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Dolly Witter Stetson
1807 – 1883



28

“What was life in the Community like?”

Dolly Stetson

IntroducƟ on

We stand before the site of the AssociaƟ on’s factory/boardinghouse. Unfortunately, this 
historic building was torn down. The Community bought the four-story brick factory from the 
Northampton Silk Company. They conƟ nued to manufacture silk there, but also used it for other 
purposes. Dolly and James Stetson leŌ  Brooklyn, ConnecƟ cut (the same small town where 
the Benson Family lived) to join the Community in 1843. They were accompanied by their six 
children aged 1-14 years old. The family moved into the fourth fl oor of the factory.

“Who was Dolly Stetson?”

—Dolly WiƩ er was born in 1808 and married James Stetson in 1827. StarƟ ng in the early 1830s, 
the young couple became social acƟ vists. Can you describe the work they did? Dolly helped 
create a role for herself as a female acƟ vist. What was that? Female aboliƟ onists living in the 
North paid parƟ cular aƩ enƟ on to one aspect of Southern slavery. What was that? (Doc. B,C) 

—What did Prudence Crandall, from the neighboring town of Canterbury, ConnecƟ cut, do to get 
arrested and put in jail? What was Dolly’s involvement? A majority of people living in the area 
responded violently to what Crandall did. How do you think this made Dolly feel about her 
hometown? Do you think this might be a reason why she agreed to leave home and move to 
Florence? (Doc. B) Tell us more about Prudence Crandall.

—Dolly, like most women of her generaƟ on, had very liƩ le formal educaƟ on. Did this stop her 
from matching wits with a college-bound student living at the AssociaƟ on? Describe the 
scene. Dolly may have been self-taught, but would you consider her un-educated? (Doc. D)

“What was life like in the factory/boardinghouse?” 

—Dolly moved her six children, including a baby, into the fourth fl oor of the silk factory. This 
was a factory, not designed as a living space. Why did the Community have to house families 
this way? (Doc. E)

—Describe the layout. How did the AssociaƟ on make use of all four fl oors of the factory 
building? (Doc. F) 

—How would you describe living condiƟ ons there? What do you think living at “common table” 
meant? What services could they expect living there? What rules did they have to follow? 
(Docs. G,H)

—How do you think living in the factory/boardinghouse compared to living in her own 
farmhouse in ConnecƟ cut? What does this tell us about Dolly’s commitment to the 
Community and all it stood for? (Docs. E,G)
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“What were some pros and cons of living in the Community?”

—When the Stetsons joined the Community, James agreed to take the job of selling the silk they 
produced as a travelling “agent”. This meant he was on the road, away from home, most of 
the Ɵ me. This was an unusual circumstance at the Community. It must have been hard on the 
family, but it’s great for historians. Can you guess why?

—In reading Dolly’s leƩ ers to James, how do you think she felt about living there? What about 
her workload and working hours? Was it easier or harder than living on the farm? Or was 
it just diff erent? What were some disƟ nct advantages of living in the AssociaƟ on? Give us a 
picture. (Docs. E,I,J,K) What did it mean to “keep boarders” (Doc J)?

—In this leƩ er, Dolly wrote to James to persuade him why the family should stay in the 
AssociaƟ on. What were her reasons? (Doc. L) “Our race” refers to the human race.

—Dolly worked in the Household Department and was paid the same rate men were paid 
working at other jobs. She could speak and vote at Community meeƟ ngs. Equality of the 
sexes was unheard of outside the AssociaƟ on. Do you think Dolly liked this aspect of living 
there?

“What was all the fuss over ‘amusements’?”

—Community members successfully put their religious diff erences aside and lived in relaƟ ve 
harmony. A lot of religious denominaƟ ons were represented there. The Stetsons remained 
pracƟ cing Unitarians and occasionally went to services in Northampton. Talk to your partners 
in the “George Benson Group” about this. What they could not agree on was the issue of 
“amusements”, or what people did in their spare Ɵ me, parƟ cularly young people. What 
amusements were they referring to? What was Dolly’s posiƟ on on this as the mother of two 
teenaged daughters in a communal living arrangement? Do you agree with Dolly? Give us 
your reasons. What were some consequences to the associaƟ on? (Docs K,M) 

NOTES ON SOURCES

A. List of Northampton AssociaƟ on members. Note that families are listed under the name 
of the father. Published by the AssociaƟ on. 

B. (Top) From a family history wriƩ en by Dolly’s granddaughter in 1907. 
C. NoƟ ce in a local newspaper from the Ɵ me (1830s). 
D. From a memoir wriƩ en by a boarding student living at the AssociaƟ on, published 1894. 
E. From “Reminiscences” wriƩ en by former Community member Frances Judd in 1894. 
F. From History of Florence (1894).
G. From an account wriƩ en by former Community member Frances Judd in 1870.
H. Northampton AssociaƟ on By-Laws.
I. LeƩ er wriƩ en by Dolly to her husband James, April 22, 1844. 
J. LeƩ er from Dolly to James, May 25, 1844. 
K. LeƩ er from Dolly to James, October 6, 1844.
L. LeƩ er from Dolly to James, April 13, 1845.
M. Frances Judd account (1870). 
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Silk mill of the Northampton AssociaƟ on that stood opposite the David Ruggles Center 
on Nonotuck Street in Florence. Dolly Stetson and her family lived here along with 
approximately eighty other members of the Community. (Courtesy Historic Northampton)
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The Anti-slavery Reform excited much bitter opposition, but my grandparents 
were among the first anti-slavery people in the country. Grandfather helped 
runaway slaves to escape by carrying them to Woodstock, the next station on 
the underground railroad. A female Anti-slavery Society was formed in 1832. 
Grandmother was one of the first Board of Managers, and was President of 
the Society for four years. It was given up in 1840 because many members had 
gone away and they had all become so firm in their belief it was not considered 
necessary to continue the meetings.

In May, 1833, at the time of the excitement occasioned by Miss Prudence 
Crandall who admitted colored girls to her school in Canterbury, and in 
consequence was imprisoned in the jail, in a cell just occupied by a murderer, 
grandfather and grandmother spent the evening with her, and Miss Benson 
remained during the night. In the morning she was bailed out by Mr. May and Mr. 
Benson. Grandmother said : “We were never afraid or ashamed to show our colors 
in all these controversies. It is a -happiness that we were in them and shared the 
society of such earnest, disinterested people.”

28
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A YOUNG MAN IN THE COMMUNITY.

Bù G®½�Ý D. Sã���®ÄÝ, D�ãÙÊ®ã, M®�«®¦ÁÄ.

It is someƟ mes well for a young man to fi nd out how liƩ le he knows. It 
takes away self-conceit and leads to deeper thinking. I was at the age when 
self-esteem is acƟ ve. A MassachuseƩ s youth, who was a Whig, a Unitarian, 
and a prospecƟ ve clergyman, might naturally have a fair share of complacent 
self-saƟ sfacƟ on. I had a room in a house partly occupied by James Stetson 
and family from Brooklyn, Conn. Mrs. Stetson was a superior woman, a 
personal friend of S. J. May, and other early anƟ  slavery leaders. One evening, 
in their room, the talk was of anƟ -slavery, and she quoted some Bible texts 
favoring freedom for all. Gravely and with oracular air, I spoke of Paul and 
Onesimus, and of the Apostle sending back the slave to his master. I can see 
sƟ ll the shade of amused pity that spread over her fi ne face as she heard me 
through. Then she took up the maƩ er and expounded the Scriptures in the 
light of liberty. As she expounded I was confounded,—that I, one of the lords 
of crea Ɵ on, who hoped, like Walter ScoƩ ’s Dominie Sampson, to “wag my 
pow in the pulpit “in due Ɵ me, should be so uƩ erly humiliated by a person 
unlearned, as I supposed, in clerical lore, and that person a woman ! She was 
kind, but that made it worse. There really seemed nothing leŌ  of me, I did 
not sleep for half the night, for thinking of my mental and moral confusion. 
But at last it dawned on me that the lesson was needed as well as right, and 
I went to her in the morning and hearƟ ly thanked her. We became cordial 
friends, and, having come into a teachable mood, I learned much from her.

D
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Houses were scarce, and to accommodate all who wished to join us, part 
of the brick factory was fitted up as a boarding house. The quarters were rude 
and plain, and the fact that the members were willing to submit to the many 
inconveniences, and to forego all luxuries and many of the comforts to which 
they had been accustomed, showed how dear to their hearts was the cause they 
had espoused.

The “labor question“ was, even then, stirring earnest and philanthropic 
souls, and the fact that the employees in the silk factory were confined twelve 
hours a day led some of our zealous members to express themselves earnestly 
against it, and to advocate a reduction of the hours of labor. That the immediate 
consequences of this proceeding were injurious to the financial interests of the 
association, there is no doubt, but the final result was satisfactory, especially 
to those who gained an hour a day for rest and recreation by the change from 
twelve to eleven hours.

E
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“The accommodaƟ ons for families were extremely limited and 
many Ɵ mes serious inconvenience was experienced, in consequence 
of small and few apartments. For the most part it was cheerfully 
sustained; at least , so long as there was any hope of success—that is, 
of paying the debts and obtaining a livelihood. Most of the members 
had been accustomed to good, spacious houses, and every facility for 
comfortable living. 

“To obviate the diffi  culty of procuring suitable tenements for 
separate families, a community family was insƟ tuted, occupying a part 
of the silk-factory. Two stories of this building were appropriated to 
the use of such as chose to live at a common table and parƟ cipate in 
the labor of the family. This also formed the home of young persons 
who were unconnected with families.

“There was always plenty of food, and no one suff ered for the 
necessaries or comforts of life. All were staƟ sfi ed with simplicity, both 
in diet and dress.”

1st. All boarders are required to reƟ re to their sleeping apartments 
for the night at one half past nine o’clock, and to exƟ nguish their lights 
at ten o’clock.

2nd. It is leŌ  exclusively to the discreƟ on and judgment of the 
super intendents of the Boarding House to make provision for the table 
and generally for the comfort and convenience of the boarders, and 
in the event of any dissaƟ sfacƟ on of the boarders they are requested 
to fi rst make known their wishes to the superintendents, and fi nally, if 
necessary, to the Board of Industrial Directors.

3rd. Washing is included in “Board and Lodgings” to be furnished by 
the AssociaƟ on, but should any boarder appear at the end of the year 
to have occasioned disproporƟ onate expense on this account he will 
be debited with the excess.

4th. Mending is not included in “Board and Lodging,” and the 
boarders are leŌ  to provide for their own wants in this respect, either 
through the Department of DomesƟ c Economy, in which the charges 
will be as moderate as will compensate for the labour, or in any other 
way that may be preferred.

G

H



36

Monday Evening

I have now tried another day in my new home and am sure that for the 
present I am sure I shall like very much—aŌ er allmost seventeen years of 
more or less care of housekeeping concerns it is a great change to have no 
responsibility about what we shall eat and what we shall drink—It seems as if 
I was visiƟ ng only that I cannot make out whose guest I am—Almira is nearly 
well to day—Aunt Mary has got quite rested and has gone to stay to day with 
Aunt Ruth—the rest of us are as well as usual. All desire very much to have 
you get home and see how you will like it I am very much disap pointed about 
the noise here I think I can truly say I have not spent so quiet a sunday since 
I have been in the AssociaƟ on a[s] I did yesterday—I hope you will be able 
to eff ect] some arangement by which you can stay at home and that by our 
past experiances disappointments and trials we may grow to be a beƩ er and 
a happier family here and be prepared for a reunion with those of us who 
have gone in their innocence and purity to the world “where there shall be 
no more sorrow or crying and where all tears shall be wiped from every eye.”

I have been very busy to day in fi xing clothes for Thomas to go to Bos-
ton on Wednsday I will leave the rest of the sheet to be fi lled tomorrow 
evening—

I have not even been able to make you any shirts or collars but if you need 
them very much I will make them my fi rst business—but I have constant 
applicaƟ ons to make this blouse and mend that and cut this dress and sew 
on this buƩ on so that unless you need them I shall be likely to neglect them 
for the wants that are constantly pressing me—I am glad that I am in the 
family here for I do not see how I could ever get along with my own family if 
I was expected to keep boarders and take care of my baby too—I want you 
to write where you board—how you succeed in business how your business 
agrees with your health and every thing that you think will interest me—the 
leƩ ers that you send to George or Mr BasseƩ  I never see—they are too much 
engaged in their own business to think that a woman can ever want to hear 
from her husband.

I
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Sunday Oct 6th—44
My Dear Husband

I am happy to seat myself to talk to you thro my pen for a few moments—

… I think the tendencies are to improvement Our Sun day meeƟ ngs are more interesƟ ng and 
they have commenced the formaƟ on of Voluntary classes for every evening in the week—
Sunday Evening Bible Class, Monday Evening Singing, Tuesday Evening Grammer, Wednsday 
Lyceum, Thursday MathamaƟ cs, Frday Readings, Saturday I have forgoƩ en I wish you were 
here to help to sustain them and keep alive a spirit of improvement among us I think that 
InstrucƟ on and Amusements in their proper places would save our young people from the 
follies that have been so much complained of—I cannot oppose innocent amusements for the 
young for I do not believe that uƟ lity in a sense confi ned to the making of money ought ever to 
be the governing principle or even the acquireing of knowledge without relaxaƟ on

I think I can look back to my past life and see where I may have been saved from what 
might have been far worse by a game of whist—and I had much rather my daughters should be 
dancing or playing cards (as wicked as that sounds, in a mixed company of boys and girls than 
in the language of Sojourner to be lolling on each other squeezing each others hands or siƫ  ng 
in each others laps—Now mind I do not say that Dancing and cards are the best way that 
young people can spend their Ɵ me but I say that where they are oŌ en together they will be apt 
to spend it much worse—
Mr BasseƩ  has come home quite in love with the Roxbury community the principle advantage 
of that over this that I have heard him speak of is that they have a change of plates & knives 
at the dinner table some Ɵ mes three changes—this is a great maƩ er truely—he says while 
our women are so much occupied in manufactoring we can never have proper domesƟ c 
arangements for ease and comfort—this is somewhat true-

Sunday Evening April 13’5-45 
My Dear Husband

While most of the family have gone into town to listen to the “eloquent fugiƟ ve” I sit down 
between the cradle and the secretary to talk with you— And in the fi rst place your leƩ er made 
me quite sad—I fear you are acƟ ng rashly in making up your mind to lieve the AssociaƟ on I 
have always noƟ ced when you came home the longer you stayed the beƩ er you liked, and you 
certainly was very happy the summer that you lived at home all the Ɵ me—now it seems to me 
that you had beƩ er come home and stay a few months before you decide to lieve and perhaps 
you may feel diff erently—I think I know that if we were to go to the farm our situaƟ on would 
be far less desir able than here—We should look in vain for society for ourselves and children 
such as we enjoy here—we could never place our children under the care of such accomplished 
teachers as they are now under—I say accomplished be cause I think Mrs Mack one of the 
most accomplished women I ever met and one whose infl uence over girls as far as educaƟ on 
and manners is con cerned is most salutary—But we ought not to be looking for our own good 
alone Can we do as much good to our race to return to our isolated condiƟ on where whatever 
of moral power we may possess will be rendered powerless because we have not the wealth 
and staƟ on to render us worthy of noƟ ce.
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“The carrying out of diff erent religious views was, perhaps, the 
occasion of more disagreement than any other subject : the more liberal 
party advocaƟ ng the propriety and uƟ lity of amusements, such as card-
playing, dancing, and the like ; while others, owing perhaps to early 
educaƟ on, which had taught them to look upon such things as sinful, 
now thought them detri mental and wholly improper, especially in the 
impover ished state of the Community. This disagreement operated to 
general disadvantage ; as in consequence of it several worthy people and 
valuable members withdrew”.

“Labor was remunerated equally; both sexes and all occupaƟ ons 
receiving the same compensaƟ on.”

“The whole number of persons ever resident there, as nearly as 
can be ascertained, was two hundred and twenty; while probably the 
number of actual members at any one Ɵ me did not exceed one hundred 
and thirty.”

M


