
Life of a Mill Worker’s Family
1890



James and     
Hannah (Connor) 
Shea were both Shea were both 

born in Ireland in 
1841.



The poor people of Ireland were farmers 
who grew potatoes for their families to eat.



While James and Hannah were children, 
the potato crop of Ireland failed.



The poor people of Ireland had nothing to eat. 
They called this time “The Great Hunger” or 

“The Great Potato Famine”



The poor Irish people could not pay their 
bills. They were thrown off their farms.



Many families had no choice but 
to leave Ireland.



Many families who 
could afford the
fare decided to 
undertake the 

difficult journey 
to America



James and Hannah’s families probably 
came to America at this time.



Once in America, many Irish immigrants 
worked in factories and mills.



James and Hannah married and had a 
family. They moved to Willimantic, CT.



James was a stone cutter and may have come to 
Willimantic in the 1860’s to help build 

Willimantic Linen Company’s Building Number 2



James’ skill as a stone cutter would 
have been essential to the building of 
the many stone mills in Willimantic.



James and Hannah’s Family lived on 
Jackson Place in Willimantic, Connecticut. They 

probably lived in an apartment with two or three rooms.

Jackson Place is marked by a red star in each of the drawings.  
The Willimantic Linen Company is marked with a yellow star.  



.

This is a page 
from the 1880 
United States 
Census. It 
shows the 
Shea family Shea family 
living in 
Willimantic, 
Connecticut .



Here is the Shea Family’s information on the 1880 census

Name Age Occupation Born in Relationship

Shea, James 39 Stone Cutter Ireland Head of 
Household

Shea, 
Hannah

39 Keeping House Ireland wife

Shea, 
Michael

13 Works in cotton 
mill

Connecticut son

Shea, John 12 Works in cotton 
mill

Rhode Island son

Shea, 
Honora

9 At school Connecticut daughter

Shea, James 7 At school Connecticut son

Shea, Ellen 5 At school Connecticut daughter

Shea, Julia 2 Connecticut Daughter

Connor, 
Julia

41  Ireland Sister-in-law



James and Hannah’s sons, Michael and John 
both worked in the Willimantic Linen Mill.



In 1880, 
Michael 
was 13 was 13 

and John 
was 12. 

Boys working in Great Falls Mfg. Co., Somersworth, N.H. Boy on right hand is Joseph Tanguay, 80 Depot Street. Left 
hand boy is Henry Labreck, 14 Chesley Av. Location: Somersworth, New Hampshire.  CALL NUMBER: LOT 7479, 

v. 2, no. 0764[P&P]



Michael and 
John may have 
gone to school 

until they 
were 10. 

Their siblings 
Honora age 9, 

James age 7 and 
Ellen age 5 were 

all attending 
school in 1880.

Group at the Bibb Mill No. 1, Macon Ga. This is one of the mills of the Bibb Mfg. Co., See label on photo 538 for 
profits made. Jan. 19,1909. Location: Macon, Georgia.   CALL NUMBER: LOT 7479, v. 2, no. 0526[P&P]



Work in the mill was 
hard and noisy

Mellville Mfg. Co., Cherryville, N.C. Spinning room. Location: Cherryville, North Carolina.  
CALL NUMBER: LOT 7479, v. 1, no. 0303[P&P]

Check for an online group record (may link to related items)



John and Michael  probably did many jobs in 
the mill. Young boys and girls worked taking the 
spools off the machines which is called doffing.

488 Macon, Ga. Lewis W. Hine 1-19-1909. Bibb Mill No. 1 Many youngsters here. Some boys were so small they had to climb up on the spinning frame to mend the broken threads and put back the 
empty bobbins. Location: Macon, Georgia.  UMBER: LOT 7479, v. 1, no. 0488[P&P] LC-H5- 488



Children also worked sweeping and dusting, 

Some of the sweepers in a N.C. Cotton Mill. 01400t Library of Congress Lewis Hine



running errands and delivering messages



pasting labels on boxes and spools ,



and making and packing boxes.



Most workers in the mill worked about 12 
hours a day Monday through Friday, from 

Six o’clock in the 
morning to

Six o’clock at night



They also worked half days on 
Saturdays



Children who worked in the mill 
made about $3.00 for 60 hours

of work.



That means that for every hour they 
worked, John and Michael were 

paid five cents each.



The mill families 
like the Sheas 
shopped at the 
company store, 
where they paid 
for their goods 

on credit or with 
company script, 
a sort of voucher 

given by the 
company that 
could only be 
spent at the 

company store.



St. Joseph Catholic 
Church was built by 
the Irish community 

of Willimantic. 

It was dedicated 
in 1874.  

St. Joseph Church

in 1874.  

The church 
probably played a 

big role in the social 
and religious lives 
of the Shea family.



At the church the boys would have received 
religious education, and may have served as 

altar boys. 



Boys who 
worked in the 
mills gave 
the money 
they made to 
their families 
to help the 
family survive. 



They did not 
have money 
to buy games 
or sporting 
equipment or 
books.



What did John and 
Michael do for fun?

Mill boys had little free time, 
so they liked to enjoy what 

they had.



They may have used the free Dunham Library which wa s 
provided to the workers by the Willimantic Linen Co mpany. 



Michael and John may have fished 
in the rivers near Willimantic.



The Shea children probably went 
ice skating at Recreation Park .



They may have watched the trains as they 
sped through Willimantic.



They probably played baseball



and had races with the other boys.



The Shea boys may have spent their lives working in  the mill.



Thousands of Irish immigrants and their children an d grandchildren 
worked in the mills in Willimantic and other mills around the United 

States. Their hard work helped build the America th at we know today.
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