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“What was it like to grow up in the Community?”

Almira Stetson

IntroducƟ on

We stand before the oldest mulberry tree in the village of Florence. Growing mulberry trees was 
integral to producing silk, which was how the Community largely supported itself. Making silk 
was how many members spent their working hours, including children as young as fi ve-years-
old. One of those children was Dolly and James Stetson’s teenaged daughter, Almira. She was 
fourteen when her family moved to the AssociaƟ on in 1843 and lived here unƟ l 1848.

“Who was Almira Stetson?”

—Almira was born to Dolly and James Stetson in Brooklyn, ConnecƟ cut in 1829. She was the 
oldest of six siblings. Your partners in the “Dolly Stetson Group” can tell you more about her 
family.

—Do you think she was one of many children living in the Community? Was this part of a 
naƟ onal trend at this Ɵ me? (Docs. A,B)

—Were children considered members of the Community? What were their economic rights? 
What were their poliƟ cal rights? Also refer to your copies of the NAEI ConsƟ tuƟ on under “By-
Laws.” (Doc. C)

—Do you think Almira liked living in the Community? If so, what do you think she liked about it? 
(Docs. D,E)

“What was Almira’s work in the Community?”

—Community members got to choose which Department they wanted to work in. These 
were like separate businesses owned and operated by the AssociaƟ on. Children had less 
choice, they were usually assigned to work where they were needed. Silk producƟ on was 
so important that it was divided into two Departments. Most children worked in the Silk 
Growing Department. Briefl y describe some of the other Departments Community members 
worked in. (Doc.F)

—There were a lot of steps that went into producing raw silk, almost all of them done by 
children. Can you describe them in basic terms? Almira and her younger brother George had 
very diff erent jobs in this Department. What were they? Boys and girls generally had diff erent 
jobs. What were they? Almira became one of the best reelers in the AssociaƟ on. Can you 
describe what she did? (Docs.G,H middle)

—Almira’s father James sold the silk they produced all over New England. The leƩ ers we have 
from Almira addressed to her father were included inside boxes of silk they shipped to him to 
sell. Do you think she understood the business and played an important role in it? (Doc.I)

—Can you think of some reasons why the AssociaƟ on might have chosen silk producƟ on as its 
main business?
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“Did Almira get an educaƟ on living in the Community?”

—There was an EducaƟ onal Department led by highly qualifi ed teachers, both men and women. 
Children worked in the morning and aƩ ended classes in the aŌ ernoon. SomeƟ mes work and 
school overlapped. Can you fi nd an example of this? Why do you think they combined work 
and schooling in the way they did? (Docs.H (boƩ om),J)

—As with everything else, educaƟ ng children became an opportunity for experimentaƟ on in 
the Community. Unlike other schools, classes were co-educaƟ onal and boys and girls did 
everything together from sewing to gym exercises. Teachers pioneered the use of “object 
lessons” in the classroom. Can you describe how this worked and how it diff ered from 
methods used in most schools at the Ɵ me? (Doc.H (top))

—Did Almira value her own educaƟ on? Who was Margret Fuller and why did Almira admire 
her?  Do you think Almira sounded frustrated in this leƩ er? If so, what do you think was 
geƫ  ng in her way? (Doc.K)

“Did Almira benefi t from living in the Community?”

—The Stetson Family withdrew its membership from the AssociaƟ on in 1846, just months 
before the whole experiment came to a close. The family moved back to Brooklyn, 
ConnecƟ cut while Almira stayed in Florence where she taught school. She eventually moved 
back to Brooklyn, married, and started a family of her own. 

—Do you think Almira had a good experience living in the Community? What about children 
overall? Would you like to live, work, and go to school in a place like this?

NOTES ON SOURCES

A. List of Northampton AssociaƟ on members, published by the AssociaƟ on. 
B. Prepared by the David Ruggles Center (2020).
C. From “The Northampton AssociaƟ on of EducaƟ on and Industry” by Hope Hale Davis 

in The Northampton Book: Chapters from 300 Years in the Life of a New England Town, 
1954

D. LeƩ er from Almira to her father, James, May 26, 1844.
E. LeƩ er from Almira to James, June 19, 1844.
F. List of Departments, or places of work, printed by the AssociaƟ on. 
G. From a short biography of Almira created by the Ruggles Center. 
H. From a memoir by George Stetson, Almira’s younger brother (1894).
I. LeƩ er from Almira to James, May 22, 1845.
J. From an account wriƩ en by former Community member Frances Judd (1870).
K. LeƩ er from Almira to James, March 4, 1845.
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Stages in the growth of the silk worm from The Silk Culture in the United States, 1844
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The U.S. birthrate shot up in the decades following the 
RevoluƟ onary War. Based on U.S. Census records, the pop-
ulaƟ on (not including enslaved persons) rose from four mil-
lion in 1790 to seventeen million in 1840. The average free 
American woman bore seven children in her lifeƟ me. One half 
of Americans lived in households containing eight or more 
members. As a result, the average American in the 1830 Census 
was 16-years-old. Contrast this with the 2010 Census. Children 
were everywhere and made up an important part of the 
workforce on farms and in factories. 

Sources:
Jack Larkin, The Reshaping of Everyday Life (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1988)
Eric Foner (editor), The Reader’s Companion to American 
History (Boston: Houghton Miffl  in Company, 1991)

B
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Children above the age of fi ve years may become members,” the 
by-laws concede, and may engage in the industrial pursuits of the 
community, and receive compensaƟ on for their labour; but they shall 
not vote “unƟ l they have aƩ ained the full age of sixteen years.”

The compensaƟ on turned out to be one cent an hour for those under 
12, though the typical small Northampton wage-earner could carry 
home to his parents two cents for each of the long hours he worked. 
The community rate was 4 ½ cents an hour for youngsters between 16 
and 20, and 6 cents for adults, a wage other Northampton employers 
reserved for women while lavish ing all of ten cents an hour on men.

Though their pay seems low, the members made out preƩ y well by 
their own account, since the associaƟ on charged them only 50 cents 
a week for board and lodging. They would have had to pay a private 
landlady 75 cents or even a dollar. Rising prices forced the community 
to raise the charge to 80 cents a week for adults, with a bargain rate of 
40 for children under 10.

C
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Almira B. Stetson to James A. Stetson

Northampton May 26th 1844.

My Dear Father,

We received your last leƩ er by Mr Fuller. He seems to be a very preƩ y young man His 
trade is the tailors but he only cuts, does not sew at all. Now I am going to write you a 
real community leƩ er, and tell you all about every thing. … 

Mr Hammonds family has come and got seƩ led in Mr Adam’s house they expect Mr 
Whipple in about a week I like them very much. I went over and help them some and 
have got quite well acquainted with them. He is by profession a portrait painter but he 
does almost any thing He has been white washing the rooms at the Factory, and the next 
job is the old Boarding house which is to be whashed on the outside. Mrs Hammond has 
a piano and is quite a singer. I spent the evening there Friday and we had “dreams of 
future bliss” Mr Hammond wants to have the swamps in front of the factory and by his 
house drained and all the trees and brush in the swamp dug out with the stumps and a 
handsome fence round it and plant fruit trees in clusters and have a gravel ride round 
it and then have a fl ight of steps go from the foot of the hill through the woods up to 
the new community house, and have that beauƟ ful spring in the woods brought to the 
middle of the garden and there have a fountain. Oh-—when shall we see all this. But I 
feel assured that we shall see it some Ɵ me. I mean to bring all my energies together to 
accomplish it. Mr [Kerr?] has come and has seƩ led down with Uncle George.

June 19th 1844.
Dearest Father,

I was very glad indeed to receive your leƩ er as I had indulged myself in feeling quite 
hurt that you said nothing about the recepƟ on of mine in either of yours leƩ ers to 
Mother. Father I do not feel one bit like wriƟ ng to you or any one else to night for I have 
the blues as bad as ever a person can have them.

I suppose that Mother told you about our meeƟ ngs and about the talk of giving up 
the AssociaƟ on so you must know with my love for this Commu nity I am almost as 
unhappy as I can comfortably be. There cannot be any thing connected with my life 
here that will throw a gloom over my spirits as much as talking of this dear community 
going to break up. But if I cannot tell you something more interesƟ ng than this I will 
not trouble you with it. Most of the people here are strong in the faith of sucess and 
think that it is almost an imposibility for it [to] sepprate, but Uncle George's faith seems 
shaken and I cannot have one bit of hope. If every one else had have given up but him 
I could have beleived all would have been well but now it is all all gone. Uncle seems 
rather more hopeful now I believe, but my feelings are not at all changed. Oh you will 
say I wish such stuff  might be kept at home so good bye from your daughter Almira

D

E
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Beginning in the summer of 1843, Almira was one of several older girls at the 
Community engaged in the process of making silk thread out of silkworm eggs and 
mulberry leaves. As her brother George later wrote: “We gathered the mulberry 
leaves for the silkworms, being watched over and directed by a member appointed 
for that purpose.” Community members picked mulberry leaves, chopped them 
into small pieces and sprinkled them on the worms day and night. As the eggs 
changed into large white silkworms, the silkworms converted the mulberry leaves 
into a liquid protein, found a bundle of straw or twigs on which to spin and spun 
liquid silk and sericin into a nearly watertight cocoon. The cocoon, once softened 
would be unwound, or reeled, and after processing, used as thread. Almira became 
an experienced reeler. Seated before a reeling machine, she tossed about two 
dozen cocoons into a pot of simmering water. Using a piece of broom straw, she 
stirred the pot until the silk unraveled and clung to the straw. Once the threads of 
16 cocoons were gathered, Almira guided the filaments through the plates, holes 
and eyelets of the reeler as one of the Community children turned the reeling 
machine’s handle. After Almira and the other older girls reeled the cocoons, other 
Community members doubled, twisted and dyed the raw silk to make “all varieties 
of sewing silk and twist”. 

F

G
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The educaƟ onal methods were original and our instructors were among 
the fi rst in this country to use object lessons. While the chil dren of my age 
had lessons from books, the lessons taught through the oral and pracƟ cally 
illustrated methods are the ones I now remember. A class of which I was a 
member was under the instrucƟ on of Miss Sophia Foorde. Our schoolroom 
was frequently the plain back of the present braid factory. On the banks 
of the river we were taught to build the diff erent geographical formaƟ ons, 
miniature islands, capes, promontories, peninsulas, and isthmuses. I have 
frequently noƟ ced that I have a much clearer idea of these formaƟ ons than 
others of my age, who were my superiors in memorizing lessons.

Work was interspersed with our lessons. We gathered the mulberry 
leaves for the silkworms, being watched over and directed by a member 
appointed for that purpose.

One department of industry was raising silkworms for raw silk. Extensive 
fi elds of mulberry bushes were already planted, a cocoonery was built, 
and the eggs imported. The children did the work, under the supervision 
of a couple of men to keep us in order, and see that it was not all play and 
no work. The long, rather low cocoonery had shelves on each side of a 
passageway, running lengthwise with it, upon which the eggs were hatched, 
and the boys brought the leaves in baskets, while the girls distributed them 
over the shelves, and worms soon devoured them. The work was clean 
and wholesome, done at regular Ɵ mes, between school hours, and really 
enjoyable. Some of us were sorry when it had to be abandoned aŌ er a full 
trial, it proving cheaper to obtain the silk from China.

When the cold weather drove us indoors, our work diff ered in many 
points. We were taught sewing, braiding straw, kniƫ  ng silk and beaded 
purses, and other useful things. And while we worked our teacher read the 
classics to us,—Shakespeare's plays, ScoƩ 's novels, PrescoƩ 's “His tory of 
the Conquest of Mexico,” “Undine,” and many other charming books, both 
prose and poetry; so that while our minds were the most recepƟ ve, all the 
beauƟ es of the literature were pointed out and impressed upon us.

H
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LeƩ er from Dolly to James, May 25, 1844. 

Dear Father The box is about being closed to send to you, and I must 
say a few words I think you will fi nd the silk superior to any thing yet from 
Northampton especially the hundred skeins of blue black. we compared 
it with the Italian and could scarcely tell the diff erence (Oh what a lie) We 
are geƫ  ng off  50 pounds, like what you told James you wanted so that 
you could take it and throw it across the room and have it as it fell. We 
might throw it to Boston and ha[ve?] it land safely at 228 Wash—St. and 
not a skein would be tangled. It is exactly like the Italian in this respect. 
The silk is done up nicely. I shall write a good long leƩ er by Isaac and Lucy 
and so will Mother. I wish you could witness the connubial bliss that is 
enjoyed so there—it is enough to—make me wish my self in the same 
place bah—

I expect the six dollar silk velvet bonnet from Mother Swazey will cut 
a dash in Boston through Winter and Wash—Sts—I wish I was going to 
spend the winter in the city. Consider my case yours ever for I do not see 
much prospect of ever being any bodies else—Pray excuse mistakes for I 
am almost to late Almira

Addressed: Our Father Stetson / Boston. / some where // By silk box

We have just got off  our fi rst crop of worms they have come off  fi rst 
rate, excellent cocoons and very few sickly worms. … You enquired about 
the report I suppose mother has told you about I was not present at the 
reading of them it so I cannot tell you any thing. We had 25 bushels of 
cocoons of the fi rst best quality they came off  very well indeed much 
beƩ er than we feared having so much unfavorable weather and new 
hands put on to feed, and all other things considered we went beyond 
of best expectaƟ ons. We have a larger crop on now and very unfa bad 
weather indeed I do not know what will be the eff ect but we are rather 
fearful that they will not do as well as the fi rst crop.

I
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A department of educaƟ on was organized, in which it was designed to 
unite study with labor, on the ground that no educaƟ on is complete which 
does not combine physical with mental development. Mr. Adam was the fi rst 
director of that department, and was an able and effi  cient teacher. He was 
succeeded by Mr. Mack and his wife, who were persons of much experience 
in teaching, and of superior aƩ ainments. A boarding-school was opened 
under their auspices, and several pupils were received from abroad, who 
pursued the same course as those belonging to the AssociaƟ on.

Almira Stetson to James A. Stetson

Northampton March 45. 
Ever dear Father.

There is a box to go to you day aŌ er to morrow and I thought I would 
commence at this early period to be sure of having something for you for I can 
scarcely make any calculaƟ on of my Ɵ me so I have found it best to take Ɵ me 
when it is going and for another reason I write too. I feel, yes know that I ought 
to disclose all my plans of life to those who have thus far been one of the means 
of keepin life in me. You know that it has always been m the greatest wish of my 
existence to be a thouroughly and highly educated girl, to this purpose have I laid 
all my plans of life and my hopes for the future have been to this purpose end. 
I never have said a great deal about it but enough as I thought to have those 
around me know what my dearest wishes were. I have said liƩ le but thought all 
the more.

I have from a life necessity for a while past given up all hopes of pursuing 
such a course of study, but I have been reading and hearing a good deal within a 
few days of Margret Fuller the author of “Woman in the Nine theenth century,” 
(which is a very superior work) She is an almost enƟ rely a self educated woman. 
her father was once a wealthy man but failed in busi ness and being honest he 
gave up almost every thing, but Margret was very ambiƟ ous and she went on 
her with educaƟ on alone, and it is the opinion of all who are acquainted with 
her that she is a very superior woman. Mr Mack knows her and he says that he 
“never saw a woman with such a mind and so complete an educaƟ on”. I do not 
expect to come up to her however in talents but I can do my best for it. I can 
aƩ ain as near as possible to my ideal. But I fi nd that as a general thing those that 
educate themselves, and are obliged to make some sacrifi ce (if you please to call 
it so, no sacrifi ce to me) to aƩ ain to a thourough educaƟ on are generally the best 
learned and use their learning to the best advantage.

J

K


