 

A public wage and a communal mill setting were the main features of mill work 

that allowed women to have increased freedoms, more choices, material comforts, 

friends, and self-esteem. But, more importantly, these features gave women public 

recognition for their work. On the farm, women were denied recognition for the 

fieldwork they performed. The tangible return for their efforts was attributed to men. 

Therefore, men's and women's silence regarding women's fieldwork could go unbroken. 

And, the illusion that self-sustaining fieldwork or cash producing fieldwork was the sole 

work of men could be preserved. However, in the mill, a wage was presented in a pay 

envelope on a weekly basis from employer to female employee. Wages were the material 

evidence that women performed cash producing work and that such cash producing work 

was not the sole work of men. 

Furthermore, the communal setting of the mill offered an open environment for 

women to discuss their work among co-workers and to declare their pride in a job well 

done. Where a wage was the tangible proof of women's participation in work that was 

perceived to be mainly a masculine pursuit, the communal setting of the mill was the 

exposed backdrop for the world to witness women's participation in such work. Women 

were no longer invisible workers on an isolated farm; they were made visible by the 

characteristics of public work: a public wage and a communal mill setting. 

Mary and Carl Thompson interview (H-182), 32. See also, Jessie Carter interview (H-237), 6. Drawing 
in means that one repeatedly draws a pattern or design on cloth. 
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PART V: CONCLUSION 

As shown throughout this thesis, men and women experienced farm life and mill 

life in different ways, but without a doubt, their livelihoods were tightly intertwined with 

one another. By examining these lives within a material context and a gender analytical 

framework, I have shown that the ideal of independence was a particularly masculine 

construct, a construct that depended upon the support of both men and women. Although 

the dichotomy between masculinity and femininity was reflected in legal and cultural 

norms, in reality it was essentially illusory. 

The work of historians Stephanie McCurry, Dolores Janiewski, and Sonya Rose 

help to illuminate my analysis of the Carolina Piedmont farm to factory transition, 

specifically, with regard to understanding the illusory nature of the gendered dichotomy 

of masculine independence and feminine dependence. For example. Rose claims that in 

her work 

Women were not legally independent persons, and images of dependency as a 
character trait as well as in law coexisted uneasily with the realities of working-
class women's lives as they struggled to provide a livelihood for themselves and 
their families Ironically, working-class men were considered legally independent 
individuals, but they were dependent not only on their employers, to secure a 
livelihood, but often on their wives and children, their legal dependents, who 
contributed economically as well as in other ways to household survival. 

Women of the Carolina Piedmont were also seen as culturally and legally dependent, yet 

independence for white farmers and male mill workers relied on the cash-producing labor 

and domestic skills of their dependents, women and children. Although society assigned 

women to the position of dependent beings and expected them to adhere to the ideal of 

Rose, 15. 
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separate spheres, reality required that they partake in masculine ideal of independence. 

As in Rose's study, prescribed notions of womanhood for Piedmont women conflicted 

with the reality of their everyday lives. 

In my research, the conflict between perception and reality produced different 

results for the stability of the ideal of masculine independence, depending upon economic 

and social context. On the isolated farm, blurring the gendered dichotomy between 

independence and dependence both upset and aided in sustaining the dichotomy. That is, 

necessity required women to cross the gendered line of work, which countered the 

division between masculine independence and feminine dependence. However, when 

they crossed the gendered line of work, they did so within the context of "working like 

men" and, in so doing, women unwittingly helped to maintain one aspect of the illusion 

of self-sufficiency. The gendered language "working like men" made invisible women's 

work as female field hands. And, the seclusion of the farm helped to further conceal the 

•'invisible" work of women. Moreover, the "invisibility" of women's cash-producing 

work on the farm allowed for men and women to ignore or deny that women performed 

fieldwork, which preserved the illusion of masculine independence and reinforced the 

unequal power relations between men and women. 

Within the context of the mill, conflicts between perception and reality visibly 

upset men's claim to masculine independence. In the Piedmont mills, women's cash-

producing labor was equally necessary but unavoidably public. The notion of white 

manhood and gender dynamics that men had known on the farm was contested in the 

mills by the fact that women's cash-producing work was not made only public, but also 
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rewarded by a wage. When some men responded to this threat to their manhood by 

enforcing a strict sexual division of labor between wage work and housework, they 

attempted to preserve the position and power that they had known on the farm. As Rose 

points out in respect to her analysis, "When these material and ideological representations 

of gender have come to be contested—for example, when women have begun to do work 

previously associated with manliness—men have struggled to maintain or recreate 

distinctions, especially those that gave them status and power." By challenging the 

prescribed gendered notions of work within a public setting and acknowledging 

themselves as female wage workers, women began to equalize the uneven power 

dynamics that existed between themselves and men. 

In closing, the farm to factory transition was initially a difficult one for men, but it 

offered women the possibility of a different future for themselves. Although domestic 

responsibilities, childcare duties, and gender barriers followed them Irom the farm, no 

longer was their cash-producing work concealed by the illusion of masculine 

independence. "Public work" gave them a day's wage and job to call their own. 

Ibid. 192. 
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