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Book Review: Contemporary Cultural Landscape in a New England Mill City 

 

Tamara K. Hareven & Randolph Langenbach, Amoskeag: Life and Work in an American Factory-City (New 

York: Pantheon Books, 1978). 

Tamara K. Hareven and Randolph Langenbach created in Amoskeag an elegant, evocative and timely 

portrait of a New England mill city reflecting on its past at a moment of crisis.  Despite the passage of time 

since its publication, the work remains relevant to all those considerate of the built environment.  The authors 

approached the oral-history-collection project from diverse disciplines, but with the common goal to 

document something that was rapidly vanishing in Manchester, New Hampshire and other nineteenth-century 

mill towns throughout New England—both the aging population with a direct experience with the working 

mills, and those mammoth buildings that defined and gave purpose to the city.  Accompanied by 

Langenbach’s melancholy photographs as well as historical images, the approachable writing and decidedly 

non-academic presentation are evidence that this scholarly work is intended not just for academics, but 

laypeople, including the very subjects of the book. 

In addition to being a study of work in nineteenth-century mill towns, Amoskeag is a reflection on 

the contemporary meaning of place, and the reciprocal definition of the built landscape and the people who 

inhabit it.  Despite an equal focus on work and family in the book, as an architect it is easy to derive from 

Amoskeag an acute understanding of the cultural landscape of nineteenth-century mill towns.  Through their 

original writing and editing of their interviews, Hareven and Langenbach contend that despite the lingering 

popular notion to the contrary, New England mill cities—and in particular the industrial buildings at their 

core—impart a highly developed definition to the culture and physicality of the local landscape. 

Amoskeag is divided into eight sections, all but the first of which are a collection of at least one and 

usually several interviews with various people in the city.  A glossary at the end of the book not only clarifies 

terminology for those unfamiliar with New England textile manufacturing, but by its very necessity reveals the 

specific and unique world of the mill towns that dot and sometimes define the New England landscape.  The 

first part, tellingly titled “The Setting,” acts as an introduction first to the place and uniquely holistic design of 

the city and millyard, to the history of the same and the context of its development, and then to both the 

interview process and the process of making textiles. 

While the authors’ introduction focuses primarily on the place of the Amoskeag millyard and the city 

of Manchester, the interviews that follow focus largely on the lives and work of the interviewees.  Even when 

the focus is elsewhere, however, the buildings and landscape are ever present, providing at least the context 

for events and often defining the very course of those events.  This is not limited to those still or recently 

working in the mills, as the landscape continues to define the world and culture for those with a past direct 



experience in the mills, as well as the larger, cultural memory amongst even those for whom the mills are 

otherwise merely a physical backdrop.  The first six oral history parts classify the interviewees by their 

chronology and their station, but always in relation to the factory-city, defining the inseparable nature of 

inhabitants and place in the city.  While the interviews can at times verge on the mundane, the authors’ 

introductions and the underlying, perhaps subconscious current of the built form framing life in the city tie the 

various oral histories together.  For instance, as part of its vast urban-industrial planning, the Amoskeag 

Manufacturing Company built and managed family housing, which was designed to be visually cohesive with 

the mills.  One interviewee, a self-described “wildcat,” explains that as a single woman living alone, she was 

ineligible for corporation housing; this allowed her greater freedom, but the easily identifiable non-corporation 

housing also led to a certain degree of ostracism by elders in the community (p. 205).  

The final of the book’s seven oral history parts, consisting of a single interview is entitled “Eulogy.”  

The editors conclude the interview with Bette Skrzyszowski, who had just been laid-off in the shutdown of a 

mill, as she anxiously contemplates the changes in the industrial city: “This way, I’ve got to go out and start 

over (p. 389).”  These words, below a photograph of an empty mill the evening before its demolition, are 

clearly meant by the editors to extend the fate of an individual worker to that of the built forms and 

elaborate planning of the Amoskeag millyard.  Concluding the book with this quotidian thought might be the 

sort of thing Jane Jacobs had in mind when she spoke of “very plain people” telling “with wisdom and often 

eloquence about things they know first-hand from life.”  A causal reading, however, might lead to the notion 

of an abrupt ending to the work, and a longing for greater clarity from the authors. 

As an oral history, Amoskeag lacks the literary sources and citations of a more traditional work, but is 

enriched by the direct testimony of those experiencing the subject matter. Hareven, a social historian, and 

Langenbach, a historic preservationist, have to maintain something of a remove from their work, acting more 

as editors than informants, but they channel the profound relationship of place, built form and culture 

described mostly unintentionally by those whose experience they have recorded.  At times they seem they 

seem uncertain of whether to write as opinionated authors or impartial editors, but in their introduction as 

well as the accompanying photographs, Hareven and Langenbach are clearly consciousness of the relationship 

between place and culture, and the continued importance of the physical landscape to the culture of the 

place even amidst its programmatic obsolescence. 

Langenbach’s photographs were taken a full decade before the publication of Amoskeag in 1978, and 

were the subject of a then attendance record-setting exhibition at the Manchester’s Currier Gallery of Art in 

1975.  The photographs were taken in a dual effort to record a disappearing landscape and an unsuccessful 

attempt to halt the destructive urban renewal plans for the Amoskeag millyard.  Amoskeag, by contrast, has an 

air of resignation and a pervasive sorrow for the vastness of a landscape that can no longer be saved.  Perhaps 

because of this, the authors rarely do more than imply that even a physical landscape whose original purpose 

has passed is imbued with enough meaning to warrant its preservation for as-yet-unknown reuse.  Amoskeag 

is more than an historical survey, and as such it should impart a stronger argument; its greatest weakness, and 

what allows an otherwise thorough and expressive work to at times become dry and dirge-like, is this 



absence of a call to arms.  The book is certainly not without purpose, but it requires a careful reading to draw 

it fully from implication. 

Comparing the former bustle in the mills to their then-current vacancy, one interviewee recalls 

seeing “the floors come away from the walls when the looms were running (p. 380).”  It is easy to see the 

metaphor for the built environment as a living organism, once growing and filled with vitality now moving 

through decay towards eventual death.  It is unfortunate that Amoskeag was not written ten years earlier, 

when it might have served to resuscitate the faltering and maligned landscape of its subject.  Even as a 

cautionary tale, the book does too little to explicitly call for the preservation of such endangered but culturally 

significant and certainly living landscapes; a less ambiguous argument might have led to a more hopeful 

conclusion than the eulogy presented.  Despite this, Amoskeag still serves as a vivid reminder of the 

fundamental importance of the built landscape on local culture and the understanding of place.  As such, it is a 

useful resource in explaining the cultural need for the preservation of the remaining New England mill 

landscapes in Manchester and elsewhere.  While the authors could be less passive in their presentation, the 

subtle poignancy and gradual revelation of this idea by the interviewees affirms the intention of the authors, 

and the value of their work. 


