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Abstract 

This thesis challenges the prevailing view that New England rural outwork was 

merely a supplemental form of income—particularly within male-led families—during 

the early nineteenth century, namely by examining how the straw bonnet industry 

effected change in the household economy, resulting in a degree of women’s financial 

and social independence overlooked by traditional historiography. These dynamics arose 

during the early national period because of the sustainable, at times comfortable, standard 

of living provided by the domestic manufacturing of straw braids and bonnets. 

Consequently, this thesis reframes the historical understanding of New England outwork 

by reconsidering its causal relationship to documented increases in women’s power, both 

within the private and public spheres. In analyzing the straw bonnet industry’s market, 

legal, and financial structures, the separate spheres are shown to be more malleable and 

synergistic than developed in traditional historiography. These structural elements 

intensified women’s purchasing power, provided unmediated access to the cash economy 

and market revolution, and created methods of violating coverture—including purchasing 

and owning real property. Straw bonnets were also used to transform the social identity 

and economic status of women, thereby threatening to democratize the economic 

hierarchy of the church’s seating order. In summary, this thesis ultimately explores how 

New England straw textile outwork, and its role in the market revolution, intersects 

significant changes to economic, social, and women’s history in relation to early 

nineteenth-century domestic life and the public sphere.  



iv 

 

Frontispiece 

 

Betsey Metcalf Baker (1786 - 1867), founder of the American straw  

bonnet industry. Courtesy of the Rhode Island Historical Society. 
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Chapter I. 

Introduction 

Since its founding in 1798 by Betsey Metcalf Baker, the New England straw 

bonnet industry developed into a cornerstone of the female economy during the early 

national period. In 1870, Matilda Joslyn Gage became the first of several female 

historians recognizing the industry’s importance to women’s economic opportunities and 

political empowerment.1 Reflecting on the impact of the Dunstable bonnet, local historian 

Jennie F. Copeland of Mansfield, Massachusetts wrote in 1936 that “the making of straw 

headgear in America was probably the only business of the women, for the women, and 

by the women in the early nineteenth century.”2 In 1993, historian of science and 

technology Autumn Stanley argued that “it is difficult for us today to imagine the scale 

and commercial importance of the 19th-century American straw-braiding and -weaving 

industry.”3  

Despite its scholarly value, the domestic manufacturing of straw bonnets has 

never been integrated into the literature on the separate spheres, coverture, or women’s 

history. While outwork is generally considered to be peripheral to the history of the early 

national period, this thesis demonstrates how the economic and legal structures of the 

straw bonnet industry created the necessary conditions for promoting female-directed 

social change in the private and public spheres. In the process of accumulating monetary, 

personal, and real property, women’s increasing labor and consumption provided a new 
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degree of influence over family household budgets in the domestic space and a method of 

publicly signaling their individual sense of economic status and social identity at church.  

The central narrative of this thesis is that straw textile outworkers transformed the 

social organization of the household economy, in early-nineteenth-century New England, 

by utilizing their substantial earnings and purchasing power, thereby creating significant 

changes to established patterns of consumption, labor, and power. Because of straw 

braids and bonnets—and the legal and economic structures supporting their production, 

ownership, and exchange—women were gaining improved access to the economy and its 

opportunities. Most notably, women’s domestic power was positively influenced by the 

emergence of straw braiding as a tradeable commodity, providing children, married 

women, and widows a stable store of value, measured in standardized units of account, 

and conveniently transferrable as a medium of exchange. They were able to own their 

income and acquire property irrespective of coverture.  

Based on these economic and legal conditions, this thesis develops a revised 

understanding of domesticity through the study of straw textile outwork, thereby 

developing a new social history resulting from female breadwinning. The historical 

impact of straw textile outwork was geographically felt in the households of Eastern 

Massachusetts to as far west as the Territory of Michigan and as far south as Georgia and 

Texas.4 The most affected aspects of everyday life included: budgetary decision-making, 

financial disclosure behavior, gendered divisions of labor, interfamilial and intrafamilial 

status, and the processes governing the negotiation of domestic power. The spaces most 

influenced by these historical developments in familial consumption, labor, and power 

concerned the home, the market, and the church. In reconsidering these everyday 
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practices and spaces, this thesis concludes that the public and private spheres were more 

synergistic than generally supposed in traditional historiography.   

Origins of the New England Straw Bonnet Industry 

On a calm, serene day in June of 1798, twelve-year-old Betsey Metcalf was still 

recovering from illness at her home in Providence, Rhode Island. After waiting for the 

morning dew to dissipate off the stalks, her father returned from the fields that evening 

with a bundle of freshly mowed oat straw. In short order, Betsey was cutting the stalks at 

the ends, smoothing them with her scissors, and using her thumbnail to split whole pieces 

into two. With the help and encouragement of her aunt who was also living in the Metcalf 

home, Betsey embarked on a series of trials and errors culminating that summer in the 

first documented imitation of an English Dunstable number seven strand. Having taught 

herself how to plait seven individual straws into a single braid, there remained several 

other daunting steps. Following continued experimentation with the processes of 

bleaching, sewing, wiring, blocking, and shaping, she finally obtained the height of 

lady’s fashion, her very own Dunstable bonnet.5   

Betsey’s 1807-11 memoir provides valuable insights into the mentalité of its first 

outworkers. Her personal account epitomizes the effects of the market revolution upon 

the post-revolutionary generation, namely encountering new and exotic consumer goods 

in sight of the female gaze. These effects were especially felt in the bourgeoise who 

desired to emulate the economic status and social identity of the affluent. Since these 

luxury goods were in high demand but unaffordable—particularly imported English 

Dunstable and Italian Leghorn bonnets— this created strong structural incentives for 

middle-class girls like Betsey to learn their production techniques and satisfy their 
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conspicuous consumption. In the spring of 1800, sixteen-year-old Sarah Anna Smith was 

so motivated. Following the arrival of the first straw bonnets to Newburyport, 

Massachusetts, she independently discovered how to craft a Dunstable with similar 

encouragement from her aunt.6 Countless other women are mostly lost to history, but 

they were blazing the same trail as Betsey and Sarah by the end of the eighteenth century.  

The overwhelming majority of women, however, were acquiring and 

disseminating these techniques from friends, neighbors, and relatives. This was the only 

viable option as there were no existing manufacturers in the United States, and the market 

relied on scarce imports from Dunstable, England—and the surrounding areas of 

Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire. The most thoroughly documented of these social 

networks involves Sally Richmond, who was one of the first Providence girls instructed 

by her friend Betsey Metcalf.7 In 1799, Sally was enrolled as a student at Williams 

Academy in West Wrentham, Massachusetts. Founded by Reverend William Williams, 

as a Baptist institution, the girls were satisfying their covetous desires for their 

classmate’s fashionable headwear by quickly learning and sharing the necessary crafting 

skills.8 Due to the location of the school, and the high percentage of local bourgeoise 

students it attracted, Wrentham subsequently transformed into the nation’s central nexus 

for straw textile production by 1804.9  

Meanwhile, during the months of school leave, students were returning to their 

respective villages. Through Williams Academy’s various social networks, the origins of 

straw textile outwork were forming throughout Norfolk County, most notably: Dedham, 

Foxborough, Franklin, Medfield, and Medway.10 At the same time, it was also spreading 

across the border to Middlesex County, especially to Framingham.11 Among the most 
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documented of these dissemination routes begins with sixteen-year-old Betsey Bennet. 

After arriving home to Framingham, during the 1799-1800 academic year, she was soon 

teaching her mother Mary Bennet, becoming the first ladies in town engaging in the 

craft.12 Soon thereafter, their neighbor Mary Rice was being instructed by the Bennet 

women, followed by Rice’s daughters Eleanor, Mary Eames, and Clarissa.13 After 

completing their own fashionable garments that summer, the Rice women continued 

producing excess iterations for sale.  

Local milliners and general dry goods stores were the first commercial 

intermediaries willing and able to purchase dozens of bonnets. These merchants were not 

only instrumental to the early development of straw textile outwork but provided New 

England families a level of income defying the historical understanding of putting-out 

systems. According to American outwork scholarship, the early national period was an 

era where unmarried daughters, particularly within male-led households, were generally 

limited to making a modest supplemental income. For example, historian Thomas Dublin 

examined New Hampshire account books demonstrating daughters averaging $22.12 per 

year weaving cotton and $20.68 per year crafting palm-leaf hats.14  

Due to this scarcity in purchasing power, scholars normally interpret such wages 

as primarily limited to securing the daughter’s marital portion or providing a noticeable 

boost to the upward mobility of married households.15 These socioeconomic constraints 

are supposedly due to legal structures, since the common-law institution of coverture is 

generally conceived as requiring the transfer of assets from brides to grooms, thereby 

mandating the loss of alternative opportunities. This interpretive framework, which 

defines the contemporary historiography of putting-out systems, disincentivizes 
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investigating domestic manufacturing as a locus of female empowerment. The reasoning 

is the following: if the wages were marginal and simply transferred to the patriarch of the 

household, and if this domestic arrangement was stable throughout the early national 

period, then what significant contribution to the history of social change can women’s 

outwork possibly generate?  

Methodology and Thesis Structure 

 This traditional framework is challenged based upon two arguments. Firstly, this 

thesis reconsiders the methodological assumption that the historic development of legal 

rights was the only means of fostering female economic opportunity or domestic 

empowerment. Alternatively, this thesis builds upon the revisionist scholarship of Laura 

Edwards’ 2022 monograph, Only the Clothes on Her Back. Breaking new ground, 

Edwards argues that “the legal principles of textiles extended to all the people who 

produced them, traded them, and wore them. Even those without rights could use these 

principles to make claims to property within the new republic’s governing institutions.”16 

Based upon a wealth of source material, she further argues that the legal principles of 

textiles were routinely protected in municipal courtrooms for even the most marginalized 

people, thereby allowing women’s access to personal property to transcend the barriers of 

slavery and coverture. Contrary to previous literature on putting-out systems, women 

were not only allowed to retain their earnings from textile manufacturing but this practice 

was routinely protected by municipal courts. Therefore, a critical pillar of this thesis rests 

upon the extension of Edwards’ scholarship to the historical experiences of straw bonnet 

outworkers. This thesis argues that the intersection of textile common law with the 



 

7 

market revolution significantly contributed to the intensification of female labor and 

consumption, thereby destabilizing traditional power dynamics in the domestic space.  

  Secondly, this thesis argues that outwork earnings were fundamental to female-

directed social change in New England during the early national period. The memoir of 

Mary Rice, among other source material, fails to conform to this existing body of 

scholarship on New England’s putting-out systems, because her account revises the 

historical understanding of how expansive the economic opportunities were for women. 

According to her entry from October 2, 1800: “we began to work on straw bonnets and 

trimmings; and cleared $340.”17 This appears to be in line with Betsey Metcalf’s profits 

during the same period, as she recalls making $1 to $1.50 per day after selling her wares 

to storeowner Naomi Whipple for several years after 1798.18 Based on seasonal work of 

six days a week over three months, Betsey averaged $78.21 to $155.53, which is within 

the approximate range of the Rice daughters’ summer earnings after estimating the labor 

of the four women by dividing their shares—$85 in 1800.19  

  Compared to other gendered wage data from the early national period, the Rice 

family’s outwork earnings are unprecedented, thereby challenging the impoverished 

outworker paradigm in literature and raising significant questions of historical 

interpretation. Why did archival sources concerning straw bonnet outworkers indicate 

levels of female financial and social independence that contradict the traditional 

historiography on coverture and the separate spheres? How were married women in New 

England able to individually own property—including money, personal, or real—in the 

early nineteenth century irrespective of coverture? How did women’s accumulating 
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property socially change the household and community in New England during the early 

national period? These research questions frame the scope of this thesis.  

  Methodologically, this thesis considers social-historical change from the vantage 

point of everyday lower- and middle-class experience. It prioritizes a bottom-up 

interpretive framework by drawing upon memoirs and personal accounts of straw textile 

manufacturers, traveling merchants, government agents, and elected officials. The 

mentalité of outwork households and communities is predominantly examined through 

this body of source material—with the additions of magazines and broadsheets, as well as 

the varying perspectives of Christian and missionary periodicals. Moreover, the 

provenance concerning rural outwork is more broadly constructed using nineteenth-

century town and county histories, folklore stories, museum artifacts, and economic and 

trade reports. Historical evidence of women’s earnings potential is further supported by 

municipal land deeds in the Norfolk County Courthouse of Dedham, demonstrating 

significant wealth accumulation from straw textile manufacturing. Additional supporting 

material for this narrative derives from varying monographs, letters, ledger books, and 

governmental archives. Among the most significant of these sources includes Reverend 

Samuel Standley’s 1825 polemic on the New England straw bonnet industry, a floor 

speech on tariffs orated by Representative Frederick Baylies, as transcribing individual 

familial accounts, such as documented by Harriet Beecher Stowe.  

Thesis Structure 

Chapter II examines traditional historiography’s conception of outwork and its 

peripheral relationship to the separate spheres, which helps explain why scholars have 

neither studied straw textile outwork in detail nor accurately captured the impact of 
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women’s outwork on patriarchal institutions, such as the market system, martial system, 

and the village social order embodied by the church seating arrangement. This thesis 

argues that traditional historiography, concerning women and the separate spheres, 

remains disconnected from outwork studies because of the impoverished outworker 

paradigm. The standard narrative on domestic manufacturing argues that women were 

only capable of making a relatively small and supplemental income, which was either 

transferred directly to the family patriarch or used towards her dowry. For this reason, 

outwork is generally perceived as not providing any issues of scholarly interpretation. 

Chapter II also argues that the straw bonnet industry complicates this narrative because 

its outworkers were earning significant income, gaining substantial purchasing power, 

and were allowed to retain personal ownership of their wages and maintain agency over 

its usage.  

The purpose of the subsequent three chapters is to provide supporting evidence of 

these economic and legal conditions that distinguish the industry from other forms of 

outwork, thereby supporting the revisionary narrative that female-directed social change 

was occurring in New England homes and communities due to women’s outwork 

earnings and consumption. These conditions are examined by analyzing the market 

structure in Chapter III, legal structure in Chapter IV, and financial structure in Chapter 

V. Finally, Chapter VI provides a case study on the social history of New England 

churches in the 1820s, as a means of juxtaposing these structures and how they help 

explain historical instances of female empowerment in the public and private spheres.  

Chapter III focuses on the market structure for the purpose of exploring changing 

labor patterns in the household economy. By 1810, straw garment-making was the tenth 
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largest industry in Massachusetts with an output of over half a million dollars annually, 

as unskilled female outworkers exponentially entered the labor market. This great wave 

of economic productivity was the gateway for many women’s changing patterns 

consumption and leverage within the household. These economic conditions help explain 

what distinguishes the domestic manufacturing of straw bonnets from other female work. 

Chapter IV considers the legal structure because this thesis argues that the straw 

bonnet industry could not have helped produce social change without women having 

ownership of their earnings and subsequent purchases. Supporting evidence of married 

women’s property ownership is provided by the case study of Patty Carpenter, who 

embodies the expansion of straw textile outworker’s financial and social independence. 

Using land deeds and local town history, this thesis offers supporting evidence that the 

straw bonnet outworker owned property, including: $942 in savings, purchases of 

household items, and acquisition of forty acres of land in Foxborough, Massachusetts. 

Notably, this archival material does not conform to the standard narrative on coverture 

and raises profound questions concerning early-nineteenth-century life for married 

women in New England.  

Chapter V explains how straw outworkers were able to access the cash economy 

and its consumer market. Since the previous chapter provided evidence that supported 

women’s property ownership, this chapter explains how the nature of commercial 

transactions with local merchants became the gateway to women’s earnings and 

consumption. This chapter analyzes the ledger book of Charles Russell of Princeton, 

Massachusetts in providing archival material supporting this revisionary narrative, insofar 

as his accounts indicate cash transactions made to both married and unmarried women. 
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Based on local town histories and other materials, this chapter argues that women’s labor 

participation, savings, consumption, and investment increased because of the growing 

availability of women’s consumer goods in New England straw manufactory shops 

during the early national period. 

 Chapter VI ties together the previous chapters by showing how the market 

revolution effected social change in the private and public spheres of New England 

churches during the 1820s. It considers a new fashion craze over the Leghorn flat straw 

bonnet from Italy. Rapid changes in women’s consumer behavior incentivized New 

England’s straw bonnet outworkers to imitate the manufacture of Leghorns as the means 

of saving the domestic industry and co-opting higher-status attire for themselves. Since 

the seating order at churches were arranged by economic status, working- and middle-

class straw outworkers undermined the careful hierarchical distinction between class and 

dress by adopting Leghorns. This created social disruption within the church as the 

economic hierarchy of clothing and seating began to democratize. As more women 

adopted luxury straw bonnets, wives increasingly challenged their husbands at home and 

higher economic classes in public, destabilizing established social patterns.  

Based on this framework, the market, legal, and financial structures of the straw 

bonnet industry, and its intersection with the market revolution, help explain female-led 

social changes. Women’s substantial income and property ownership complicate the 

standard narrative, as this thesis supports the need to expand established categories and 

interpretive schemes. Ultimately, these outworkers who built a pillar of the female 

economy require historians to reconsider the dimensions of women’s economic 
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opportunities and empowerment in the domestic and public spaces of New England 

during the early national period.     
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Chapter II. 

Shifting the Outwork Paradigm: The Distinguishing Structures of Straw Textiling 

In the subsequent three chapters, this thesis explores the pecuniary and non-

pecuniary advantages of straw textile outwork, as compared to other forms of domestic 

labor. Situating this historical analysis within the literature is the primary purpose of this 

chapter, which argues that traditional historiography relegated the study of outwork to a 

peripheral issue in women’s history when straw bonnet earnings were appreciably higher 

than previously understood. As a result, there is significant scholarly value in the study of 

outwork’s influence upon domesticity, because female breadwinning reframes the 

historical understanding of how the household economy operated during the English 

Dunstable market boom. Higher female income challenged established gender norms by 

creating new spaces for various degrees of freedom. Similarly, women’s growing share of 

household budgets began redefining the imbalance of domestic power. These factors 

demonstrate the historical impact of outwork on familial affairs beyond the scope of 

traditional historiography.   

During the early national period, thousands of women were attracted to straw 

work due its favorable wage structure, competitive market conditions, unmediated access 

to the economy, coverture-avoiding property protections, and pioneering means of 

purchasing land. The totality of these comparative advantages helps explain why New 

England’s straw textile industry grew exponentially during the first decade of the 

nineteenth century. Alternative forms of paid work tended to be less attractive, such as 

domestic service, needlework, and boardinghouse-keeping.20 In terms of outwork, certain 

industries shared some of the characteristics of straw bonnets. For example, cotton and 
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wool textile weaving also provided a legal exception to coverture. As noted by Edwards, 

municipal courts routinely recognized women’s claims to their outwork earnings and 

manufactured products irrespective of their marital or slave status.21 At the same time, 

however, Dublin observes that the pay was significantly less, which hindered not only its 

economic utility but correspondingly produced a negligible effect on familial dynamics.22    

Until the late Madisonian era, the Dunstable bonnet provided the largely untapped 

labor pool of unskilled women and children with unprecedented access to comparatively 

high wages. According to economic historian Stanley Lebergott, only about ten percent 

of the labor force was gainfully employed and worked for wages in 1800.23 By adopting 

specialized manufacturing during the early national period, at the expense of other 

domestic activities, mothers and daughters were increasing their employments rates to 

preserve the economic viability of farm households.24 Women were also benefiting by 

building personal savings, oftentimes as much as one to two thousand dollars, as well as 

gaining direct consumer access to the ongoing market revolution.25 Such savings were 

often directed towards paying off family mortgages or purchasing new land.26 The 

historical effects of these rapid economic changes were especially concentrated in parts 

of Norfolk, Middlesex, and Bristol Counties in Massachusetts.27  

From 1800 to the end of the War of 1812, straw textile outwork revolutionized 

areas of New England by providing lower- and middle-class women favorable wages 

with negligible barriers to entry, resulting in increased entrepreneurship, capital 

accumulation, and standard-of-living improvements. Comparative labor advantages were 

made more attractive by the relatively undemanding working conditions, further 

incentivizing thousands of women to adopt braiding or bonnet making as seasonal labor. 
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On July 28, 1831, The Virginia Free Press & Farmers’ Repository noted how entrenched 

this form of work had become in parts of New England: “the platting of straw is done in 

all the houses you see by the way side, and by all the females you meet. It is a beautiful 

employment for women, affording them good wages, with scarcely any exertion.”28  

The origins of these labor patterns could be observed a couple decades previously. 

On October 29, 1810, the country’s leading Federalist newspaper, The United States 

Gazette, reflected upon these rapid changes in the rural labor market:  

In some towns of Massachusetts, the manufacture of straw into hats and 

bonnets has become an object for the enterprise of females. Passing 

through the interior towns of that state you will see almost every family 

engaged in braiding straw. And the ladies find their account in it; for not 

only can they procure ready pay for their labour as it is finished but their 

earnings amount to more than twice the sum they could earn in any other 

way.29  

Over the first decade of the nineteenth century, straw textile manufacturing was 

experiencing its first of several boom cycles. Shortly after the Napoleonic Wars, the 

bloom was off the boom following the steady resumption of bonnet imports from the 

Grand Duchy of Tuscany.30 Meanwhile, the Gazette’s article suggests the region’s 

mentalité concerning straw outwork. The general belief in the industry’s superior 

economic opportunities was central to many New Englanders becoming outworkers 

during the Jeffersonian era.   

The argument in the next three chapters is that the straw textile putting-out system 

provided comparatively favorable pecuniary and non-pecuniary advantages to female 

laborers between 1800 and 1815. This resulted in regional changes to the household 

economy, which were largely due to the distinct combination of three structures: market, 

legal, and financial. Identifying and analyzing these structures highlights the procedures, 

systems, social relations, and infrastructures that explains straw textile outwork’s 
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significant impact upon domesticity in New England. For example, how did women 

leverage their income to challenge and renegotiate established familial patterns of labor, 

consumption, and power? The subsequent three chapters study the economic history of 

the putting-out system in order to understand why a particular set of structures made 

these changes in the household economy possible. In the remaining chapters, these 

elements are examined in their social context to explore how these changes unfolded 

amid the agency of various historical actors.  

Reconsidering Traditional Historiography: The Intersection of Outwork and Domesticity 

Why has the study of the American straw bonnet industry, including its broader 

structural analysis, been neglected by scholars of nineteenth-century women’s history? 

Traditional historiography has interpreted outwork as peripheral to domesticity, which is 

still at the heart of most academic interest. Since married women’s earnings are perceived 

as belonging to their husband, and outwork income is interpreted as merely supplemental, 

the topic is conceived as incidental to more central issues, such as coverture, child-

rearing, housewifery, religion, and education. This thesis challenges the boundaries of 

this framework by reconsidering the effects of labor and consumer behavior on household 

norms, namely focuses on how outwork significantly impacted women’s domestic lives 

due to three critical factors: substantial female income, unmediated access to the market 

and cash economies, and personal ownership of their earnings and purchases irrespective 

of marital status. Ultimately, these economic and legal conditions contributed towards 

social changes in New England households, including the transformation of work 

processes, market activities, and familial financial dynamics during the early national 

period.  
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This narrative has gone unobserved for good reason. In the traditional 

historiography, there is no existing scholarship specializing in the American straw bonnet 

industry. Its source material remains largely unexamined, particularly during the time and 

place of its most significant market boom. Fragments of its outwork system are 

documented in more general economic studies, beginning with the pioneering works of 

Matilda Joslyn Gage, Edith Abbot, and Helen Sumner.31 However, Gage’s interpretation 

remains notably distinct from twentieth-century methods of studying outwork.  

In 1870, writing on behalf of the Women’s Suffrage Association of New York, 

Gage argued that straw braiding represented a significant contribution to nineteenth-

century women’s history. From her perspective, the straw bonnet was not only a finished 

good but a symbol of feminine mastery over the organic economy, demonstrating how 

female production and consumption substantively increased the pre-industrial wealth of 

the community. Gage argued that “the degree of influence exerted by a particular product 

can only be appreciated by a consideration of all its relations.”32 Straw bonnets were not 

merely garments, rather they were the means of combining women’s innovation, skill 

dissemination, social and economic relations, resources, and opportunities for 

empowerment. These different threads woven together tell an important story about New 

England women’s social lives in the early national period.  

Gage’s scholarship is especially useful because her work is grounded in political 

economy of the time, illuminating the nexus between outwork and domesticity in a 

broader historical context. Within this framework, the female economy is representative 

of the struggle for freedom, whereas household budgets are a struggle for political power. 

This more accurately captures the social implications of women’s domestic 



 

18 

manufacturing, namely by studying the complex relationships between familial income, 

consumption, and power. For example, as explored in Chapter IV, the economic viability 

of farming households was being supported by female relatives’ significant contributions 

to down payments and mortgages. Contrary to the traditional historiography on coverture 

and outwork, straw bonnet earnings were being directly injected into the public sphere, 

thereby destabilizing established norms. This stimulated political change in Norfolk 

County, as evidenced by married women’s ability to own land irrespective of state law.  

Studying the straw bonnet industry in this holistic manner reveals the causal 

interrelationships of outwork and household living to the economic and legal structures of 

the early republic. In turn, situating this source material in the literature stretches the 

boundaries of existing categories and interpretive schemes. Complicating the standard 

narrative is necessary because the degree of historical significance of the straw industry 

as contemporarily described by Gage has been overlooked in twentieth-century 

historiography. Since the Progressive era, scholars largely developed a pessimistic view 

concerning the economic opportunities provided by domestic manufacturing. With the 

rise of women’s history and the new social histories, this interpretive position was further 

reinforced from the 1970s onward. While this body of scholarship may capture the 

limited economic opportunities of most putting-out systems, the subsequent three 

chapters argues that the straw bonnet industry remains an exception to this paradigm. But 

first, it is necessary to consider the developments in the literature and address the specific 

elements of contention.   
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Progressive Era Historiography: Subsuming Outwork into the Industrial Revolution   

Historians during the Progressive era (1890-1920) largely reduced outwork 

studies to standard narratives on the Industrial Revolution. Accordingly, interpretations of 

outworkers were limited to low wages, few opportunities, and supplementary income for 

impoverished households.33 At the same time, traditional historiography demarcated the 

economy into genders: male breadwinners versus female domestic stewards. In this role, 

wives were primarily responsible for saving money through personal sacrifice instead of 

earning income.34 In 1898, Harriet Hanson Robinson’s oft-cited Loom and Spindle 

represented how rigidly the economy of the early nineteenth century was genderized 

during the Progressive era. She argues that “woman had always been a money-saving, 

rather than a money-earning member of the community, and her labor could command 

but small return.”35  

In her 1909 monograph, Women In Industry, Edith Abbott briefly documented the 

history of straw textile manufacturing and its significance to the female economy.36 Two 

years later, Helen Sumner performed an overview of putting-out systems as a minor part 

of her dissertation, History of Women in Industry in the United States.37 Both authors 

concurred that braiding was an important branch of the female economy, particularly 

when labor participation reached its zenith in the 1820s.38 On the other hand, neither 

perceived outworking as providing any meaningful opportunities for personal savings, 

luxury goods consumption, or investment. For this reason, female labor provided no 

identifiable mechanism capable of altering the household economy, leading outwork to 

be interpreted as peripheral to domesticity. Consequently, the impactful relationship Gage 
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perceived between straw textile manufacturing and the historical development of 

women’s social lives was lost during the historiography of the Progressive era. 

Instead, straw textile manufacturing was perceived as offering a combination of 

pecuniary and non-pecuniary advantages indistinguishable from similar industries. From 

a methodological perspective, Abbot’s and Sumner’s analyses are marked by the absence 

of key structures that would be investigated now, including the market, legal, and 

financial. As neither identified nor examined the most impactful structures affecting 

outworkers’ earnings and economic opportunities, they fail to accurately capture 

women’s financial status relative to the household indicating that Progressive era 

historiography precluded straw textile manufacturing’s relationship to domesticity. 

Nonetheless, their scholarship provided much of the foundational economic 

understanding of outwork’s earnings, seasonality, and labor conditions. 

Situating the Impoverished Outworker Paradigm within the Separate Spheres Literature 

Women’s history began rapidly expanding during the 1970s following the rise of 

the new social history. Many scholars were interested in the historical development of 

gender ideologies, including the construct of womanhood in social, economic, and 

political terms. Nineteenth-century gender ideologies were largely examined through the 

rhetoric, ideas, and practices of domesticity—synonymously known as the private sphere 

or “woman’s sphere.” Contrary to the period’s bourgeoise values, this body of 

historiography revealed an appreciable degree of fluidity between the separate spheres. 

This synergy was most evident regarding household economic production, which 

redefined women’s labor as a form of market activity within the “man’s sphere” or public 

sphere. But most importantly, the measure of a woman’s relationship to the public sphere 
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became market driven; it was contingent upon the degree of monetary value prescribed to 

her economic productivity.  

 This is one reason why the historiography on domesticity developed a blind spot. 

By the 1980s, outwork historiography was gradually progressing in an overlapping but 

largely parallel conceptual space. To the extent these subfields intersected, it was to 

reaffirm that outwork was largely the domain of impoverished families with some 

middle-class women participating. In both cases, outworkers were providing 

underwhelming monetary value towards aggregate household economic production, 

particularly when compared to agricultural goods produced by male relatives. For this 

reason, scholars of domesticity were turning elsewhere to answer their overarching 

question: how were women most significantly engaging with the public sphere?  

By the end of the twentieth century, Boydston’s 1990 monograph, Home and 

Work, represented the leading scholarship on this topic. She concluded that the high 

degree of economic value from unpaid housework was women’s greatest contribution to 

the development of industrial capitalism. From her perspective, middle-class housework 

was the most effective means by which women impacted the public sphere, however, the 

historical significance of housework remained hidden because of its perceived lack of 

economic value. By comparison, the scant earnings from various putting-out systems 

were of significantly less explanatory value to the study of the separate spheres. Largely 

relegated to a footnote, there appeared to be no serious problems of interpretation for 

outwork studies, and its status within the historiography on domesticity became 

peripheral.   
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Since the 1970s, this framework became entrenched in the literature. In The 

Bonds of Womanhood, Nancy Cott’s classic work studied the separate spheres arguing 

that the private sphere was defined by the cult of domesticity, a concept that defined 

white middle-class women’s lives as predominantly focused on child-rearing, familial 

education, and housework.39 What then became of exceptions to these activities, such as 

domestic manufacturing? Cott directly relied upon Abbott’s economic data from the early 

nineteenth century in discounting outwork’s impact on the private sphere, arguing that 

domestic manufacturing’s meager income offered some women a route for additional 

leisure time and education but little else.40 Indeed, one of the purposes of Cott’s 

scholarship was demonstrating that the leisurely lifestyle of the housewife was a 

historical misinterpretation of women’s domestic experiences.41 Therefore, if outwork 

was a means of gaining leisure for a privileged few, then it detracted from the standard 

narrative on the separate spheres. Nonetheless, Cott believed that this did not present a 

methodological problem because irrespective of the profitability of outwork earnings, 

patriarchal institutions severely limited women’s power to save, consume, or invest.  

Building upon Progressive era historiography, Cott interpreted putting-out 

systems as operating within the parameters of the cult of domesticity. Therefore, the 

economic and legal conditions structuring women’s relationship to home and work 

included the following five characteristics: (1) men were responsible for initiating 

economic activity on behalf of the wife; (2) married women were disincentivized from 

paid work because their income and property belonged to their husbands, while 

unmarried women’s earnings largely went towards their dowry; (3) there were few 

opportunities for economic achievement, such as domestic service, teaching, 
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storekeeping, hotelkeeping, and outwork; (4) limited opportunities for paid work 

provided low returns for the family; and (5) women were dependent upon men to buy and 

work land.42  

Since the 1970s, Cott’s manner of framing the intersection of outwork and 

domesticity, based on these five characteristics, became entrenched in Anglo-American 

literature, and is still argued. For example, Deborah Valenze’s The First Industrial 

Woman epitomizes the continuation of Cott’s categories and interpretive schemes in the 

1990s. She argues that cottage industries were expanding in England from 1780 to 1815, 

thereby creating invisible female breadwinners among impoverished rural families. These 

conditions included the straw braiding communities of Luton, Bedfordshire, where many 

female laborers were the primary source of familial income.  

However, Valenze argues that the social and economic consequences from 

breaking gender norms were purportedly of minor scholarly value, since they only 

“fostered a plebian culture in an outcast world.”43 Their domestic lives were disconnected 

from how the middle class and urban society were constructing the private sphere in an 

industrializing world.  She then argues that English women’s outworking experiences 

“solidified their association with the lowest forms of work and the lowest pay in the 

industrial economy.”44 Moreover, even when wives or young daughters became the 

invisible breadwinner, outwork “damaged their social status and position within the work 

force.”45 Valenze concludes that men remained unchallenged in the domain of high-

paying wages, thereby obstructing gender changes in the social reorganization of the 

household economy.46  
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Christopher Clark’s 1990 economic study of New England’s palm-leaf braiding 

outwork further supports Valenze’s observations of the impoverished outworker. In The 

Roots of Rural Capitalism, he analyzes palm-leaf braiders’ accounts in Hampshire 

County, Massachusetts, during the late 1830s to 1850s. According to the Seventh Census 

of 1850, “over one-third of these families had no real property and that over half of those 

who did own land or buildings had less than $2,000 worth.”47 By the 1840s, the pay was 

so low in one family that it was only “one-third of the winter wages of a farm laborer and 

half those of a woman domestic servant.”48 Based on this economic data, he argues that 

palm-leaf braiding households were economically struggling, working only 

intermittently, and engaging in the worst-paid forms of work.49 He concludes that “with 

low rates and ‘poor pay’ it is no wonder that families usually did outwork only when 

circumstances required it.”50 Thus, Clark’s analysis further supports the impoverished 

outworker paradigm, providing another case study demonstrating how putting-out 

system’s generated limited economic opportunities, resulting in its negligible impact on 

domesticity. 

Traditional historiography generally follows the interpretive framework of Cott, 

Valenze, and Clark.51 But other historians have further shaped and reinforced the 

standard narrative. Eilen Boris notes that female outwork wages shared three 

characteristics: they provided income less than farm laborers, their labor was significantly 

devalued relative to the market price of the goods manufactured, and their paid work 

operated somewhat similarly to a form of household maintenance.52 Christina Gringeri 

states that most rural outworkers were among families living in economic need. 

Moreover, their opportunities were particularly restrained by their dependent relationship 
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on merchants for materials, tools, wages, and distribution of their goods.53 Christine 

Stansell argues that “the outwork system promoted female dependence on the family, 

both because of the low wages outworkers earned and the form their labor took.”54 

According to Inge Dornan and S. J. Kleinberg, outwork was “a form of labor that 

generally failed to deliver any meaningful sense of economic and social autonomy for 

married women.”55 Concurring with Dublin’s study of storekeepers’ ledger books in New 

Hampshire, they reassert that “few married women had direct control over their wages, 

which were usually handed over to their husbands.”56  

Broadening the Narrative: A Different Methodological Approach 

 From the Progressive era to the early twenty-first century, the scholarly value of 

outwork remained peripheral to the historical understanding of the separate spheres. The 

primary cause was the impoverished outworker paradigm. The concept of domesticity 

was framed by the values of white middle-class families, whereas most outworker 

families were perceived as poor, racially pluralistic, and marginalized. This generally 

relegated outwork studies outside the analytical scope of the separate spheres because the 

social classes were identified with independent social worlds: the plebian culture of an 

outcast society versus the mainstream domestic culture of an industrializing society. The 

intersection of familial norms and the ideology of gender became contingent upon class 

structure, however, a crucial distinction remained. Housework largely defined the 

middle-class construct of womanhood, but outwork was not examined in relation to the 

construct of womanhood among the working class.  

This social historical approach to the intersection of outwork and domesticity, 

being dependent upon the intersection of the working class and gender, is untenable 
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because it is founded upon the impoverished outworker paradigm. While this interpretive 

framework remains applicable to certain industries and labor pools, it does not 

historically capture the New England straw bonnet industry, or its thousands of middle- 

class laborers, during the early national period. Consequently, the standard narrative must 

be broadened to accommodate unused source material concerning braiders and bonnet 

makers in Norfolk, Middlesex, and Bristol Counties.  

  Methodologically, there are three main reasons why traditional historiography 

requires a more complex narrative. Firstly, there is the problem of statistical 

underrepresentation. Despite scholars’ generalized conclusions, there are few in-depth 

case studies available to support their claims. Since the 1980s, there are less than a dozen 

local histories concerning outwork industries’ wage structures, labor forces, and domestic 

conditions. To exacerbate this data problem, most of these case studies are concentrated 

during the same span of history, the 1830s to 1880s. Blewett’s study of shoe uppers in 

Essex County, Massachusetts coincides with ledger books from 1833 to 1845.57 As 

previously noted, Clark’s study of palm-leaf braiders in Hampshire County, 

Massachusetts occurred only after the Panic of 1837, including economic data from 1850. 

Gail Fowler Mohanty studies the history of cotton cloth outwork in Rhode Island but only 

after 1830.58 Dublin develops a case study of palm-leaf hat making, which is situated in 

Fitzwilliam, New Hampshire during 1830.59 The earliest case studies generally do not 

focus any earlier than the 1820s, such as: Marla Miller’s examination of shirt needlework 

in Philadelphia; and Dublin’s study of cotton-textile weavers in Richmond, New 

Hampshire.60 Therefore, this lack of economic data and social history, representing 
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female outworkers from 1780 to 1815, demonstrates a critical shortcoming in the 

applicability of traditional historiography.   

Secondly, and relatedly, there is the problem of false equivalence. When 

conducting historical analysis, timeframes and outwork industries are two variables that 

require significant, recurring evidence to justify generalizing their specific historical 

conditions. However, the lack of empirical evidence between 1780 and 1815 has resulted 

in a statistical underrepresentation of this timeframe. There is no epistemologically valid 

reason to conclude that the body of scholarship on one historical period has any bearing 

on another. This is especially true because, as Valenze noted, the era where outwork 

laborers most flourished in England was prior to 1815, the early to middle stages of the 

First Industrial Revolution.61 Was this also true of women in New England? Were the 

best years of their economic achievement and influence during the first decades of the 

early national period? Based on the traditional historiography, it is impossible to know 

because there is a dearth of scholarship representing this timeframe. To avoid generating 

a false equivalence, or a Whiggish interpretation of history, existing narratives on 

outwork and domesticity need to be qualified more carefully, insofar as they are 

insufficiently supported to speak in such general terms about the nineteenth century.  

Thirdly, and most concerningly, there is the problem of theory coherence. In the 

following chapters, this thesis articulates how and why historical data on outwork from 

1800 to 1815 does not fit the existing model. Relying upon the methodology outlined by 

Gage, a reconsideration of outwork’s interrelationship with the early republic’s market, 

legal system, and transactions with commercial intermediaries explores how the straw 
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bonnet industry created an economic vehicle for working- and middle-class families 

beyond the limits identified in the traditional historiography.   

These limits are specifically challenged by reconsidering four of the five 

characteristics of the private sphere articulated by Cott. As noted, these were 

subsequently adopted by other scholars, from Boris to Kleinberg to conceptualize the 

intersection of outwork and domesticity over the last half century. Therefore, except for 

point three—the general lack of women’s labor opportunities—this thesis argues that 

Cott’s characteristics do not accurately capture the historical experiences of an important 

subset of New England women during the early national period. Concerning low 

earnings, Chapter III and IV examines the straw bonnet industry’s wage structure, 

arguing that its laborers were often well compensated and able to accumulate cash and 

goods. In terms of the legal structure of straw textile manufacturing, Chapter IV 

reconsiders the applicability of coverture to earnings and personal property, as well as 

women’s relationship to mortgages and land ownership. On the financial structure, 

Chapter V disputes the need for male relatives when completing commercial transactions, 

including accessing cash wages, or engaging in consumption.  

Examining the Interrelationships Between Domestic Manufacturers and Public Spaces 

The next three chapters examine the straw bonnet industry within the context of 

the wholesale market, municipal court, and small country store. Collectively, these public 

spaces assist in revealing the hidden ways in which domestic manufacturing influenced 

the wealth of the community. In broad terms, these environments are analyzed using the 

methodology of Gage. This requires studying the holistic web of interrelationships 

between the straw bonnet, as a product, and its connectivity to the economy, local legal 
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framework, and family financing. Interpreting the domestic manufacturing of such 

garments in this manner yields a more comprehensive understanding of outworkers’ 

historical impact on the home, the church, and the community.   

From this perspective, outwork and domesticity enjoy a synergistic relationship, 

which is causally influenced by market, legal, and financial structures. Over the next 

three chapters, these systems are analyzed sequentially, thereby demonstrating why the 

pecuniary and non-pecuniary advantages resulting from these structures incentivized an 

exponential increase in outwork, particularly during the Jeffersonian to late Madisonian 

eras. This intensification of female labor increased earnings, consumption, and power, 

which were largely to women’s socioeconomic benefit. Therefore, this homespun craft 

was more impactful to the regional economy and the internal dynamics of domesticity 

than previously recognized in the literature.  

Concerning the economic history of the straw bonnet industry, this topic is 

thematically separated into the following three chapters. Firstly, in regards to the market 

structure, the industry’s exponential growth rate contributed towards creating buoyant 

wages. Increasing supply-side growth helped maintain competitive market conditions, as 

merchant firms struggled to capture sufficient market share to decrease the economic 

value of outwork labor by controlling manufacturing prices. Therefore, neither 

shopkeepers nor wholesalers were able to significantly decrease the wages paid to rural 

women. This helps explain why straw textile income was more than double other 

economic opportunities in the first decade of the nineteenth century. 

Secondly, straw textiles were legally recognized in municipal courts as taking 

precedence over coverture. Husbands did not have legal claim to the articles 
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manufactured by their wives. While this included all forms of textiles, the economic 

value of straw bonnets was substantially greater than other forms of outwork. Thus, even 

though the legal framework applied to all textiles, Dunstable bonnets and Italian 

Leghorns emerged as the best path for upward mobility. Ultimately, these common-law 

protections incentivized the intensification of female labor, allowing women to 

accumulate personal capital by spending their wages on the accumulation of clothing. 

Thirdly, outworkers were gaining direct access to the market economy through 

braiding, since selling for cash or debit did not require mediation through a husband or 

father. In parts of New England, straw braid was recognized as a liquid instrument, which 

was most evident in women’s philanthropic activities. By producing and circulating 

greater amounts of liquidity, outworkers were stimulating higher rates of consumer 

spending and standard-of-living improvements in their households and communities.  
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Chapter III. 

The Market Structure: Industry Growth and Supply Chain Development, 1800-1812  

This chapter focuses on microeconomic factors influencing the wage structure of 

the straw bonnet industry. These conditions help elucidate why a specific pool of female 

laborers enjoyed economic opportunities rarely shared in other regions or periods. Since 

these garments were luxury goods commanding higher earnings, the straw bonnet 

industry behaved differently than most other forms of outwork. Relative to their 

purchasing value, the manufacture of Dunstable bonnets had the advantages of requiring 

few skills or production time. As noted, the Rice women in Framingham were able to 

make $340 in several months from such labor as early as 1800.  

For this reason, the Dunstable wholesale market provides historical insights into 

the underlying supply and demand conditions influencing straw bonnet outworker 

earnings. With the relative sparsity of ledger books and individual income records, this 

microeconomic vantage point is especially useful in determining key aspects of the 

industry’s early history. This includes understanding why straw bonnet making was 

growing exponentially and how such growth fostered a competitive market. These 

economic traits are significant because they helped prevent wage deflation during the 

industry’s market boom.  

In examining the causal factors affecting women’s earnings, the history of rural 

outwork requires a contextual knowledge of the nature and structure of the wholesale 

market, both in terms of its local and non-local conditions. Specifically, a method of 

accounting for the steady increase in buyers and the relative distribution of their market 

share helps determine the degree of market competition. Analyzing the market’s 
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historical degree of competitiveness is important because it ultimately affected the 

manufacturing value of braids and bonnets. If the wholesale market was competitive, then 

commercial intermediaries were incapable of forcing outworkers to become the price-

takers in the supply chain, being a market actor incapable of influencing the market price. 

For this reason, examining the dynamics of the supply chain provides historical insight 

into whether household manufacturers or merchants were unduly influencing the wage 

structure.  

For example, the lack of large merchant firms indicates the supply chain was 

decentralized, which further indicates that commercial intermediaries were unable to 

control the economic value of straw textile labor. If rural jobbers or urban wholesalers 

attempted to deflate manufacturing prices in a competitive market, then outworkers 

would shift their goods to another vendor and receive better compensation. Therefore, the 

historical analysis of the microeconomic conditions of the supply chain helps explain 

why the manufacturing value of straw textile labor remained comparatively strong 

relative to other earning opportunities during the Jeffersonian to late Madisonian era.  

This chapter argues that one of the distinguishing qualities of straw bonnet 

making was its competitive market structure, which was largely due to the high number 

of small-scale wholesale buyers and decentralized supply chain. The strongest, indirect 

evidence of these polyopsonistic conditions concerns the exponential growth of the straw 

bonnet industry. From 1798 through the War of 1812, exponential growth helped create a 

buoyancy effect on women’s household earnings, namely by maintaining a competitive 

market and attracting more merchants into the distribution system; this subsequently 

made it difficult for established firms to concentrate market share.  
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Based on manufacturing census data and historical documents, the following 

narrative argues that supply-side growth was expanding so rapidly that the distribution 

system struggled to efficiently manage inventory. This incentivized good wages as local 

jobbers and wholesale merchants were willing to pay competitive prices for in-demand 

goods. Moreover, female outworkers enjoyed diverse access to sales channels, including 

dry goods stores, country traders, milliners, and local bonnet merchants. These structural 

conditions provided laborers the agency to choose where to receive their payments. 

Ultimately, the combination of these factors created a market structure that comparatively 

advantaged women’s labor relative to other economic opportunities. This helps explain 

the intensification of female outwork and its growing effects on the household economy, 

as wives and daughters collectively began earning hundreds of thousands of dollars per 

year in southeastern Massachusetts.  

Historical Origins of the Straw Bonnet Market  

On October 1, 1809, Dr. James Mann was writing a letter to Congress, from his 

hometown in Wrentham, explaining the meteoric rise of straw textiling.62 A respected 

medical scientist, he was among the first administers of smallpox vaccines in the 

country.63 Several years later, in 1803, he was awarded the Massachusetts Medical 

Society’s Boylstonian Prize Medal for his dissertation on the observable causes of 

cholera and its relationship to infant mortality.64 In 1810, he was initiated into the 

American Academy of Arts and Sciences before being appointed medical director of the 

Northern Army during the War of 1812.65 In the leadup to the “Second War of 

Independence,” Mann was still living in Wrentham, the epicenter of the industry, where 

he personally witnessed, in a matter of eight years, how straw textiling was 
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revolutionizing his community. Moreover, these economic changes were likely occurring 

within his own household. Residing with ten other relatives, the two youngest females 

were less than ten years old in 1800, being at the right time, place, and age to be engaging 

in straw textiling during the subsequent decade.66 For these reasons, Mann’s letter is 

among the earliest, most credible, and detailed accounts of the industry’s origins.     

According to Mann, Wrentham’s putting-out system was commencing in 1801. At 

the time, women were already feeling the effects of the market revolution by 

experiencing growing consumer needs for quality clothing. The middling classes were 

coveting higher-status-affirming symbols, especially fashionable garments reserved for 

the most affluent social class. During the early national period, urban markets were 

providing wealthy families with Moroccan slippers and merino woolen shawls, but such 

luxuries remained largely unobtainable for farm girls and bourgeoise townsfolk.67 Until 

the arrival of Sally Richmond, this included affordable access to Dunstable bonnets. 

However, after learning its production techniques from Williams Academy students, 

locals began crafting the luxury garment. By 1801, there were only two types of young 

ladies left in Wrentham: those skilled in making Dunstables for themselves; and those 

unskilled, imploring someone to manufacture their own.  

Although these garments were initially produced for use, this initial stage quickly 

transitioned, oftentimes seamlessly, to production for surplus value. After several months 

of steady manufacturing, Dunstable bonnets proliferated throughout the area, creating 

excess inventory during the 1801 production season. Due to the condition of Wrentham’s 

saturated market, a critical stage in the historical development of the putting-out system 

began forming. Mann recalls that when the surplus inventory was sufficiently large for a 
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wagonload, a group of women entrusted their surplus goods to a man known to frequent 

the market in Boston. Arriving in Wrentham some days later with the profits, the bonnets 

“made such returns as to not only encourage the first adventurers to continue the 

business, but to induce others also to become adventurers, so that, at the end of one year, 

the bonnet business had become an important article of traffic in this vicinity.”68  

These returns began to immediately change Wrentham’s local market. According 

to town history, “this demand added much to the business of small trading stores, by 

exchange of their goods for straw braid. The braid thus collected was converted into 

bonnets, and this led to special manufactories of straw goods.”69 This is an important 

distinction, insofar as many of these women were not operating as independent 

entrepreneurs but operating within a locally organized supply chain. As these burgeoning 

manufactories became profitable, and as the intensification of female labor began 

increasing exponentially, these conditions began attracting new competitors. The most 

significant of the new firms was Amariah Hall’s store, established in 1802. Nicknamed 

Bonnet Hall, it largely began the cottage industry by creating a central nexus between 

outworkers and urban wholesalers.  

At the beginning of their production, bonnets were made of oat straw, requiring 

sixteen to eighteen yards of braid. Women would journey to Amariah’s store on horse 

from the surrounding towns and were known to continue doing so after local bonnet 

merchants began establishing stores in their own villages. Despite its humble beginnings, 

as a single room in his house, Bonnet Hall became one of the largest and best capitalized 

straw manufactory firms in Norfolk County, until its failure in 1816 (see Table 1). During 
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its existence, there were straw braiders in nearly every family in the region, incentivizing 

new merchants to enter.70 

Table 1. Local Bonnet Merchant Expansion in Massachusetts, 1801-1812 

   

MA Town Straw Bonnet Manufactory Years Operated  

    

 

Medfield 

 

Wrentham 

 

Wrentham 

 

Franklin 

 

Medway 

 

Foxborough 

 

Foxborough 

 

Johnson Mason and George Ellis 

 

Amariah Hall (Bonnet Hall) 

 

Fisher and Day (Green Store) 

 

Asa and Davis Thayer 

 

Captain William Felt 

 

Hepsebeth Sumner Metcalf 

 

Elias Nason 

 

1801-Unknown 

 

1802-1816 

 

1804-1816 

 

1810-Unknown 

 

1810-Unknown 

 

Before 1812-Unknown 

 

1812-Unknown 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources: Jenni F. Copeland, “The Romance of the Straw Bonnet, 1820,” Every Day but 

Sunday: Duane Hamilton Hurd, ed., History of Middlesex County, Massachusetts III 

(Philadelphia: J. W. Lewis & Co., 1890); Samuel Warner, History and Directory of 

Wrentham and Norfolk, Massachusetts for 1890 (Needham, MA: A. E. Foss & Company, 

1890); Josiah Howard Temple, History of Framingham, Massachusetts (Framingham, 

MA: Town of Framingham, 1887); Ephraim Orcutt Jameson, ed., The History of Medway 

Massachusetts, 1713 to 1885 (Medway, MA: Town of Medway, 1886); Duane Hamilton 

Hurd, ed., History of Norfolk County, Massachusetts (Philadelphia: J. W. Lewis & Co., 

1884); Mortimer Blake, A History of the Town of Franklin, Massachusetts (Franklin, 

MA: Town of Franklin, 1879); E. P. Carpenter, Foxborough's Official Centennial Record 

(Boston: Rockwell & Churchill Press, 1879); William Barry, A History of Framingham, 

Massachusetts (Boston: J. Munroe and Company, 1847).   

As favorable wholesale prices incentivized the intensification of outwork labor 

and new merchant firms, the straw bonnet industry’s rate of growth began increasing 

exponentially. According to New York City’s Evening Post, Wrentham, and the 
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surrounding towns, particularly Franklin and Framingham, sold approximately 4,000 

bonnets, in 1802, to urban markets.71 By 1806, Representative Francis Baylies—a 

Jacksonian Federalist representing the straw textile region of Bristol County from 1820 to 

1827—recalls in his speech delivered on the House floor:  

I met a New York trader on a journey, who informed me, that he had 

purchased straw bonnets at Wrentham, to the amount of ten thousand 

dollars. I well recollect my astonishment at this information, for so 

ignorant was I at that time, of the extent of this business, that I did not 

believe that bonnets to that amount were manufactured in all the states. 

The English Dunstables were excluded from the American market, by the 

American straws, which surpassed them in elegance, durability, and 

cheapness.72  

Compared to the 1802 estimate of aggregate output, the historian might interpret Baylies’ 

account as undermining the argument that the straw bonnet market was becoming more 

polyopsonistic during the first decade of the nineteenth century. In absolute terms, a 

$10,000 purchase suggests a significant degree of concentrated market share, which 

implies a small group of large-capital buyers. Upon this interpretation of the historical 

evidence, the New York trader’s wholesale purchase supports the emergence of an 

oligopsony, which would indicate downward pressure on women’s outwork earnings. 

Evidence of Market Competition: Analyzing the Exponential Growth of the Industry 

 This interpretation fails to consider the scale of the industry’s rapidly changing 

market volume relative to the supply chain. The presence of a New York merchant in 

Wrentham points to major trade flow disruptions. These supply issues were exacerbated 

by an inefficient network of New England buyers, lacking the necessary population or 

capital to efficiently distribute straw bonnets to New York. While these conditions could 

have been predominantly caused by insufficient production, it seems unlikely because 
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there was at least $10,000 in goods housed in inventory. This staggering amount is 

greater than the annual production value of many Massachusetts industries, such as steel 

furnaces or hydraulic engines.73 If the supply chain was operating efficiently, then straw 

bonnets should be transported to wholesale markets before reaching such high levels of 

accumulation. Under normal circumstances, the distribution system depended upon local 

country traders who were responsible for delivering straw bonnets to Boston and 

Providence. From these port cities, goods were traded among wholesale merchants and 

then retailed throughout urban markets. The surplus was transported by merchant ship to 

a port of final destination, including: New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Charleston, 

New Orleans, and the West Indies.74  

 For a New York trader to personally journey to Wrentham indicates an 

insufficient number of country traders in Norfolk County or wholesale merchant capacity 

in Boston and Providence. It suggests that market volume was outpacing a distribution 

system that was not developing at a proportional rate of growth. For an oligopsony to 

function, a coterie of buyers must have the capital necessary to respectively control a 

substantial market share. If the market’s value was increasing exponentially, then it 

would be highly challenging for merchant firms to create any barriers of entry to new 

competitors. In fact, large, rapid increases in market volume would readily incentivize 

additional market participants, thereby creating a robust polyopsony. The outstanding 

question then remains: can this vast increase in market volume be demonstrated? 

The best evidence of the market’s rapid growth is the manufacturing value 

estimates from 1809 to 1811. According to Mann, Wrentham produced approximately 

$100,000 in straw bonnets in 1809.75 Based on data from August 1810 to July 1811, 
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Tench Coxe’s federal census on the arts and manufacturers reported that straw bonnets 

were now the tenth largest industry in Massachusetts, placing the putting-out system 

ahead of seventy-six other state industries (Table 2). This form of rural outwork rose 

from approximately $0 in 1799 to $551,988 by 1810-1, placing the industry in the top 

twelfth percentile in size (Table 2). Straw bonnets now surpassed long established 

industries, including: cabinet making, paper, soap, whale oil, tallow candles, beer, and 

gold and silver work.76 By this time, straw textiles were spreading outside its initial zone 

of origin, becoming a significant branch of domestic manufacturing in Rhode Island, 

while also taking root in Connecticut and Vermont. Geographical expansion required the 

participation of even more country traders, as well as wholesale buyers in new markets, 

such as Hartford, which emerged as an important nexus for the Connecticut trade. 

Table 2. Straw Bonnet Industry’s Manufacturing Value Relative to State Industries, 1810  

   

 Industry manufacturing value State industries 

State Straw bonnet 

industry 

State 

median 

SBI state 

ranking 

Total 

number 

SBI state 

percentile 

      

 

Massachusetts 

 

$551,988 

 

$69,318 

 

10th 

 

86 

 

12th 

Connecticut $27,100 $76,900 27th 31 87th 

Rhode Island $25,800 $11,007 14th 37 38th 

Vermont $1,010 $13,150 32nd 44 73rd 

 

Source: Calculations based on data from Tench Coxe, A Statement of the Arts and 

Manufactures of the United States of America, for the Year 1810 (Philadelphia: A. 

Cornman, 1814), 4-12, 15-31. 

Note: SBI = straw bonnet industry     

According to Margo Anderson, the leading scholar on the social history of the 

United States census, the manufacturing data for the 1810 iteration is unreliable because 
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it significantly undercounted the amount of goods produced.77 Coxe was also keenly 

aware of this methodological shortcoming, estimating that the manufacturing value of 

various industries was undercounted by at least one-fourth of the real amount.78 Upon 

recalculating for this degree of undercount, the adjusted manufacturing value for straw 

bonnets was approximately $689,985 in Massachusetts alone.79 Consequently, the 

industry’s actual size was substantially greater than officially reported, indicating that the 

market growth rate of straw textile outwork was extremely high between 1801 and 1811. 

Divided in equal terms, the production value was approximately $73,500 per year. Since 

about 4,000 bonnets were produced in 1802, and assuming a wholesale price averaging 

$2.75, this created an aggregate value of approximately $11,000. Therefore, using the 

decade’s degree of variation between its beginning and end stages, the market was 

growing exponentially, as this was the only means of obtaining the accelerated pace of 

value evidenced by the 1809-11 data.  

In conclusion, the straw bonnet market helps explain fundamental changes in 

household labor patterns. The intensification of outwork came at the expense of other 

forms of domestic labor, as women steadily increased their production of straw braids 

and bonnets. These microeconomic findings are historically significant for two major 

reasons. Firstly, in comparison to other forms of female outwork, its scale and rate of 

growth are structurally distinct between 1800 and the War of 1812. The industry’s 

increasing scale is significant because the greater the number of laborers, the more 

evidence of straw textile’s competitive advantages in attracting economic output relative 

to the labor market’s other opportunities. Therefore, based on the body of historical 
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evidence, straw textile outwork was shown to be largescale, geographically concentrated, 

and provided a significant labor opportunity for women.    

Secondly, straw textile outwork’s distinctive supply chain structure and 

competitive market conditions help explain the pecuniary labor advantages offered to 

women and their households. Many buyers were needed during the early developmental 

stages of the international bonnet trade. This conclusion is significant because it 

demonstrates the polyopsonistic structure of the market leading into the War of 1812. 

Since the manufacturing volume was growing exponentially, there were negligible 

barriers to entry for new merchants. Greater market participation was incentivized due to 

the intersection of high demand, increasing supply, and comparatively high profit 

margins. Ultimately, the multitude of rural traders and urban wholesalers helped buoy 

women’s wages comparatively more than other economic opportunities, such as domestic 

service and the other outwork industries. This not only attracted more of the labor pool 

into straw outwork but it helps explain why the intensification of domestic manufacturing 

stimulated greater household earnings and consumption. The extent of this capital 

accumulation, and its comparison to other forms of labor, are examined in the next 

chapter. 
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Chapter IV. 

The Legal Structure: Women’s Property Ownership and Capital Accumulation   

The straw bonnet industry could not have helped produce social change without 

female outworkers’ ownership over their earnings and other forms of property. However, 

the common-law institution of coverture is regarded in traditional historiography as 

preventing married women from owning property during the early national period. As 

explored in Chapter II, scholars generally interpret coverture as an unassailable body of 

law affixing much of the structure of the separate spheres, thereby preventing female 

financial and social independence in household economies. While coverture restricted the 

possible means of socially organizing families, the following chapter reconsiders the 

standard depiction of wives as incapable of owning personal, monetary, and real 

property, namely by analyzing coverture’s intersection with the history of straw bonnet 

outwork and the common laws on textiles. Based on supporting archival material, this 

chapter argues that the legal structure underpinning the straw bonnet industry in Norfolk 

County, Massachusetts—the epicenter of this form of domestic manufacturing—allowed 

outworkers to accumulate land, personal property, and substantial monetary savings 

irrespective of coverture, thereby providing the means of fostering female-directed social 

changes in the private and public spheres during the early national period.  

This case study complicates the standard narrative because it evidences why the 

separate spheres were more synergistic than commonly portrayed in the literature, insofar 

as women’s consumption and purchasing power were not only increasing but this pattern 

of economic activity contributed towards unlocking women’s access to property 

ownership in Norfolk County decades before the abolition of coverture. In exploring 
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these issues, this chapter studies the financial history of Patty Carpenter, a wife and straw 

bonnet maker from Norfolk County who purchased and held title to land independent of 

her husband or dowered real estate. County courthouse land deeds are examined that 

establish her legal ownership, as well as the network of local officials involved in 

securing her real estate—being the primary asset defining the economic status and 

political power of men in the public sphere. Based on these government documents, this 

chapter analyzes how Patty embodies bottom-up changes in the straw textile 

manufacturing region of New England, insofar as nonenforcement of coverture at the 

local courthouse was not influenced by higher court rulings or legislative changes to state 

law but from the practical effects of the female economy on family finances, especially 

women’s developing role as either primary or supplementary payer of men’s mortgage 

debts.  

 Patty embodies the destabilization of coverture because the underlying 

justification for denying wives the right to own real property was the condition that 

husbands meet the economic needs of the marriage as financial guardian. By the 1810s, 

farmers in parts of rural New England were struggling to meet this marital condition, 

which was further exacerbated by rising income of wives’ and daughters’ earnings from 

straw textile manufacturing. This chapter concludes by exploring why these economic 

changes were distinctly generated by the straw bonnet industry of New England during 

the early national period and are not found in other putting-out systems. This data is 

comparatively analyzed using Patty’s aggregate savings juxtaposed with annual wage 

data from other outwork industries. The discrepancies in income helps explain why 

certain absences and asymmetries exist in the literature concerning the intersection of 
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female labor and the separate spheres, as well as how Norfolk County’s violation of 

coverture in the 1810s has been overlooked by scholars. This discovery is particularly 

significant as it supports the need to broaden categories and interpretive schemes that can 

accommodate social practices not presently captured by traditional historiography.        

Coverture in the Literature 

The common-law institution of coverture is regarded by traditional historiography 

as obstructing married women’s ability to own money, personal property, or land.  

According to Marylynn Salmon’s leading study of women’s property ownership in early 

America, wives “did not seek independence in their social world, and the law gave them 

scant opportunity for independence in the realm of family finance.”80 Similarly, Cott 

emphasizes in Public Vows that the historical conditions for financial independence did 

not exist because coverture functioned as a form of wealth transfer between genders: “a 

woman’s assets became her husband’s property and so did her labor and future 

earnings.”81 In Man and Wife in America, Hendrik Hartog concurs, arguing that the 

institutional power of formal law affixed marital customs and norms as uniform and 

monopolistic throughout the United States. He notes how this legal and cultural 

framework was insurmountable for individuals because “coverture was understood as the 

general rule, as the first principle, as the distillation of an incontrovertible structure.”82 

Based on this body of scholarship, families lacked the capacity for breaking these legal 

norms because the enforcement of state laws by municipal courts prevented married 

women from owning property. Furthermore, ordinary citizens generally lacked the 

necessary mentalité to even consider the possibility of violating these marital customs 

and norms.  
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          These scholars represent the top-down methodological approach to the historical 

understanding of the separate spheres because this framework presupposes that political 

and legal institutions either largely or completely determined married women’s degree of 

access to the economy. Since this interpretation of the early national period is 

foundational to traditional historiography, the history of married women’s property 

ownership remains a neglected area of study because it is generally assumed that this 

subject does not exist. In making this case, historians traditionally argue that married 

women were incapable of accessing various forms of economic activity—such as land 

ownership—before they were granted the property rights to do so. Therefore, gaining 

economic access required enumerating wives’ rights to personal, private, real, and other 

forms of property by state legislators and enforcing those privileges in municipal courts.   

This argument is articulated by the legal scholars Hazem Alshaikhmubarak, R. 

Richard Geddes, and Shoshana Grossbard, who note that “the first statute granting 

married women control over their separate property is the New York Married Women’s 

Property Act of 1848. All other states eventually followed, most enacting [property rights 

for married women] between 1850 and 1920.”83 In the case of Massachusetts, its state 

legislature did not enumerate any form of property rights for wives until 1855. According 

to these legal scholars, this infers that established marital customs and norms prevented 

married women from owning money or other property during the first half of the 

nineteenth century, insofar as no formal rights existed anywhere in the United States 

before 1848. While some women may have hidden coinage in a secret pocket or held an 

informal claim to their personal clothing, land was impossible to own before being 
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granted property rights because land deeds required the approval of county clerks in 

municipal courts, which legal historians presume were the primary institutions enforcing 

coverture.  

This top-down methodological approach to coverture, and its deterministic effects 

on the separate spheres, has recently been challenged by Edwards concerning wives’ 

access to money and personal property. In her study of the legal history of textile 

ownership, and the special class of common laws reserved for the manufacture and 

exchange of textiling goods, she reaches the antithetical conclusion of by using a bottom-

up methodological approach. Her revision of traditional historiography is grounded in the 

intersection of law with sociocultural history, insofar as she argues that “unlike individual 

property rights, moreover, claims to textiles involved foundational cultural values and 

social customs that defined the good order of society more generally and, by extension, 

were available to everyone.”84 In the municipal courts, “it was simply assumed that 

everyone could make legal claims to textiles,” whether that be a slave or a married 

woman.85 Additionally, any length of “fabric, household linens, and related accessories, 

such as ribbons, hats, and shoes” were respected by the municipal courts as belonging to 

its manufacturer irrespective of the laws surrounding either slavery or coverture.86 For 

this reason, Edwards argues that the progressive expansion of women’s economic rights 

through state and national law is an erroneous framework by which to evaluate the 

history of women’s access to the economy. The traditional historiography fails to account 

for married women’s use of municipal courts to store and exchange value through their 

garments. Ultimately, these garments not only formed the foundations of the female 



 

47 

economy but were a hidden source of power, particularly during the decades where 

coverture was strictest and hardest to circumvent.   

If the traditional historiography erred in assuming that coverture prevented 

married women from owning money and personal property, could it have also been 

mistaken about land ownership? Edwards does not believe so because the social customs 

and cultural values protecting women’s access to the economy only extended to finished 

garments and textile materials. However, this thesis challenges Edwards on this point. If 

straw textile workers were making hundreds of dollars per year, such as Mary Eames 

Rice’s family, then this purchasing power was influencing local social customs as the 

female economy transformed Wrentham and the surrounding towns. The straw bonnet 

industry was increasing women’s access to cash, participation in household consumption, 

and financing of family farms. Is it not also possible that this transformation influenced 

the norms governing the local county courthouse? Why would not the region’s farmers 

allow their wives, who had saved one to two thousand dollars, to own land if husbands 

already recognized their wives’ rights to their earnings from bonnet making and braiding? 

Why would the county courthouse enforce state laws governing coverture if the local 

farming community’s economic organization and social customs sufficiently changed to 

make these laws untenable? In the case of Patty Carpenter, a wife and straw bonnet 

maker from Foxborough, she legally purchased land independently of her husband by 

using her own money thirty-seven years before state law granted her the right to do so.   

The Case of Patty Carpenter of Foxborough, Massachusetts 

 In southeastern Massachusetts, earnings from the straw bonnet industry were 

complicating the standard narrative on the separate spheres. On March 15, 1824, as part 
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of Representative Baylies’ speech on the floor of the House, he recollected how the 

dynamics of farming families were shifting in his district, as gendered changes in the 

economy impacted traditional methods of managing mortgages:  

I have known, and I have heard of many farmers who were relieved from 

embarrassments and mortgages, by the labor of their daughters, and those 

daughters when married could carry to their husbands marriage portions, 

frequently of a thousand and sometimes of two thousand dollars, which is 

an establishment for any young farmer in New England.87 

Baylies’ account of his constituents’ finances evidences how women were supporting the 

economic viability of rural households in unprecedented terms. The female economy was 

not only undermining the idealized role of the husband and father as sole breadwinner but 

was destabilizing gender categories because real property—both land and buildings—was 

essential to defining masculinity. Farms, homes, and workshops were not only the 

foundations of male power but were the means of determining democratic 

enfranchisement, insofar as possessing real property demonstrated sufficient masculinity 

to politically engaging in the public sphere. According to this construct of gender, the 

primary benefit of being a femme covert, meaning a “covered woman,” was that the 

status of wife obligated her husband to provide economic guardianship. But how could 

coverture function in domestic practice if female outworkers were relieving their fathers 

of mortgages and providing the necessary capital for their husbands’ farms? Who was 

guarding whom?   

 Due to these changes, the straw bonnet industry’s economic effects on outworker 

families impacted the region’s mentalité concerning coverture. Marital customs and 

norms were transforming in Norfolk County faster than the Massachusetts legislature’s as 

women’s substantial savings undermined the mutual obligations and responsibilities 

underlying the social function of coverture. If the justification for coverture was 
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maintained by everyday economic activities, then women’s purchasing power and capital 

accumulation undermined the function of male guardianship within female-breadwinning 

families. Among straw bonnet-making communities, violating coverture norms emerged 

by the 1810s, as wives began using their retained earnings to purchase real property 

independent of their husband. Evidence of female financial independence complicates the 

traditional narrative, as this behavior contradicts the historical understanding of New 

England household economies, as married women not only sought an independent social 

world but were granted it by a network of men. This further contradicts the narrative 

articulated by legal historians because women’s ownership of real property indicates that 

some local Justices of the Peace and county clerks were not enforcing common-law 

coverture in their jurisdictions.  

Norms governing municipal courts’ enforcement of coverture were changing from 

the bottom-up due to local conditions decades before state legislatures abolished various 

aspects of coverture from the top-down. Supporting evidence for this revisionary 

interpretation is provided by a married woman’s land deed discovered in the process of 

researching this thesis at the Norfolk County Courthouse in Dedham, Massachusetts. 

Located in the heart of the straw bonnet industry, Dedham’s local economy was 

significantly impacted by gendered market changes, such as those explored in the 

previous chapter. In the process of researching a list of names of known straw bonnet 

makers from Foxborough, Massachusetts, the case of Patty Carpenter supports: (1) 

Baylies’ account of a thousand or more earnings in a woman’s own name from straw 

bonnet making; and (2) a wife’s use of her money to violate coverture by legally 
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purchasing real property, thereby demonstrating historical evidence of female financial 

independence and access to the economy denied by traditional historiography.  

 Based on town records, Patty is believed to have been the fourth woman to learn 

straw bonnet making in Foxborough, which indicates she began manufacturing around 

1800-1.88 On March 20, 1815, Patty entered coverture by marrying Stephen Rhoades, a 

father and widower, in their hometown.89 During this period, historical evidence of her 

property, and a significant degree of her aggregate savings, can be discovered in the 

source material using two land deeds and a story preserved from local folklore. 

Approximately seven months into her marriage, on October 23, Patty received a land 

deed from the courthouse, acknowledging her legal purchase of forty acres for $422 of 

her own money.90 According to the wording of the government document:  

I Stephen Rhoades of Foxborough, County of Norfolk and Commonwealth 

of Massachusetts…in consideration of four hundred and twenty two 

dollars paid by Patty Carpenter of said Foxborough Bonnet Maker the 

Receipt whereof I do hereby acknowledge, do hereby give, grant, sell, and 

convey the said Patty her heirs and assigns…by estimation forty acres….91  

Within her marriage, her husband and the local courthouse recognized her legal capacity 

to individually own property irrespective of coverture. On November 27, 1818, it was 

signed and acknowledged by Elias Nason, the local Justice of the Peace, followed by the 

courthouse recorder examining and entering the deed. These processes occurred thirty-

seven years before the traditional historiography asserts married women were able to own 

real property.  

 Concerning evidence of Patty’s independent capital accumulation, a local story 

from Foxborough folklore reveals details of her early marriage. The following story has 

been preserved concerning events in her life during 1815:  
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Patty Carpenter was evidently an enterprising woman. She not only paid 

for a half-share of the land, but she also bore her share in furnishing the 

mansion, which was one of the early straw factories. It is related that she 

bagged up a lot of the bonnets she made by hand, and then mounted a 

young and wild colt, placing the bag of bonnets on the pillion. She rode 

the young horse ‘Critter’ to the store of ‘Bonnet’ Hall—so called because 

he made a specialty of exchanging store goods for straw bonnets. (His real 

name was Amariah Hall; his store was in ‘Rentham’ about where the 

Wrentham Poor House, later the police barracks, stood). Patty wanted a set 

of dishes for her new home, so she traded the bonnets for new dishes. 

Placing the dishes in a bag behind her, she set out for home. ‘The rustling 

of the bonnets was bad enough, ‘thought the horse Critter,’ but the rattling 

of the dishes is too much to bear.” He stood the rattling until he arrived at 

the top of Shackstand Hill, then he bolted over a wall beside the road. 

Nothing daunted, Plucky Patty forced the horse to jump back into the road, 

and it is related that upon unpacking the set of dishes, not a single one was 

found to have broken.92 

Among the insights from this account concerns the egalitarian purchase of the 

newlywed’s new mansion and household items. According to the land deed, the 

newlyweds purchased their home from Nason, a wealthy man who owned the town’s 

cotton textile manufactory and served as Justice of the Peace authorizing Patty’s purchase 

of forty acres on the other property deed.93 If Patty was locally known to have paid for a 

half-share of everything, then the question remains: how much did the Nason home cost?  

In 1815, the couple purchased their new residence for $1,040.94 Based on folklore 

and the accompanying deed, these sources indicate that Patty contributed $520 to the 

purchase. These two documents demonstrate that Baylies’ floor speech was mostly 

accurate, in terms of the relative earnings of straw bonnet makers. Patty was able to save 

at least $942 leading up to her marriage. However, this aggregate does not include any 

additional savings used to purchase household items, clothing, furnishings, or food for 

their new home. Estimating the value of these items would place her savings somewhere 

between one and two thousand dollars. It should be noted that this is the precise range of 

savings Baylies observed from talking to his constituents that women in his district were 
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regularly accumulating as straw bonnet makers. Consequently, Patty’s story supports the 

revisionary narrative that the straw bonnet region of New England respected women’s 

right to their own income, allowed wives to purchase and own land independently, and 

controverted coverture decades before traditional historiography claims. 

How Patty Carpenter Embodies Absences and Asymmetries in the Literature 

 If women like Patty Carpenter saved over a thousand dollars in their own name, 

then how could such a significant degree of earnings be overlooked by scholars who 

study the female economy? There are three reasons why New England straw bonnet 

outworker’s comparatively high income is absent from the literature. Firstly, as 

emphasized in Chapter II, the straw bonnet industry of the early national period has never 

been studied in-depth, including by scholars of outwork, thereby ensuring its absence 

from the literature. Secondly, as argued by Edwards, nineteenth-century women often 

purchased and stored clothing as a means of accumulating capital, which could be readily 

traded at pawn stores for money or goods. Since textiles are non-durable goods, these 

garments largely decomposed leaving scant historical record of women’s savings, 

including the comparatively significant amounts of straw bonnet makers.  

Thirdly, as noted in Baylies’ historical account, women often used their savings to 

help finance new property or pay down existing mortgages. The case of Patty Carpenter 

evidences that this practice existed, however, there is a dearth of mortgage records or 

land deeds naming women’s monetary assets as a source of funding. This gendered 

asymmetry in the historical record is due to patriarchal norms, because men are named as 

landowner and mortgagor without referencing using their wives’ or daughters’ savings 

for completing real estate transactions. Unfortunately, the absence of this data from 



 

53 

government documents renders it exceedingly difficult to analyze female outworkers’ 

income because historians are prevented from knowing the amounts or frequency in 

which wives co-opted their husbands’ traditional role.  

Consumption as a Form of Savings: Clothing and Economic Improvement 

 Concerning the second point, consumption as a form of savings is explored in 

greater depth in Chapter IV. In juxtaposing the legal and financial structures of the 

female economy, this thesis argues that straw bonnet laborers were accumulating capital 

through clothing, which can be analyzed indirectly through archival sources. In 1827, 

William Ballard recollects the rise of the local female economy in A Sketch of the History 

of Framingham. He recounts how in the first decade of the nineteenth century:  

The young women of this place were among the first in the state to engage 

in the Dunstable straw braid. This has enabled those in the humblest 

stations to trick themselves out in all the gewgaws of fashion; but injured 

them from the important duties of housewife, and rendered it impossible to 

obtain menial service, without long journeys and frequent discharges.95 

Although Ballard negatively evaluates the moral implications of these social changes, the 

gendered transformation benefited women by providing the opportunity to participate in 

the market revolution. Female consumption of the “gewgaws of fashion” included all 

manner of imported garments from Europe and the Indies, according to Reverend Samuel 

Standley’s 1825 monograph on the straw bonnet industry of New England.96 This 

economic behavior was materialistic but not frivolous, insofar as the growing selection of 

dress goods, shoes, gloves, stockings, and bonnets provided an independent store of 

value. According to common law, textile materials or finished goods produced or 

purchased by women were recognized as their personal property irrespective of 

coverture. Standley’s account supports this interpretation when he notes that since “the 
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earnings of females in this country are generally at their own disposal, it must give them 

a greater degree of influence, than they otherwise possess.”97  

 In response to such moralists, Timothy Flint, editor of The Western Monthly 

Review, noted in February 1829 that women’s production and consumption of 

fashionable clothing was a net social benefit “If pride of dress should still remain a sin in 

the court of conscience, the neutralizing influence of excitement, hope, industry, and 

cheerfulness would, in our opinion, not only counterbalance the evil, but leave a 

preponderance of good.”98 In arguing his point, Flint recalled how he first became 

acquainted with the straw bonnet industry, observing firsthand the socioeconomic 

changes as women began investing their earnings into functional and aesthetic 

improvements:  

We lived in a village in New-England, where making straw bonnets 

commenced. We saw the first coarse essays. We remarked the gradual 

increase of the industry, until one merchant sold, from the avails of the 

manufacture of a town containing fifteen hundred people, $12,000 worth 

of straw manufacture in one year. Into whatever house we entered, the 

children, from five to fifteen years, were all busily employed; and while 

their slender fingers were occupied, and their minds cheered with 

excitement and hope, and the certainty of the reward of industry, came 

honorable emulation, improvement in appearance, and full supply of 

school books, comfortable furniture; in short, in a few years a complete 

metamorphosis in the appearance of the town, external and internal.99   

Flint’s firsthand account is significant because he documents the direct causal 

relationship between the degree of women’s financial independence and their power to 

reconstruct public and private spaces. These observations demonstrate why traditional 

historiography needs to be reconsidered, namely due to three factors affecting villages 

specializing in straw bonnet-making: (1) coverture caused less than the complete transfer 

of the wife’s wealth to her husband; (2) outworkers were seeking and obtaining a degree 

of independence in their social world through their purchasing power; and (3) the 
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customs and common law privileges protecting wives’ personal ownership of textiles 

incentivized the intensification of female labor and consumption.  

Mortgage Records: Analyzing Comparative Differences in Outworker Wage Structures   

The factors affecting straw bonnet makers intersect coverture and the separate 

spheres distinctively when compared to other forms of outwork. Yet comparatively, 

analysis of the structural difference between outwork industries and their varying societal 

implications are overlooked in the literature. As Dublin observes, rural putting-out 

systems remain an area of analysis generally neglected by scholars: “despite the 

persistence of rural outwork for sixty years, its social significance and development over 

time remain largely unexamined by historians.”100 Understanding these differences, 

particularly the distinctive wage structures, help explain the absences and asymmetries in 

the literature embodied by Patty Carpenter. Her legal ability to invest in real property, 

save over a thousand dollars, and purchase half the household items for a mansion are not 

characteristics of outworkers evidenced from other case studies. For this reason, Patty’s 

income provides the opportunity of comparing her wealth to other forms of outwork in 

the literature, thereby providing quantitative evidence of: (1) the economic 

distinctiveness of the straw bonnet industry; and (2) a historical explanation concerning 

how the industry’s geographical region experienced changes to coverture and the separate 

spheres that are not generally recorded in other parts of New England during the early 

national period.  

As noted in Chapter III, the economic distinctiveness of the straw bonnet industry 

is partially caused by the difference in manufacturing value, as American bonnets were 

worth significantly more than most forms of outwork goods. Unlike sewing socks, 
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weaving cotton, or binding uppers for leather shoes, imitation Dunstable bonnets and 

Italian Leghorn flats were considered luxury items. Higher retail prices in the urban 

markets commanded comparatively greater wholesale prices in rural districts. Due to 

their attractive manufacturing value, and the speed at which bonnets could be produced, 

towns specializing in the production of Dunstables or Leghorn flats created the conditions 

necessary for fostering significant levels of female capital accumulation. For example, in 

Wrentham, and the surrounding region, young ladies were not merely money-savers 

committed to Christian frugality but were regularly engaged in purchasing luxury 

clothing, investing in residential improvements, donating appreciable sums to charity, 

and helping struggling fathers pay off farm mortgages. 

The economic distinctiveness of the straw bonnet industry is more directly 

established by comparatively analyzing its wage structure with other forms of outwork in 

the nineteenth century. Over the last forty years, several case studies have been 

conducted featuring wage data gathered from ledger books. However, the statistical 

samples involved are relatively small in all available outwork case studies as wage data in 

the literature is rare. Moreover, some ledger books concern personal accounts while 

others only name the head of households, making it impossible to know the income of 

individual laborers (see Table 3). Since no ledger books are known to exist from the 

straw bonnet industry’s first market boom, the available financial information concerning 

Patty Carpenter provides an alternative method of producing an industry comparison. 

Assuming that Baylies’ historical account is valid—at least to some extent—then Patty 

must represent the unknown quantity of straw bonnet makers who earned similar wages 

to her during the early 1810s. In comparing her savings of $942 to the average annual 
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earnings of other forms of outwork, it would take approximately sixteen to forty-five 

years to obtain Patty’s accumulated assets, assuming a savings rate of 100 percent (see 

Table 3). As there is no reason to believe that Patty saved every penny she earned, her 

savings rate would determine her average annual wages from 1800-1 to 1815.  

Table 3. Female Outworkers’ Average Annual Income in Relation to Patty Carpenter’s 

Savings from Straw Bonnet Making, 1823-1845  

   

Industry Industry Data Worker Data 

    Years Location Type of 

Account 

Annual   

Income 

Ratio to 

Carpenter’s 

Savings  

(In Years) 

      

 

Cotton 

Weaving 

 

1823-4 

 

Richmond, 

NH 

 

Household 

 

$22.12* 

 

42.6 

 

Palm-Leaf 

Hat Making 

 

1830 

 

Fitzwilliam, 

NH 

 

Household 

 

$20.68 

 

45.6 

 

 

Shirt 

Needlework 

 

Shoe Upper 

Binding 

 

1829 

 

 

1833-45 

Philadelphia 

 

 

Essex County, 

MA 

Individual 

 

 

Individual 

$45.24-

$58.24 

 

$42.72 

16.1- 

20.8 

 

22 

 

Sources: Brian Greenberg, The Dawning of American Labor: The New Republic to the 

Industrial Age (Hoboken: John & Wiley Sons, 2018), 37; Marla Miller, "My Daily Bread 

Depends upon my Labor": Craftswomen, Community and the Marketplace in Rural 

Massachusetts, 1740-1820, (PhD Thesis, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill  

1997), 414; Thomas Dublin, “Women and Rural Outwork” In Transforming Women's 

Work: New England Lives in the Industrial Revolution (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 

1994), 43, 59; Mary H. Blewett, “Women Shoeworkers and Domestic Ideology: Rural 

Outwork in Early Nineteenth-Century Essex County.” The New England Quarterly 60, 

no. 3 (1987): 415; Mr. and Mrs. Clifford W. Lane, This Was Foxborough! (Foxborough, 

MA: Rea-Craft Press, 1966), 62-3; Norfolk County, Massachusetts, Deed Book 59, 312-

3. 

Note: * Dublin’s data for the ledger book from Richmond, New Hampshire covers a 

period of seventeen months instead of twelve. Therefore, his data on total earnings of 

$31.34 was proportionally averaged to calculate annual earnings of $22.12. 



 

58 

Since Patty’s precise savings rate is unavailable data, her annual wages can only 

be approximated using the nation’s average savings rates and then estimating her total 

earnings over fifteen years, the period in which she manufactured straw bonnets. 

According to economist Frank D. Lewis, the United States savings rate rose from about 

sixteen percent in 1830 to twenty-two percent in 1900.101 Savings rate estimates before 

1830 are precarious due to the dearth in economic data. Nonetheless, economists 

generally concur that the savings rate steadily increased over the nineteenth century. 

Therefore, a savings rate of sixteen percent is used for calculating Patty’s aggregate 

savings, which produces an estimated gross income of $5,887 over fifteen years, or an 

average annual wage of $392.50 per year.102  

Notably, this estimate of Patty’s annual wage is within a similar earnings range of 

Mary Rice and her three young daughters, as documented in Chapter I. It is worth 

restating that the Rice women of Framingham earned $340 in 1800, namely from crafting 

Dunstable bonnets over approximately three months of seasonal labor. If that income was 

extended over fifteen years, the Rice women would have earned $5,100, or nearly 87 

percent of Patty’s estimated earnings. While the data used in calculating Patty’s income is 

scarce and requires several historical assumptions, it is important to note that even 

significantly lowering Paty’s income by increasing her savings rate suggests how 

comparatively advantageous bonnet making was relative to other outwork (see Table 4). 

In this context, the historical accounts from materialists and anti-materialists, such as 

Ballard and Flint, provide additional support, insofar as both sides agree on personally 

witnessing significant earnings and consumption from female laborers in the straw 

bonnet industry, as embodied by the income data concerning Patty and the Rice women.  
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Table 4. Female Outworkers’ Average Annual Income in Relation to Patty Carpenter’s 

Estimated Annual Earnings from Straw Bonnet Making, 1800-1845 

   

Industry Industry Data Worker Data 

    Years Location Type of 

Account 

Annual 

Income 

Percentage of 

Carpenter’s 

Annual Income 

      

 

Cotton 

Weaving 

 

1823-4 

 

Richmond, 

NH 

 

Household 

 

$22.45 

 

10.9% 

 

Palm-Leaf 

Hat Making 

 

1830 

 

Fitzwilliam, 

NH 

 

Household 

 

$20.68 

 

11.6% 

 

 

Shirt 

Needlework 

 

Shoe Upper 

Binding 

 

Straw 

Bonnets 

1829 

 

 

1833-45 

 

 

1800-15 

Philadelphia 

 

 

Essex County, 

MA 

 

Foxborough, 

MA 

Individual 

 

 

Individual 

 

 

Individual 

$45.24-

$58.24 

 

$42.72 

 

 

$392.50 

11.5- 

14.8% 

 

10.8% 

 

 

100% 

Sources: Same as Table 3. 

Note: Dublin’s data for the ledger book from Richmond, New Hampshire covers a period 

of seventeen months instead of twelve. Therefore, his data on total earnings was 

proportionally averaged to calculate annual earnings.  

The historical significance of this data is in relation to literature on the separate 

spheres. Common law did not limit every woman’s economic opportunity to the degree 

articulated by traditional historiography. According to Cott, as noted in Chapter II, 

coverture disincentivized women from economically participating in the public sphere 

because women were prevented from retaining their income either by transferring it to 

their husband or dowry. To support an alternative narrative, two different types of 

archival data are necessary: (1) evidence of straw textile outworkers’ personal ownership 

of their income, such as independent financial accounts for married women in ledger 



 

60 

books; and (2) evidence of significant annual income that supports the argument that 

women were incentivized to labor due to their potential purchasing power. Concerning 

the first point, Chapter V is centrally focused on providing this supporting historical 

evidence, namely by exploring outworkers’ financial independence, which was promoted 

by the nature and structure of commercial transactions with straw bonnet merchants.  

In terms of the second point, Table 3 and 4 support the revisionary narrative, 

insofar as Patty’s estimated annual income was more than double that of a Massachusetts 

farm laborer. This demonstrates that the straw bonnet makers Patty embodies were not 

only motivated to labor but significantly shaped the female economy. Just as women 

were able to keep their outwork income due to special common laws governing textile 

ownership, the substantial level of earnings loosened discriminatory gender laws further. 

This synergistic relationship between the legal and financial structures of the straw 

bonnet industry are logically implicated due to Patty’s land deed granting her 

independent ownership of forty acres in violation of coverture. Her ability to circumvent 

common law thirty-seven years before Massachusetts repealed the ban on wives’ real 

estate ownership was due to economic changes destabilizing local marital customs and 

norms. Patty’s level of earnings supports this revisionary narrative, as the manufacture of 

Dunstable bonnets became the vehicle by which women gained a greater degree of 

independence in their finances and social lives, as they co-opted the traditional gender 

role of guardian underlying the husband’s primary function within coverture. This 

complicates existing historical narratives on the separate spheres, requiring new 

categories and interpretive schemes in the intersection of female labor, the market 

revolution, and marital law in New England during the early national period.    
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Chapter V. 

The Financial Structure: Women’s Unmediated Access to Economic Activity  

The purpose of this chapter is to explain how the nature and structure of 

commercial transactions between store owners and outworkers complicates the historical 

narrative on women’s access to the cash economy during the early national period. This 

chapter explores the financial structure of the straw bonnet industry, including the 

processes, conventions, and rules of local exchange between straw garment outworkers 

and commercial intermediaries. More specifically, it examines how these elements help 

explain the history of women’s access to the consumer market and cash economy by 

considering the role merchants played as gatekeepers of outworker’s economic activity. 

This vital collection of everyday exchanges were the necessary public practices that 

provided women the opportunity of owning money and personal property at home.   

In analyzing these transactions, straw braiders and bonnet makers were given a 

choice of selling their manufactured goods in either the cash price or the straw price. 

These exchanges were generally performed directly between the outworker and the 

merchant without the husband or father acting as intermediary. Among the best historical 

evidence of women’s unmediated access to economic activity is supported by a straw 

braid merchant’s ledger book from Princeton, Massachusetts. Between 1819-22, Charles 

Russell kept records of his direct cash transactions with married and unmarried women, 

thereby supporting the narrative that female outworkers had the means of accessing the 

cash economy and consumer market.103   

When performing transactions with merchants, the difference in monetary value 

between the cash price and barter price helps explain how women such as Patty Carpenter 
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were able to accumulate hundreds of dollars in savings. While trading in straw textile 

provided a gateway for cash, bartering in the straw price was substantially more 

advantageous for outworkers, which helps explain why many women were driven 

towards increasing levels of consumption, including finer dresswear. Expensive imported 

clothing provided not only a store of value but items of sufficient value to avoid amassing 

store credit. In Chapter VI, the historical consequences of this financial structure are 

explored in greater detail, as outworkers were incentivized to consume expensive 

clothing, thereby triggering social issues in the economic hierarchy of the church seating 

order  

Women’s Access to the Consumer Market and Cash Economy  

As noted in Chapter II, traditional historiography conceives of women’s economic 

opportunities as significantly constrained by their limited financial rights. Wives, 

bachelorettes, and widows were disempowered from the difficulties of acquiring hard 

currency in an economy increasingly reliant on specie for local exchange. Boydston 

explicitly makes this point, observing that women’s antebellum labor was significantly 

undervalued in the cash nexus, including from the various forms of outworking.104 From 

a sociocultural perspective, she notes that women’s employment as outworkers “may 

have seemed to bespeak an ‘unnaturalness’ in society—an inability of wage-earning men 

to establish proper households.”105 Due to such tension, Boydston provides evidence that 

some men perceived women’s outwork as lacking a justifiable purpose. In 1836, the 

National Trade’s Union articulated this point in one of its reports, arguing that women 

should simply withdraw from the economy because their wages were too low to 

compensate for the unnaturalness of their employment. Catherine Kelly concurs with this 
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interpretive position, stating that “women’s limited access to money bore significant 

consequences for their efforts to contribute to their families’ competence, much less to 

support themselves” in the antebellum economy.106   

 There remains strong and substantial evidence supporting this traditional 

historiography. Patriarchal systems and institutions stifled women’s access to the market 

economy by establishing male gatekeepers: husbands, fathers, employers, and 

shopkeepers. As the monetary supply shortage slowly eased in rural communities, 

merchants were becoming more intertwined with the cash-based economy by the 1830s, 

resulting in women’s access to bartering and lines of credit steadily evaporating. These 

conditions reinforced hardening divisions in the public and private sphere, as women, 

particularly in the working and middling classes, increasingly depended upon marriage to 

a male breadwinner by the end of the Industrial Revolution.107   

On a general level, the standard narrative captures much of the historical 

experience within New England households during the early national period. 

Nonetheless, categories defining the standard narrative must be stretched in order to 

accommodate source material on straw bonnet outwork between 1798 and the 1830s. In 

this respect, the following historical analysis complements Edwards’ recent scholarship 

on the economic and legal structures undergirding the cotton and wool textile industries. 

In 2022, she demonstrated, with the support of numerous case studies of the nineteenth 

century, that women used their personal garments to clandestinely gain direct access to 

the market economy. Her work further reveals how the absence of financial rights was far 

less determinative of women’s domestic lives and economic opportunities than 

traditionally recognized in the literature.108  
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The remaining sections of this chapter directly build upon Edwards’ revisionary 

scholarship by analyzing the effects on women’s everyday lives from producing garment 

materials. The financial structure of straw braiding provided a means of directly 

accessing cash wages and bartered goods independent of male relatives. As noted in the 

next chapter, women thus became empowered to participate in female benevolence 

independently of the cash economy. This included various sociopolitical causes, such as 

anti-slavery, temperance, and women’s suffrage. Consequently, one of the primary 

reasons why straw bonnets ultimately affected the social organization of the household 

was because it provided women an economic means of directly accessing cash, 

consumption, and the public sphere independent of patriarchal intermediaries.  

Wage Options: Cash Price versus Straw Price 

 According to the local history of Framingham, straw braiding “created a new and 

profitable family industry” during the early national period.109 In acquiring these 

pecuniary rewards, women were given a choice between the cash price and the straw 

price. A braid’s cash price was determined by its quality, including the merchant’s 

appraisal of its fineness, width, evenness, intricacy of its number of strands, and weaving 

pattern. Measured in yards, coarser braids generally earned one to two-and-a-half cents, 

while fine braids, also known as Dunstable braids, averaged three to three-and-a-half 

cents. During the first decade of the nineteenth century, a young woman could routinely 

manufacture ten to twelve yards of Dunstable braid or eighteen to twenty-four yards of 

the coarser versions. In 1808, a Massachusetts female helper or domestic servant was 

averaging $0.70 per week, while the low to medium wages for laborers—which were 

more frequent in the countryside than the high wages of Boston—were $0.50 and $0.845 
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per day.110 During the same year, by comparison, rural women and children were earning 

$2 to $5 a week at the cash price, or $0.33 to $0.833 per day, depending on labor 

intensity and manufacturing quality. In some labor-class households, wives and daughters 

were thus earning as much or more cash in the countryside than husbands and fathers.  

But how reliable is this account of cash prices contained in Framingham’s 

historical records? Concerning local exchanges, there are no remaining ledger books from 

straw textile merchants before the War of 1812. Verifying the piece rate is based upon the 

general convergence of surviving sources, including the following. In her later years, 

Harriet Beecher Stowe recalled how wages for plaiting were largely based upon the age 

of the children: “At six years of age, a dollar a week was easily earned by braiding straw; 

at eight, three dollars; and in something of that proportion up to the eldest.”111 Jennie 

Copeland, a local historian writing in the 1930s about Mansfield, notes that “in the 

beginning, No. 7 four strands (the most popular braid) brought in two to two-and-a-half 

cents per yard. The very fine braid brought in three to four cents per yard.”112 In 1904, 

Adele Baldwin authored an article on the history of New England braiding, stating that in 

the first days of the industry, rye straw braids were earning two cents per yard.113 Based 

on the local history of Ware, Massachusetts, “in the early 1800s, the braid sold from one 

to three cents a yard according to width and finesse.”114 From a scholarly monograph by 

Helen Stuart Campbell, who held a professorship in household economics during the late 

nineteenth century, braiders were initially earning $2 to $3 per week on average.115  

Although these sources generally converge concerning the early cash value of 

braiding piece rates, they do not explicitly address an important question. Were married 

women or children directly paid in cash or were their earnings mediated by fathers or 
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husbands accepting payments on their behalf? Past outwork scholarship notes that male-

led households did not provide independent accounts for women. In studying the cotton 

yarn putting-out system in Richmond, New Hampshire, Dublin notes that almost sixty-

three percent of all outwork revenue was recorded with male account holders. Given the 

126 male-led household accounts, there is a significant barrier to historically analyzing 

who performed the work and ultimately received the cash.116 For this reason, Dublin 

concludes: “the overall picture that emerges…is one of male household heads being 

credited with the majority of proceeds of outworking weaving performed by female 

family members.”117 But historians should not assume that other outwork systems 

necessarily structured their financial transactions in the same manner.  

From 1819 to 1822, Charles Russell of Princeton, Massachusetts maintained a 

dated ledger book, which includes his itemized purchases of straw braids. At present, it is 

the earliest record of its kind known that contains cash-based transactions related to the 

straw bonnet putting-out system. Princeton was far away from the straw textile 

manufacturing region, and its records help examine the depths of the industry’s first 

major bust cycle. For example, the undated pages before 1819 indicate a 50 to 100 

percent decrease in the average value of straw braids per yard by 1819 before 

significantly dropping further in 1820. In relationship to the scholarship, however, the 

item’s most notable feature concerns its lack of male household heads. According to 

Russell’s accounts, every transaction is recorded in the name of the female outworker. 

This includes eighteen married women, who are each represented by name, as well as 

twenty-two unmarried women who are either young or widowed (see Table 3). 

Accordingly, Russell’s manner of keeping separate accounts for women, particularly in 
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male-led households, contradicts the findings of ledger books in other putting-out 

systems, including Dublin’s study of cotton weaving. This supports the distinctive 

finding that married women were directly receiving cash payments. 

Table 5. Earnings of Charles Russell’s Female Account Holders, 1819  

   

Marital 

Status 

Number of 

Braiders 

Total 

Earnings 

Average 

Earnings 

Median 

Earnings 

Standard 

Deviation 

      

 

Married 

 

18 

 

$23.99 

 

$1.33 

 

$0.92 

 

0.98 

 

Unmarried 

 

22 

 

$33.91 

 

$2.95 

 

$1.28 

 

1.14 

 

Total 40 $57.90 $1.38 $1.09 0.99 

      

Source: Charles Russell Account Books, Box 1, Folder 1, Massachusetts Historical 

Society. 

 Reminiscing on his 1839 trip to New Hampshire, including the village of 

Hooksett and his canoeing trip down the Piscataquog River, Henry David Thoreau 

observed that “the Dunstable braid was known far and wide” throughout the region.118 In 

analyzing straw braiding exchanges from a village so distant from the industry’s 

epicenter, Thoreau’s observation rings true. What Russell’s account book indicates is that 

women in underdeveloped agricultural communities also possessed the means of 

independently accessing the economy. None of these women were working as seasonal 

outworkers because their levels of production were far too small and irregular to indicate 

full-time seasonal commitments. On the contrary, what is evidenced by these accounts is 

an economic mechanism affecting domestic circumstances. With their own petty cash, 

wives and daughters could proactively engage in consumption without bartering a man’s 
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agricultural goods. This helped promote the option of avoiding or remedying the loss of 

an argument over the household budget. By quickly earning fifty cents or a dollar with 

less than a week’s labor, even poor, rural women were granted a direct channel to the 

economy, thereby satisfying some of their own needs or those of their children.   

The Straw Price 

 In considering the historical effects of the cash price on women’s economic 

opportunities, an important question remains unaddressed: how often were women 

receiving payments in currency? Of the two available forms of local exchange, the cash 

price represented the low end of earnings, a disadvantage partially offset by being a 

guaranteed form of payment. The town history of Framingham notes that “the straw price 

was considerably higher than the cash price” but no known record exists of the precise 

difference.119 What can be discerned is that the straw price created debit with the 

storekeeper, resulting in strong incentives to consume bartered goods due to the financial 

risks of maintaining long-term accounts. The merchant’s solvency became a significant 

consideration, since store failure eliminated unutilized earnings. Consequently, one of the 

primary incentives driving higher levels of household spending was the decision to 

maximize wages by spending the debit, thereby minimizing the risk of loss income.  

   Additionally, because the straw bonnet industry was growing exponentially, 

outworker payroll was outstripping the available local currency. As noted by Farley 

Grubb, there was a dearth of paper money in circulation because there were only seventy-

five government-chartered banks in the United States by 1805.120 Due to monetary 

scarcity, urban wholesalers were often incapable of supplying sufficient specie to rural 

storekeepers, which necessitated financing larger deals using credit or bartered goods. 
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Cash-based trading normally required commission merchants acting as creditors on 

behalf of storekeepers across great geographical distance. This created waiting periods of 

several months and less profitable trades, thereby increasing the risk of a net loss after 

transportation costs.  

  Due to these commercial constraints, the straw bonnet supply chain’s most 

frequently relied upon bartered products for its larger exchanges, especially dress goods 

and luxury garments catering to younger women. Reverend Samuel Standley attests to 

this wholesaling process: “when straw bonnets began to be manufactured in large 

quantities and become an article of traffic; the Bonnet merchants found it expedient or 

profitable to introduce into their trade articles of clothing &c. of foreign manufacture, and 

in this manner the face of things was entirely changed.”121 In the next chapter, the social 

changes in the household economy largely depended upon the tens of thousands of 

dollars in such clothing purchased throughout Wrentham and the surrounding towns. 

Ultimately, these exchanges created the main source of regional wealth underlying the 

female economy. 

In Only the Clothes on Her Back, Edwards argues that nineteenth-century textiles 

operated as a hidden form of female power because they were “a means to store and 

exchange value.”122 Despite these necessary characteristics of a currency, most forms of 

textiles were unable to operate in this manner because articles of clothing could not be 

standardized into a unit of account, insofar as they lacked divisibility. However, any 

length of braid was readily divided into its number of yards, whether that be a fraction of 

one or an unbroken spool of 100 or more yards. For this reason, asking for the price of 

shoes, soap, or shovels functioned differently in the bartering economy than trading with 
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the straw price. Unlike other goods in Wrentham and the surrounding towns, straw braids 

were accepted as a liquid asset in local exchanges with merchants and other townsfolk. 

As the straw price became increasingly significant in shaping the local economy, 

outworkers’ access to the market revolution largely depended upon a store’s inventory. 

The greater the selection of dress goods, food stocks, and household items, the more 

value existed in holding a debit account with that merchant. In balancing these financial 

considerations, female producers were not only seeking the highest wage but were also 

interested in locating the best capitalized merchants. Such vendors generally offered the 

largest variety of inventory. The complexity of this decision helps explain why early 

straw manufactories, such as Bonnet Hall, were able to offer non-pecuniary advantages 

that sometimes offset the travel inconvenience or their competitor’s slightly better wages. 

This also helps explain why bonnet merchants felt the need to stock foreign garments, as 

the competitive market made responding to the consumer demands of outworker’s 

essential to the business model. In Chapter IV, these changes to the consumer market 

were documented by Ballard and Standley, as they indicated straw garment outworkers 

were upgrading their clothing, as local merchants became the lifeblood of the female 

economy and women’s access to the market revolution.  

 In conclusion, the intersection between the market conditions and methods of 

financing store transactions reveals the historical development of women’s independent 

access to the economy. From Russell’s ledger book in Princeton, there is evidence of the 

geographical reach of straw braiding as a means of raising needed cash, even in an 

underdeveloped agricultural village. Concerning the straw price, it helps explain how 

women were able to accumulate an appreciable degree of capital in Wrentham and the 
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surrounding towns, as examined in Chapter IV. The substantial savings of straw garment 

outworkers, as embodied by Patty Carpenter, was only possible because of the 

unmediated channel to cash and bartered goods underlying store transactions, which 

helped incentivize increased labor participation, savings, consumption, and investment in 

New England households during the early national period.  

Changes to household patterns of labor, consumption, and power can directly be 

traced back to the nature and structure of outworkers’ commercial relationships with 

regional traders. Working- and middle-class outworkers used their unmediated access to 

the consumer market and cash economy to either purchase or produce Dunstable bonnets 

in the first two decades of the nineteenth century or Leghorn flat bonnets during the 

1820s. In the next chapter, the elements of the market, legal, and financial structures of 

the straw bonnet industry systematically function together, insofar as they contribute 

towards the historical understanding of women’s fashion and its direct influence on the 

separate spheres of New England towns during the Leghorn bonnet craze.  
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Chapter VI. 

The Market Revolution at Church: Effects of Leghorns on the Public and Private Spheres 

On September 4, 1823, the Rhode Island Republican published a lengthy account 

from an anonymous wealthy farmer reporting on the recent changes to Sunday church 

service: “In the parish where I live, I have observed of late, a very great and increasing 

attention paid to dress…. I myself have seen the female part of the congregation, fan 

themselves into a heat with a noise that much resembled the whine of a flock of quails, 

and with such zeal that I expected to see them take wings every moment.”123 According 

to his account, women’s intensifying concern for fashion was catalyzed by a young 

parishioner debuting the latest form of luxury garment:  

On Sabbath morning the little girl appeared at Meeting with a large 

Leghorn Flat. A Cardinal’s hat I believe has often been obtained at less 

expense and attracted less attention. The preacher could hardly make 

interest enough with the divided attention of his audience to gain the 

victory over the Leghorn flat…and the little girl…came off the conqueror 

over the whole congregation.124 

By the end of the service, the farmer’s wife explained that it was “socially necessary” to 

purchase Leghorns for her and their daughters. With a less affluent member of the 

congregation attired in a higher-status bonnet, the family’s standing within the economic 

hierarchy of the church—relative to the prestige of their pew box’s ranking in the seating 

order—had been publicly undermined. Remedying this social injury required over half 

the annual salary of a farm laborer, but after much spousal discussion he reluctantly 

yielded to the validity of her position.   

 The wealthy farmer’s costly experience represents rising levels of social 

incohesion within New England churches during the 1820s, which was partially caused 
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by the market revolution’s disruptive effects upon the prevailing social order. Notably, 

expectations for meetinghouse attire were the same as those that determined 

congregation’s seating arrangement. Both reflected the family’s social identity, their 

respective position in the community’s economic hierarchy. Leghorn flats were 

destabilizing clothing’s common function of maintaining distinctiveness between status 

groups, because the growing consumption of luxury garments promoted an alternative 

culture of interclass inclusivity. By 1823, wealthy, high-end consumers were wearing the 

same style of straw bonnets as the working-class producers who made them. This 

initiated a crisis within the pews, because affluent families seated in front were expected 

to dress themselves more expensively than those seated behind them. Consequently, the 

value of familial pew deeds was threatened by the interclass adoption of Leghorns, as 

lower-ranking parishioners elevated their social status beyond the limits established by 

their seating order.  

 Women’s clothing not only impacted the public sphere but redefined domesticity 

within the private sphere. As Leghorns exacerbated community conflicts, the market 

revolution incentivized wives and daughters to renegotiate their power within family 

patriarchies. In this chapter, the synergistic relationship between clothing and the separate 

spheres is explored, drawing together themes of market, economic, and legal structures 

outline in pervious chapters, in providing a case study on how straw bonnet fashion and 

industry transformed established patterns of labor, consumption, and power in New 

England during the 1820s. More specifically, these topics include the intensification of 

women’s labor among the working and middling classes, growing consumer demand for 
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luxury garments, and the dynamics of power concerning household budgeting and control 

over financial information. 

The Leghorn Flat Enters the American Market 

Rapid changes in women’s consumer behavior incentivized New England’s straw 

bonnet outworkers to imitate the manufacture of Leghorns as the means of saving the 

domestic industry and co-opting higher-status attire for themselves. With the merchant 

class responding to the Leghorn fashion craze, the nation debated the costs and benefits 

of raising protectionist tariffs. Although ad valorem taxes on imported straw bonnets—

being a tax on the assessed value of an asset, such as property or a transaction—increased 

during the spring of 1824, Congressional efforts were not sufficient to save the cottage 

industry from economic decline. The more significant factor concerned outworkers’ own 

responses, as craftswomen intensified their efforts at innovation, searching for materials 

and methods capable of imitating fashionable imports. While this aspect of the market 

revolution has been overlooked by social historians, it is of scholarly importance because 

the importation of Leghorn flats created the conditions in which rural outworkers 

accessed previously unobtainable forms of status and luxury. By 1823, the leveling effect 

occurring in this corner of the luxury goods market served as the catalyst driving a brief 

but impactful period of social disorder fomenting in the pews and the separate spheres.  

Among the earliest American references to Leghorn products originates from 

Lawrence Brown, a Philadelphia straw hat and bonnet manufacturer who placed an 

advertisement, on February 29, 1808, in the Aurora General Advertiser for goods that 

included “Dunstable bonnets crafted from Leghorn split straw,” an imported material 

generally believed to be of superior quality to New England grasses.125 The term 
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‘Leghorn’ was a nineteenth-century neologism deriving from the butchered pronunciation 

of ‘Livorno,’ an Italian port city at the epicenter of the straw goods trade. The industry 

largely originated in Signa, Tuscany, where straw goods were produced from at least the 

thirteenth or fourteenth centuries to the 1970s.126 Despite the industry’s longevity, it was 

not until the early nineteenth century that capitalists developed Leghorn products into a 

thriving international market.  

By 1810, Signor Giuseppe Carbonai of Livorno had significantly grown the straw 

goods trade in Signa and Brozzi, establishing the first Leghorn exports to France and the 

Holy Roman Empire.127 Following the Duchy of Tuscany’s liberation from Napoleonic 

France, the industry rapidly grew between 1815 and 1819, a period where approximately 

40,000 women and girls were working in the region’s straw hat industry.128 It was during 

this stage of economic development, and the lifting of the continental system, that the 

British Empire began importing significant quantities of Leghorn flat bonnets, thereby 

becoming a fashionable item among the English by 1820.129 With trans-Atlantic trade 

stabilizing in the United States after the War of 1812, Leghorn flats were also being 

imported by the mid-to-late-1810s but on a smaller scale. From approximately 1820 to 

1827, as affluent Americans abandoned domestically produced bonnets in favor of 

Tuscan headwear, New England rural outworkers were struggling to earn wages from 

goods no longer considered fashionable in urban markets.  

Comparatively, Leghorns were constructed using higher quality materials and 

processes, including: (1) a finer, softer, and more delicate texture; (2) a large grouping of 

thinner strands producing a braiding pattern more intricately and pleasingly woven; and 

(3) a richer whiter hue favorable to the pale yellow of unsulfurated straw or off-white 
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coloration of bleached straw.130 These three characteristics not only made Italian imports 

more fashionable, but also collectively created significant difficulties for American 

producers attempting to imitate their manufacture. As earnings soured, some outworkers 

left the industry while others raced to discover production materials and processes 

capable of competing against the growing demand for Tuscan bonnets. By 1820-1, there 

were pockets of success but no standardized means of crafting imitation Leghorns, as 

outworkers produced disparate results by experimenting with indigenous grasses.  

Moreover, the dissemination of more complex braiding methods took years to regionally 

adopt and required greater skills, namely due to the fineness of the straw and additional 

labor from the increased number of strands, usually four to six more than Dunstables, as 

imitation Leghorn braids were generally crafted using eleven or thirteen strands.131  

While these characteristics help explain the consumer appeal of Leghorn flats, 

they do not accurately capture the fashion craze invoked by these luxury goods. Status 

envy propelling women’s conspicuous consumption during the 1820s was most aptly 

described by Harriet Beecher Stowe in her 1878 societal novel, Poganuc People. She 

poetizes Leghorns as a “test of station, grandeur and gentility,” praising the tremulous 

quality of their texture and the great delicacy of their fiber.132 She elicits how Tuscan 

headwear was empowering for the wearer as it reflected pristine refinement, femininity, 

and elegance of its wearer. While Stowe artfully captures this prevailing mentalité 

concerning the regality and exoticity prescribed to Leghorns, she notes that the cost was 

prohibitive and reserved for the “juvenile aristocracy,” namely the most-esteemed heads 

of those seated in the pews of Episcopal churches.133 Before 1820, few other families 

possessed the financial means of securing this degree of fashion for their wives and 
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daughters. As reported in the Niles’ Weekly Register, by the early 1820s, a Leghorn flat 

bonnet cost an average of twelve to fifteen dollars.134 The highest-quality versions, 

however, were selling upwards of fifty to one hundred dollars in silver money.135  

Exorbitant prices were largely a result of the Leghorn flats’ intrinsic value, low 

domestic supply, unfulfilled demand, and ad valorem tariffs. Based on one account, most 

early shipments to the United States were because of John Tappan, a Boston merchant 

who made a substantial fortune developing the monopoly on their trade.136 Direct 

historical evidence of his involvement is preserved in Tappan v. United States, a 

Massachusetts Circuit Court case decided in 1822, in which the merchant sued the 

government for misappraising a case of Leghorn bonnets by charging import duties at a 

rate 25 percent higher than the invoice price.137 However, favorable market conditions 

soon attracted rival firms, leading to rapid increases in supply. According to Cobbett’s 

Weekly Register, a New York merchant was known to import $50,000 in Leghorns per 

annum during the early 1820s.138 By this period, supply growth was destabilizing New 

England’s straw bonnet industry, as demand among the wealthy for Leghorns 

subsequently transformed the prevailing fashions among the bourgeoise.  

As Italian luxury bonnets entered the American market, New England’s cottage 

industry experienced unfavorable economic conditions as Dunstable bonnets rapidly lost 

market share and destabilized outworkers’ standard of living. In 1822, imports had grown 

to approximately $600,000 worth of Tuscan bonnets.139 The following year, the amount 

had markedly increased to about $800,000.140 These quantities indicate that a 

considerable percentage of market share was being siphoned from the domestic industry, 

which is also affirmed by historical accounts. According to remarks given on November 
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17, 1864, at the American Institute of the City of New York, by Jirol Bull, a nineteenth-

century inventor familiar with the straw bonnet industry: “From the year 1820 and during 

a period of ten years thereafter, the port of Leghorn furnished the greater part of the 

bonnets made of straw worn in this country.”141  

Further evidence of these deleterious effects is provided by data on the value of 

American straw bonnets, which were significantly deflating during this market period. 

On January 8, 1824, the Rhode-Island Republican reported that “the bonnets from 1821 

that were selling for $2.75 are now selling for no more than $1.25 by 1824.”142 Based on 

these figures, New England outworkers saw their annual earnings from the late 1810s 

more than halved by the early 1820s. Concern for the rapid change in rural outworkers’ 

earnings was not confined to newspaper reports but was developing into a national issue. 

On March 15, 1824, a group of New England representatives, led by Francis Baylies and 

Charles Rich, argued in favor of raising ad valorem taxes on straw braids and bonnets 

from the current rate of 30 to 50 percent, plus an additional import duty of 10 percent for 

any straw bonnet valued at three dollars or less.143 On March 24, 1824, rising in defense 

of the proposal, Baylies focused on the devastating effects of Leghorns on his district: 

“The caprice of fashion has introduced an article manufactured from the straw of 

Tuscany, which, to say the least, has deprived numerous American families of many of 

their comforts. The tulip-mania of Holland was not so ruinous to that nation, as the mania 

for wearing Leghorns is to this.”144  

 In rallying their colleagues, the New England faction was able to score a partial 

victory. While the increase in ad valorem taxes passed into law that spring session, the 

import duty was de facto defeated by a coalition of mid-Atlantic representatives from 
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New York and Virginia, favoring the interests of merchants and the consumer markets. 

The House majority amended the applicable value from straw bonnets of three dollars or 

less to one dollar or less. Since no Leghorn bonnets fell within this valuation, the mid-

Atlantic coalition essentially defeated the purpose of the additional import duty by 

preventing even the cheapest, lowest-quality class of imports from being additionally 

taxed. Despite the success claimed by the tariff’s proponents, it was not Congressmen’s 

actions that most significantly impacted the economic viability of straw bonnet making. 

Ad valorem taxes ultimately proved incapable of dislodging consumer demand for 

Leghorn flats or restoring outworker’s livelihoods.  

 By 1820, outworkers were independently discovering grasses and techniques 

felicitous to stabilizing their earnings. This required reproducing Leghorns for their 

wealthier bourgeoise neighbors who desired authentic imports but could only afford 

replications. Meanwhile, straw bonnet makers began attiring themselves in the prevailing 

fashion of their customers, as Leghorn wearing became more widely spread among 

disparate social classes. For early adopters, this outcome was once believed impossible 

because the exoticity of Leghorns, as described by Stowe, were conceived as impervious 

to counterfeiting or imitation. According to Robert P. Stevens, a nineteenth-century 

inventor whose family was connected to the straw hat industry for sixty years: “It was 

thought on account of [the Leghorn’s] peculiar sewing, that it could not be done in this 

country. The hat is not sewn; it is laced together by a long thread. Mrs. Randall of 

Cortland County, New York discovered the secret of making the Leghorn hat.”145 

Contrary to expectations, the garment’s scarcity was undermined by domestic production, 

which threatened to democratize the aristocratic fashion craze.  
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Evidence of this leveling process is attested through women’s experiments 

manufacturing quality Leghorn imitations. Based on Stevens’ account, Randall made use 

of Timothy grass, which had the suitable length and comparable texture to imitate Tuscan 

wheat, especially for the purpose of lacing bonnets. Another account of an outworkers’ 

response to changing consumer demand is provided in an 1886 entry of the Universal 

Cyclopedia: “In 1822, the British Society of Arts awarded Miss Sophia Woodhouse the 

silver prize (twenty guineas) for her straw bonnet (bonnet worth fifty guineas). The 

bonnet was made of a new material for fine plaits, Poa prateusis (bluegrass) (the locals 

called it Spear-grass)—believed, at the time, to be equal in quality to Leghorn straw.”146 

According to an article in the New England Farmer from May 1, 1824, this lucrative sum 

was provided to Woodhouse after satisfying the condition that she reveals which grass 

was used in crafting her prize-winning, imitation Leghorn. On December 23, 1823, 

Woodhouse, who was now married and referred to as Mrs. Wells, wrote a letter to the 

Society of Arts of London, describing the bluegrass by its name in her town, 

Ticklemoth.147 She provided the society with several grass seeds, which were used in a 

transnational attempt to save the British straw bonnet industry from collapsing due to 

Tuscan Leghorn imports.  

 Additional accounts from the Niles’ Weekly Register help construct a timeline of 

the domestic industry’s process changes. By 1821, an anonymous lady in New York was 

advertising classes at a moderate price on how to manufacture imitation Leghorns.148 

About a half a dozen American manufactories were reported as creating various forms of 

imitation Leghorns that same year.149 On June 15, 1822, the Niles’ Weekly Register 

further reported that “a large establishment for the manufacture of straw bonnets, in 
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imitation of the Leghorn, is about to be founded at Weathersfield, Connecticut, under the 

superintendence of Mrs. Sophia Wells, famous for her skill in works of this sort.”150 

Within several years, there were indications that domestic producers were better adapting 

to the ongoing flood of Tuscan imports. On June 25, 1825, a manufacturer in Ithaca, 

where sixty people were employed, was producing imitation Leghorns for 25 percent 

cheaper than the authentic Italian versions. At the same time, the firm was reporting that 

straw and grass imitations were “driving Leghorn imports out of business.”151 This 

statement was an exaggeration because the Leghorn fashion craze lasted until 1836 for 

imitations and imports, according to Charles Calmard, one of the leading New York 

straw bonnet wholesalers of the period.152 Nonetheless, the domestic industry stabilized 

during the late 1820s as outworkers and emerging factories weathered radical changes in 

American fashion but not without historical consequences.  

The rigid hierarchy of church attire influenced by social class starkly contrasted 

with the egalitarian society described in Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America. 

On the other hand, the production of imitation Leghorns at burgeoning manufactories, 

such as the one in Ithaca, captures the explanatory power of his central narrative: 

industrialization was the primary catalyst for unleashing the nation’s democratic 

character. In this case, mass producing ladies’ head garments promoted democratization 

within status-ordered meetinghouses. While the scarcity and exoticity of Leghorns 

complemented the status and privilege of their wearer’s church seating order, patterns of 

production and consumption rendered the foundations of this social structure increasingly 

fragile. By embracing the market revolution, women such as Randall and Woodhouse 

undermined the aristocratization of meetinghouse attire by introducing methods of 
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democratizing the luxury bonnet market. As this leveling process developed, the 

economic hierarchy of the pew plat came under considerable strain during the early 

1820s. As explored in the following section, churches responded to growing social 

incohesion from the ongoing market revolution in a variety of ways, thereby 

demonstrating how the female economy directly influenced the public sphere. 

Pew Plats and Social Order: The Intersection of Leghorn Flats on the Separate Spheres  

The entry of Leghorn flat straw bonnets into domestic markets had a significant 

effect on households and communities. One of the historical consequences of the 

Leghorn fashion craze was how it catalyzed new social disruptions within American 

churches, particularly Congregational meetinghouses continuing the practice of 

traditional pew plats. The ongoing market revolution burgeoned rural New England’s 

fashion consciousness, as meetinghouses served as the ideal public space for 

disseminating luxury attire’s power, beauty, and enviability. The effects of status and 

clothing on the separate spheres were multidimensional, impacting relations between 

husbands and wives, threatening class hierarchies, and destabilizing church memberships. 

Examples include the banishment of Leghorn wearers from conservative parishes, 

conflicts within wealthy families over whether to accept or reject the new class 

expectation to identify as Leghorn wearers, and the public ostracization of middle-class 

women during church service who procured their bonnets by deceiving their husbands 

and misappropriating their allowances.  

The exclusivity of the Leghorn fashion complemented the social structure of New 

England’s churches during the early national period. As noted by historian Mark Schantz, 

“to view an early-nineteenth-century pew plat (a diagram of the interior of a church that 
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typically showed pews, occupants, and valuations) is to glimpse the economic hierarchy 

of a community.”153 With the exception of free pews in the back of churches for the poor, 

parishioners were required to purchase deeds to their seats. In many Congregational 

churches, these deeds were not freely chosen but assigned by the seating committee who 

were responsible for dignifying the seats. In many instances, the seats were not rows of 

pew benches but were instead contained within pew boxes, which consisted of a single 

door and a four-sided wooden wall of several feet. When sitting during service, the only 

part of the body that could generally be seen by the congregation was the top of the head. 

Due to the nature of this physical layout, the choice of sabbath headwear was the most 

vital dress decision of the week for status-conscious parishioners.  

In the antebellum era, the pressure from wearing distinguished headwear on 

Sundays was most potent during spring. As women traded the warmth of winter clothing 

for fashion, the first spring sabbaths were especially anxiety provoking, as it was socially 

necessary to publicly debut a straw or silk bonnet—an item capable of recalibrating their 

social identity for the next three seasons. In her memoir from the 1840s, Cornelia Jones 

Pond, of Liberty County, Georgia, recalled the immense societal pressure of being a 

young woman at the mercy of her parents for her spring bonnet: 

I remember distinctly having been made to wear a Leghorn bonnet of 

Sister’s…I was so ashamed of it that I would pull it off as soon as I got in 

the pew at church…I took the old Leghorn bonnet and put it behind an 

old, large heavy hair trunk of Mother’s and shoved it against the wall, 

smashing it flat.154  

After destroying the old bonnet, Cornelia was horrified to learn that her mother wanted 

her to wear the broken Leghorn to church, resulting in the desperate girl resorting to 

begging and pleading to avoid this mortifying outcome. Her mother finally relented, 

allowing her daughter to wear a fashionable and brand-new pink silk bonnet, which 
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greatly relieved and delighted Cornelia, as she felt “‘the observed of all observers,’ so 

proud was I of it.”155 With her status secure and her garment attracting the envious gaze 

of others, she felt emotionally secure at church for the remainder of the year.     

Women such as Cornelia were otherwise limited in distinguishing themselves 

from their neighbors. Dignifying the seats was determined by only a small group of male 

church members who were generally among the most esteemed in the congregation. 

Since the seating arrangement calcified the social order, and pew deeds were scarce and 

difficult to transfer, the lack of female influence on such highly charged and 

consequential decisions could often been exasperating. As historian Alice Morse Earle 

frames the results of dignifying the seats: “It is easy to comprehend what a source of 

disappointed anticipation, heart-burning jealousy, offended dignity, unseemly pride, and 

bitter quarreling this method of assigning seats, and ranking thereby, must have been in 

those little communities.”156 In analyzing the pitfalls inherent to this social structure, she 

concludes by noting how “goodwives must have hated the seating committee!”157 Earle 

provides a historical example from the seventeenth century recorded by Judge Samuel 

Sewall, how recalls how an indignant woman “treated Captain Osgood very roughly on 

account of seating the meeting-house.”158 Due to the resentments created by seating 

committees, men were often known to refuse participating in the process, but ultimately 

the decisions were affixed to the public sphere and always male dominated.  

In sociological terms, seating committees were perceived by some parishioners as 

lacking procedural fairness. With women and working-class men unable to participate in 

the decision-making process, members of these out-groups were the most incentivized to 

question the legitimacy of the town elite’s interpretation of the social order, particularly 
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as affluent men’s knowledge of laboring families was often incomplete and less intimate, 

making these groups more difficult to rank. In this historical context, the power of the 

Leghorn fashion craze was introducing an asymmetric method for women to individually 

assert their status irrespective of the seating committee’s governing norms or 

dignification of the seats. The Leghorn flat bonnet embodied social identity and 

economic status, which women leveraged to not only protest the social order but 

proactively subvert its procedural unfairness by adorning a status symbol that they were 

not socially entitled to coopt. Consequently, women employed their agency to challenge 

the public sphere by signaling a de facto social order determined by female attire rather 

than patriarchal seating. Leghorn wearers’ collective actions implicitly communicated a 

form of distributive fairness, namely by using the democratizing power of clothing to 

individually reorganize interfamilial and interclass status. This ultimately produced 

competing status hierarchies by gender, one formally sanctioned by the church, while the 

other was informal and in breach of established norms.   

The effects of democratizing headwear influenced aspects of the separate spheres, 

as women’s engagement with the market revolution increasingly challenged the male-

imposed social order and a series of conflicts unfolded in America’s churches by the 

early 1820s. Based on the congregation, the historical effects of Leghorn attire in the 

public domain resulted in significantly different outcomes for various reasons, including: 

the political ideology of the reverend, reactions among wealthy pewholders, and the 

degree of luxury bonnet cooption among working and middle-class families. Among the 

most consequential historical actors were the reverends, insofar as they had the agency to 

either embrace, tolerate, or condemn the Leghorn fashion craze, namely by utilizing the 
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authority of their published literature, sermons, and control over the membership of the 

church. Concerning the private domain, the democratizing effects of Leghorn flats 

directly contributed to historical examples of redistributing the power dynamics in 

marriages, including on issues of household budgeting and control over family financial 

information.  

Effects of Leghorn Flats on the Public Sphere 

Among the most potent effects of the Leghorn fashion craze were the reactions of 

conservative clergy, which are the most discernible through the writings of Reverend 

Samuel Standley of Attleborough, Massachusetts. In 1825, at the height of Tuscan bonnet 

imports, the aggrieved reverend wrote An Essay, On the Manufacture of Straw Bonnets, a 

polemic denouncing the sins of the female economy. According to his argument, civil 

virtue is the basis of a republic but luxury undermines the social good by prioritizing self-

aggrandizement over benevolence. Producing and consuming straw bonnets granted 

young women substantial purchasing power and status, which debased society by 

distorting the natural order between genders. Problematically, a modern form of woman 

was being created in some middle-class households, one who increasingly served as 

family breadwinner, enjoyed superior leverage in marital selection, and rendered young 

men comparatively less productive and masculine. Based on his observations of these 

regional changes, Standley argues that those engaging in straw bonnet markets were 

undermining the civil virtue of their communities as the “enemies of the country,” insofar 

as they were “threatening the destruction of morals and the extinction of liberty.”159 He 

further claims that this egregious injustice was allowed to perpetuate because “liberal 

preachers want to please people more than God. The reason is because liberals love 
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worldly objects.”160  

  In effect, Standley was responding to what he perceived as a significant cultural 

war issue of the 1820s, namely fundamental disagreements over the ideologies of 

gender—as triggered by the combustible intersection of the market revolution and the 

Second Great Awakening. The conservative minister’s rhetoric represents a concerted 

effort to undermine the female economy’s transformative effects on the family and 

church, especially the power of women’s clothing to refashion traditional gender norms. 

As female parishioners increased their access to money and consumer goods, they were 

better positioned to demand a degree of distributive fairness on matters as varied as 

household budgets to directly challenging the economic hierarchy of the church. The 

hyperbolic fury of Standley’s monograph can, therefore, be attributed to his perception of 

the cracks eroding the foundations of the separate spheres.  

Female economy was not only an infringement upon man’s domain but threatened 

the power structure of the republic. By democratizing attire, the market revolution created 

the conditions for a non-aristocratic majority to reconfigure their social standing. The 

social order’s newfound malleability undermined established norms justifying the 

legitimacy of minority rule in the family, the church, and the government. How could the 

traditional economic hierarchy of the rural church withstand the revelation that social 

class is not innately inherited by the largest farmsteads but could be readily reconstructed 

by industrial labor and popularizing luxury consumption?  Americans in the early 

republic knew that the husbands of wives in silk dresses, merino shawls, Moroccan 

slippers, and Leghorn bonnets can vote, as their attire reflected this social identity. But 

what does it mean when women in calico dresses, sun bonnets, and wool stockings of 
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those husbands who cannot vote can procure the economic means of outwardly 

transforming their social identity? If only those of substantive means should be 

enfranchised, and the status of this in-group is fluid and interchangeable, then what 

justifies the republic’s disenfranchisement of the majority when the social classes start 

looking the same?  

In this subtle yet profound way, the Leghorn bonnet craze was intersecting the 

stirrings of Jacksonian democracy and its ongoing debates concerning universalizing 

white male suffrage. Reacting against this threat to traditional republicanism and its 

hierarchical power structure, Standley’s attacks on the female economy represented an 

anti-democratic voice among Anglo-American clergy but not a solitary one. In 1818-9, 

Reverend Elijah Hebard, who oversaw a Methodist church located in New Haven, 

Connecticut, responded to cultural change in the following manner: “one sister was 

removed from fellowship for conformity to the world in wearing a Leghorn bonnet.”161 

While Hebard’s actions represents an unknown number of similar cases in New England, 

they do indicate the degree of emotional and ideological strife between parishioner and 

pastor generated by the era’s embrace of materialism and status. Moreover, such censure 

reveals patriarchal imposed limits on the empowering effects of women’s clothing, and 

the conservative desire to restore female parishioners to the plain, homespun garments 

preceding the market revolution.     

At the same time, a parallel situation was occurring in England. In 1824, among 

the political and news section of London’s The New Monthly Magazine, details are 

provided of a sermon delivered by Dr. Drawlington. As recounted in “Extracts from My 

Aunt Mary’s Diary,” the reverend: 
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bitterly inveighed against the pomps and vanities of this wicked world, 

particularly in the article of dress and personal decoration. I thought Mrs. 

Picton, who paints white and red, looked a little confused; and several of 

the congregation turned their eyes on the Miss Penfolds, who are always 

as fine as horses, and this day wore flaming new pelisses….Thank 

Heaven! nobody can accuse me upon this point. Luckily I wore my old 

Leghorn bonnet, though I doubt whether any body would know it for the 

same, now it is fresh-trimmed with cherry-coloured ribbons…162  

This excerpt reveals two complex dynamics within the antebellum era. Firstly, it 

demonstrates the challenging balance women were navigating in selecting their headwear 

attire between a sense of empowerment and public censure. In wearing simple or out-of-

fashion garments, one risked the anxiety felt by Claudia in being judged poorly by her 

neighbors. Attiring oneself too ornately, however, risked the wrath of reverends and 

parishioners alike, including in banishment from the church or being publicly shamed 

through sermons for embracing vanity.  

Secondly, the effect of navigating this careful balance was to further democratize 

women’s attire during the market revolution. Since women were constantly trying to 

observe equilibrium between too plain and too ostentatious, there was a strong incentive 

within the congregation to carefully observe the dress of others as to not stray too far 

from the consensus. In effect, as homespun garments were being abandoned in favor of 

purchasing clothing, especially Leghorn flats, many women were attempting to both 

upgrade the status of their wardrobes and informally create a sort of Habermasian public 

sphere of dress. Consequently, women collectively adopted new styles every spring in an 

attempt to build a level of conformity and align the relative status of their garments. This 

had the added incentive of protecting wives from disagreements with their husbands, 

insofar as these communal changes provided justification in the private sphere for the 

need to conform with other families. If all the other husbands were treating their wives a 
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certain way, then surely their husband would not wish to be socially isolated from the 

consumer behavior of all the other men in church? After all, people may start to think he 

is an inadequate provider. It is through such marital negotiations that a synergistic 

relationship was unfolding between the separate spheres.   

Effects of Leghorn Flats on the Private Sphere 

The adoption of Leghorns among different social classes was also affecting 

familial decision-making and the balance of power at home. Mary Beth Sievens argues 

that during the early national period household authority was largely premised on control 

over the family budget. She further notes that despite the power difference in marriages 

“consumption was usually an activity in which husbands and wives collaborated,” and 

scholars have generally analyzed the transition to capitalism “in a framework of 

household cooperation.”163 In contrast to this historiographical approach, the Leghorn 

fashion craze prompted resistance from antebellum fathers and husbands, requiring 

female conspicuous consumers to adopt various strategies for satisfying their own 

economic utility. Based on these budgetary conflicts, the history of Leghorn consumption 

raises questions concerning how scholars analyze everyday household decisions.  

According to Jan de Vries, the economic history of family life is largely 

interpreted using either of two methods: the pooled household model or the bargaining 

household model.164 The traditional approach—favored since Victorian scholars—is the 

pooled household, whereby the family is analyzed as an irreducible unit. Except for 

widow-led households, familial needs are interpreted as reducible to the husband and 

father in patriarchal homes, as his decisions represent the aggregate utilities, practices, 

and choices of the household unit. Contrarily, a more recent approach, favored by de 
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Vries and other revisionists, is that household utility requires differentiating the desires, 

threat points, and leverage of each individual member.165 Based on this method, family 

consumption must be bargained between spouses, children, and others who negotiate for 

goods and services on behalf of their own needs.  

Cases concerning the Leghorn fashion craze indicate limits to the explanatory 

power of the pooled household model, namely the theory’s ability to account for family 

conflicts arising from social pressure on women to conform their attire, as the social 

order and market revolution collided. These structural pressures incentivized wives to 

circumvent their husband’s resistance to Leghorn flats by leveraging their influence 

through either negotiation or deceit. One such example of household conflict is preserved 

in an excerpt on the nineteenth-century history of Maury County, Tennessee, which 

concerns a Presbyterian reverend named Gideon Blackburn and his wife:  

Another story is told of him, that, while he lived near to, and preached in, 

Columbia, his wife greatly desired a bureau, the price of which was twenty 

dollars. The Doctor, with much ado, managed to get up the amount and 

gave it to her to buy the bureau. In the meantime she concluded she 

wanted a fashionable Leghorn bonnet, then the top of the style. So, instead 

of the bureau, she bought the Leghorn. Upon the following Sunday he 

was, as usual, at church, in other words, the Court House, long before his 

family; and just as he rose to announce his text, he saw his wife enter the 

door, with the bonnet on her head. He paused, waved his hand, and spoke 

out “Brethren, please make room for my wife with her bureau.166 

Mrs. Blackburn’s desire for the garment was not merely the caprice of fashion but 

derived from preserving her social position relative to her seating arrangement at the 

front of the church. Although her husband ridiculed her fashion consciousness as 

frivolous materialism, her sense of value was impacted by market forces on the 

community. Evaluating her own needs and threat points, she chose deception and marital 

conflict as the acceptable cost of personal empowerment. Based on this outcome, Mrs. 
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Blackburn provides evidence for why the limits of the private sphere, including the 

patriarchal institution of coverture, were insufficient to prevent numerous antebellum 

wives from accessing the market’s luxury goods.   

 Less costly methods of accessing the economy were pursued by others, including 

the account of the anonymous wealthy farmer’s spouse from the Rhode Island 

Republican from the beginning of this chapter. Their negotiation for purchasing Leghorns 

embodies this thesis’s central narrative, namely that straw bonnets served as a means of 

empowering New England women during the early national period beyond the limits 

established by traditional historiography. For this reason, the seven steps of their 

argument are outlined in detail, as well-documented spousal arguments are rare to find, 

particularly where the husband admits defeat and grants his wife the right to information 

on family finance and debt obligations.   

Firstly, the wife initiated the discussion by asserting “the propriety of the thing, 

indeed she said “it was necessary—I had a high standing in the parish and must support 

the respectability of my family.”167 While the farmer recognized the sensibility of his 

wife’s statement, he tried avoiding her request by noting that the family incurred 

significant debts and it would be difficult to purchase expensive bonnets for her and their 

four daughters. This led to the third stage of their discussion at which point the wife 

requested knowledge of family accounts so that she could evaluate the veracity of the 

farmer’s claim. Reluctantly, the wealthy farmer consented: “This led me to a more full 

disclosure of my pecuniary affairs to her, than I have been in the habit of making.”168 In 

the process, he disclosed to her for the first time how he retained an outstanding mortgage 
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on a portion of their farmland, which not only surprised his wife but she instructed him 

never to use a bank again.  

From this account, it is evident that Leghorn hats were of sufficient significance 

to impact marital relationships, namely by challenging the man’s unilateral power over 

family financial information. As the wife in the example gained knowledge of their 

accounts, this further impacted the dynamics of the private sphere, insofar as she learned 

what was economically possible for their family. This is demonstrated in the fifth stage of 

their argument, as the farmer admits he can afford purchasing the Leghorns but he would 

rather “buy a new wagon harness and 200 rods of fence,” because luxury bonnets are not 

important enough to justify the expense. At this the wife dissented and replied “that he 

better lay out his money in straw instead of land.”169 Although the farmer reluctantly 

consented, he argued that he should be the one to go to the store and purchase them 

himself with an ulterior motive: “I meant to have compromised a little, between the size 

and the quality, so as to have made a saving in that way, but it would not do.”170 

However, the wife used the limits of the private sphere in her favor in order to win the 

final stage of their argument, reminding him that: “If you was going to sell a load of hay, 

or potatoes my dear, you know I wouldn’t interfere, but in the article of a lady’s head 

dress, surely I’m the best judge.”171 With nothing left to counter, the farmer consented to 

her purchasing five Leghorn bonnets on his account for approximately $75.   

This account demonstrates how families were impacted by the straw bonnet 

industry both at home and in church. The potency of the market revolution saw man’s 

traditional gender roles over budgeting and financial information eroded by wives 

asserting economic needs. As noted in Chapter II, traditional historiography generally 
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discounts women’s influence on these matters during the early national period because 

married women could not own property, were unable to keep their earnings, and 

depended on their husbands for meeting basic economic needs. This interpretation of the 

separate spheres gave rise to the demarcation between male breadwinners versus female 

stewards—who provided for their families by sacrificing their own consumption on 

behalf of their household. While female stewardship did exist, the Leghorn bonnet craze 

sheds new light on the limits of this scholarly narrative, and the need to broaden the 

categories and interpretive schemes that capture the nuances and complexities of female 

consumer behavior in antebellum America. 
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Chapter VII. 

Conclusion 

The scope of this thesis concerned two arguments. Firstly, women had economic 

opportunities exceeding and preceding the historical timeline of women’s enumerated 

property rights. Secondly, the straw bonnet industry contradicts the impoverished 

outworker paradigm, because braiders and bonnet makers were earning a substantial 

income far greater than observed in other putting-out systems. Combining these 

arguments led to the historical conclusion that women obtained a degree of financial and 

social independence through straw textile outwork beyond what is recognized in 

traditional historiography. These economic and legal conditions resulted in female 

outworkers asserting their agency from within patriarchal institutions, thereby directing 

social change in the private and public spheres of New England during the early national 

period. Social change helped foster a culture of interclass inclusivity through the 

democratization of clothing by destabilizing the social order in public spaces, particularly 

churches. It also contributed towards an expansion in women’s influence over household 

budgeting, financial information, and individual property ownership irrespective of 

coverture.   

The central narrative of this thesis was that straw textile outworkers in early-

nineteenth-century New England transformed the social organization of the household 

economy, by utilizing their substantial earnings and purchasing power, thereby creating 

significant changes to established patterns of consumption, labor, and power. This central 

narrative sought to answer three research questions. Why did archival sources concerning 

straw bonnet outworkers indicate levels of female financial and social independence that 
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contradict the traditional historiography on coverture and the separate spheres? How were 

married women in New England able to individually own property—including money, 

personal, or real—in the early nineteenth century irrespective of coverture? How did 

women’s accumulating property socially change the household and community in New 

England during the early national period?  

In addressing these questions, this thesis first analyzed the market, legal, and 

financial structures of the straw bonnet industry, and then applied these structures to the 

social-historical changes in New England churches during the 1820s. Concerning the 

legal structure, it argued that the straw bonnet industry could not have helped produce 

social change without women having ownership to their earnings. Archival material 

supported this argument, including land deeds and local town history establishing various 

forms of property concerning Patty Carpenter, a straw bonnet outworker from 

Foxborough, Massachusetts. With a savings of approximately $1,000, her financial and 

legal condition embodied opportunities for married women in the early national period 

exceeding the standard narrative’s interpretation of domesticity. Local town histories and 

testimonial accounts offered further support, as people observed women’s changes in 

dress, gains in income, and their investment in local improvements and family mortgages. 

This thesis also provided evidence that helped historically explain how women 

were able to own property. As the straw bonnet industry expanded, women became 

central to the economic viability of farming households, including in the payment of 

mortgages. The local government system, including Justices of the Peace and county 

court officials, stopped enforcing coverture’s restrictions on real estate. Moreover, the 

financial structure of the straw bonnet industry demonstrated how merchants cultivated 
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lucrative relationships with outworkers, providing women a gateway into the cash 

economy and consumer market. This symbiotic relationship enriched the straw 

manufactory workshops, as it: (1) converted their producers into consumers; and (2) was 

economically necessary to pay some producers in goods because the monetary supply 

was scarce in rural America. Consequently, for the straw bonnet industry to grow, 

merchants had to allow women access to money and personal property.   

This thesis has also addressed these questions by showing how the straw bonnet 

market became a cornerstone of New England’s female economy during the early 

national period, which influenced the construct of domesticity as the economic power of 

women increased. Analyzing the market structure helped explain why the straw bonnet 

industry was comparatively distinct from other forms of New England outwork. The 

industry grew exponentially during the first decade of the nineteenth century, becoming 

the tenth largest industry in Massachusetts by 1810. The intensification of straw textile 

outwork came at the expense of other forms of women’s labor—including household 

chores and domestic servitude—as the production of straw braids and bonnets increased.  

This form of domestic manufacturing was created by the intersection of the 

market revolution and social-historical circumstances, as conspicuous consumers desired 

the economic status and social identity associated with Dunstable bonnets by the end of 

the eighteenth century. Over the first decade of the nineteenth century, thousands of 

female consumers of Dunstable bonnets became its producers, which helps explain the 

industry’s historical significance as measured by its commercial scale. As these unskilled 

workers entered the labor market, various norms and customs governing women’s social 
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roles and economic opportunities expanded, as dependency on male relatives for 

consumer goods weakened.  

These economic and legal structures created the straw bonnet industry and 

motivated its workforce, generating its comparatively advantageous wage structure, as 

unskilled women could relatively quickly produce luxury goods. As these outworkers 

purchased finer clothing and luxury bonnets, they challenged the economic hierarchy of 

their communities by destabilizing the rigid correlation between clothing and the church 

seating order. This short but impactful period of social disorder in 1820s New England 

was largely triggered by the straw bonnet industry, which provided a historical case study 

of how women’s accumulating property socially change the household and community. 

Wives used a variety tactics to gain more power in the private sphere, including direct 

negotiations and subterfuge over a greater portion of the household budget for the 

purpose of acquiring Leghorn flat bonnets. In the public sphere, women competed and 

converged their attire to organize an informal social order at odds with the church seating 

order, as the market revolution provided women a new method of empowerment in the 

public sphere.  

From the Progressive era to the early twenty-first century, traditional 

historiography relegated outwork to a peripheral issue concerning the historical 

understanding of the separate spheres. This thesis supports the need to reconsider the 

historical role of outwork to the economic and social history of New England women and 

families in the first three decades of the nineteenth century. Outwork was shown to 

intersect the market revolution and domesticity in foundational terms, as these structures 

help explain significant social changes in established patterns of labor, consumption, and 
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power. By extension, literature on the separate spheres should reconsider its categories 

and interpretive schemes, as the private and public domains were shown to be more 

synergistic than generally interpreted. Ultimately, this thesis contributes to the broader 

narrative by showing why straw bonnets were not merely a passing item of fashion but a 

transformative vehicle for unlocking new levels of property, opportunity, and 

independence for women.  
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