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The nineteenth-century mill towns of northern New England continue to be poorly understood and 

appreciated despite the growing interest in adaptive reuse of individual mill buildings.  These towns, and the 

collection of mills around which they are centered, form the heart of a distinct cultural landscape that imbues 

their communities with meaning and identity.  This essay will illustrate the vital role of the nineteenth-century 

industrial landscape in shaping the character of New England’s mill towns, and the criticality of adapting the 

mills that once gave them purpose to contemporary needs in order to preserve and continue this unique 

cultural landscape. 

The mills and mill towns of northern New England exemplify an evolving, organic and practical 

response to utilitarian needs.  With the expansion of industrialization in the region, a new form of 

architecture—uniquely rooted in the place of New England and suited to the task of manufacturing—

emerged.1  The region’s predominant inhabited landscapes2—rural farmland and dense mill town—are often 

viewed in contrast, but they are actually complimentary, according to architectural historians Keith N. Morgan 

and Richard M. Candee; while the mills are most closely identified with the mill towns they anchor, their 

presence influenced the evolution of the surrounding countryside such that their cultural impact extends 

throughout the region.3  Yet while the need to preserve open space and rural villages has long been 

understood, the opposite has more often been true of the nineteenth-century industrial landscape. 

The farmlands and rural villages of northern New England have benefited from greater interest in 

preservation and have been far more romanticized than the mill towns scattered throughout the region.  

Though still often insufficient, these efforts rightly understand the importance of individual buildings as part of 

a larger landscape; where successful, preserving tracts of open space or individual farmsteads has been 

secondary to the preservation of an agrarian landscape that defines the place and its inhabitants.4  The same 

cannot be said of mill towns.  The growing appreciation for nineteenth-century mills has resulted in many 

recent restoration and reuse projects, but the tendency to view them as individual buildings often in a 

blighted landscape has resulted in ad hoc preservation that neglects the importance of the collection of 

buildings in defining the larger physical and cultural landscape. 

                                                
1 Jane Holtz Kay & Pauline Chase-Harrell, Preserving New England (New York: Pantheon, 1986), 78. 
2 Omitted in this comparison are the various wilderness landscapes throughout the region, as well as the expanding suburban landscapes 
that often exist adjacent to and in competition with mill towns. 
3 Keith N. Morgan & Richard M. Candee, “Architecture: The Industrial Landscape” in The Encyclopedia of New England, ed. Burt Feintuch 
& David H. Watters (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2005), 68. 
4 Kay & Chase-Harrell, Preserving New England, 171-177. 



 

Over three decades ago, Tamara K. Hareven, a social historian, and Randolph Langenbach, a historic 

preservationist, recorded the profound relationship of place, built form and culture in a mill town then 

undergoing the irrevocable undoing of urban renewal.5  In the process they illustrated that these nineteenth-

century industrial landscapes not only have an important historical significance, but also an intangible role in 

the contemporary meaning of place.  Preserving both the individual mill buildings and the larger mill town 

landscapes is vital not only as a record of the beginnings of American industrialization then, but much more 

crucially to the endurance and relevance of the culture of place in the present. 

Candee explains that there are essentially two models of nineteenth-century mill towns in the 

region,6 both of which are based on the Massachusetts experiments of a group of investors known as the 

Boston Associates.7  The Waltham system consisted of a single company owning and operating the entire 

manufacturing facilities in a community, and often by extension the land around it.  While this system may 

seem suited for central control, the small scale necessitated by a singular investment resulted in greater 

internal variety and reliance on rural vernacular architecture than the larger planned cities of the Lowell system, 

which divested production to many independent companies while retaining control of land development, 

building construction and community planning by a single corporation. 8  

Scattered in the small towns of the Piscataqua region of New Hampshire are several examples of 

vernacular influence on the Waltham model.  Candee describes the way in which local investors attempted to 

recreate the success of the Boston Associates mostly in pre-existing villages in the region.  In each instance, 

the community is centered around the behemoth mills with a new grid of streets laid over the old farmland.9  

In Lowell a specific factory type was implemented with little variation, but in the Piscataqua and other 

Waltham models the standard factory type was merely a prototype inviting much modification.10  Both 

systems saw extensive use of corporate boardinghouses to house the primarily unmarried, female workforce.  

In the Piscataqua, these structures often borrowed from the vernacular farmhouse form or less often from 

                                                
5 Tamara K. Hareven & Randolph Langenbach, Amoskeag: Life and Work in an American Factory-City (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978). 
6 This paper focuses on the mill towns of northern New England, which for these purposes can be considered New England north of 
Boston, though examples of the systems described exist sporadically elsewhere in the region.  Not included in this study is the Rhode 
Island system of small, single-enterprise, family-owned mills that predates both the Lowell and Waltham systems, and continued throughout 
the nineteenth-century in southern New England. 
7 Richard M. Candee, “Early New England Mill Towns of the Piscataqua River Valley” in John S. Garner, ed., The Company Town: 
Architecture and Society in the Early Industrial Age (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 111-138, 113. 
8 Ibid, 114. 
9 Ibid, 116. 
10 Ibid, 122. 



 

the Federalist architecture of nearby Portsmouth.11   The result is a dense collection of rural vernacular, 

wood-framed buildings and brick commercial blocks huddled around brick or stone mills that dwarf the 

surrounding structures, extending the often-paternalistic management of the mills to the built form.12 

Like the larger Lowell models, the Waltham system corporations largely determined community 

planning.  Due to their smaller size and greater investment in the operation of manufacturing, their role in 

community planning was largely limited to allocating land for certain public purposes, laying out a street grid 

and selling land to commercial interests.13  Candee asserts that even in this more limited role, industrial 

development in the Piscataqua mill towns consisted of much more than simply constructing and operating 

manufacturing facilities; the design of housing and the planning of commercial and public structures led to an 

enduring vernacular architectural vocabulary and sense of place in each community.14 

Based on the Lowell experiment, Manchester, New Hampshire offers a contrast in scale, structure 

and urban uniformity from the Waltham models.  Hareven and Langenbach detail the unprecedented and 

heretofore unrivaled degree of harmony and cohesion in the built form and urban layout of Manchester.15  

Whereas the Waltham system towns were superimposed on an existing landscape and designed as needed,16 

the design of Manchester was wholly conceived from the outset, and built continuously over the next century 

according to the original plan on mostly virgin land.  In smaller mill towns a main street divided mill from 

town; in Manchester the division was marked by a canal, running parallel to the river and a second canal 

within the millyard.  The millyard was accessed by bridges and gateways, creating a sense of enclosure that 

Langenbach compares to that of a medieval walled city.17  Industrial buildings within and boardinghouses just 

outside the millyard were designed by the Amoskeag Manufacturing Company in a plain, conservative style, 

punctuated only occasionally by fanciful Victorian towers.  The result is an urban landscape that reads not as a 

                                                
11 Candee, “Early New England Mill Towns,” 127-129. 
12 Hareven & Langenbach, Amoskeag, 14. 
13 Ibid, 132-133. 
14 Ibid, 135. 
15 Hareven & Langenbach, Amoskeag, 9-15. 
16 While the contrast with the Waltham system is paramount, it is important to note that even Lowell and the other towns that followed 
it lack the urban harmony of Manchester.  Langenbach explains that while Manchester was devised on the Lowell model, almost all of the 
individual manufacturing units were unified under the control of a single corporation early on.   Thus the early, uniform development in 
Manchester, which was elsewhere succeeded by more ramshackle expansion, was built upon and referenced for the next century.  The 
result was a scale and measure of urban uniformity entirely unique in the American landscape. 
17 Hareven & Langenbach, Amoskeag, 9. 



 

collection of individual buildings, but as a continuous, unified mass around which private development was 

allowed to occur within the structure of the Amoskeag plan.18 

The built form of New England mill towns is necessary for understanding their context, but it is 

simplistic and inaccurate to limit the reading of a landscape to its physical manifestation.  The aesthetic 

qualities of its forms, while important, have too often been the sole criteria in assessing a landscape, and thus 

in considering the need for preservation.  As the architectural critic Ada Louise Huxtable noted regarding 

Manchester, aesthetics are too subjective and too easily dismissed to form the basis for such irrevocable 

decisions.19 Thus the physical form must be considered only as one aspect of the cultural landscape, which 

accounts for the form, construction, use, history, memory and evolution of buildings, space and land in 

addition to the way in which people interact with and relate to the landscape. 

A decade before collaborating with Hareven in Amoskeag, Langenbach introduced Huxtable and the 

world to the plight of the Amoskeag millyard and the urban identity of Manchester.20  He spoke of the 

aesthetic and architectural quality of the complex that Huxtable would soon champion more widely, but 

more importantly he noted its role in defining the cultural landscape of the city.  Langenbach asserts that 

considering New England mill towns as architectural monuments is insufficient for understanding their cultural 

impact and the meaning they impart on the landscape.  Unlike individual, even more architecturally significant 

buildings, the Amoskeag millyard and accompanying buildings form an urban space that defines the entire 

environment of the city around it; its value—and its worthiness for preservation—transcends both 

momentary architectural trends and current economic viability.21   

With Hareven, Langenbach continued the study and documentation of Manchester with a thorough 

oral history of the city in 1978.  While the largest of the Amoskeag buildings remain to this day, the canals 

and smaller buildings that in many ways offered the greatest sense of place to the millyard were demolished 

in the intervening years.  In Amoskeag, Hareven and Langenbach record both the past of the working mill 

town and the present sense of loss to the cultural landscape in the face of even its partial destruction.22  City 

officials and planners had decried the mills as unattractive, obsolete and monuments to social degradation, but 

                                                
18 Hareven & Langenbach, Amoskeag, 10. 
19 Ada Louise Huxtable, “Manchester, N.H.: Lessons in Urbicide,” New York Times, 22 Oct. 1968, sec. D, p. 33. 
20 Randolph Langenbach, “An Epic in Urban Design,” Harvard Alumni Bulletin, 70 (13 April 1968), 18-28. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Hareven & Langenbach, Amoskeag. 



 

residents and former workers showed a belated affection for and an intimate relationship with the 

disappearing landscape.23  While the exploitation of mill workers was justifiably decried by promoters of urban 

renewal, it is inaccurate to compare the working and living conditions of mill towns to the idealized view now 

widely held of the difficult, impoverished rural way of life that many mill workers abandoned.  Hareven and 

Langenbach note this disparity in the treatment of these disparate landscapes, as well as the development of 

an identity as and kinship among industrial workers.24  The rejection of the mills as a physical place, then, can 

be read as an implicit if perhaps unintended rejection of the people and lives shaped by them.  The reciprocal 

definition of the built landscape and the people who inhabit it had gone unrecognized by those deciding the 

fate of the former, and as architecture critic Jane Holtz Kay notes, the resultant loss of cultural significance led 

to further urban decay that the renewal plans had sought to remedy.25 

Gene Bunnell, a planner and historic preservationist, quotes John Steinbeck in his argument for 

preserving New England’s mill towns: “How will we know it’s us, without our past?”26  He posits that the past 

as embodied in the built form is more than a historical reference; the industrial buildings at the heart of these 

mill towns are imbued with such meaning that they give identity not only to the community as a whole, but 

to the individuals who inhabit it.27  As was illustrated in Manchester, once the buildings are lost so too is the 

identity. 

Bunnell further explains the connection between the preservation of nineteenth-century mills—and 

thus the preservation of identity—and the economic health of New England mill towns.  In Manchester and 

elsewhere, destruction of the mill landscape was preceded by economic studies citing the obsoleteness of the 

former industrial buildings; they were determined to be ill-suited to modern manufacturing practices and less 

desirable than new, suburban industrial centers.  As predicted by historic preservationists, however, the 

removal of such culturally significant buildings hastened further urban decay.28  Unaccounted for in such 

economic studies is the sense of identity derived by a community from the mill buildings at its heart, and the 

stability gained from building upon rather than tearing down the physical embodiment of the past.29  In 

                                                
23 Norman Williams et al, eds., Readings in Historic Preservation Why? What? How? (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Center for 
Urban Policy Research, 1983), 69. 
24 Hareven & Langenbach, Amoskeag, 12. 
25 Kay & Chase-Harrell, Preserving New England, 84. 
26 Williams et al., Readings in Historic Preservation, 62. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Langenbach, “An Epic in Urban Design,” 68-78. 
29 Williams et al., Readings in Historic Preservation, 69. 



 

determining the cultural imperative for the preservation of mill towns, the economic need for preserving the 

nineteenth-century mills that define them is thus established. 

The incredibly small and secluded town of Harrisville, New Hampshire is a remarkably well-

preserved variation on the Waltham model.30  As Manchester had done with the initial closure of its mills in 

the 1930s, the community of Harrisville acquired its shuttered industrial heart with the intent to adapt and 

reuse it at the very moment that Amoskeag was being felled in 1971.  Kay notes that while Lowell, 

Massachusetts was beginning to save its mills as a museum, Harrisville was intent on preserving a living 

landscape.  By attracting a variety of tenants—high-tech industry and handcrafts in the mills and residents in 

the boardinghouses—Harrisville has been able to preserve the landscape neither for tourists nor 

preservationists, but for the residents and identity of the community itself.  The culture of manufacturing and 

the buildings upon which that culture is based are preserved not as a historical snapshot, but as a natural 

evolution of place, culture and identity.31 

In the years since Harrisville’s success, attitudes toward preservation and reuse of mill buildings has 

advanced even while much of the stigma assigned to mill towns has lingered.  Kay describes a return of the 

“entrepreneurial spirit” that had originally created the mills with their housing of startup companies in recent 

decades.  The quality of construction and the inherently flexible nature of nineteenth-century New England 

mill buildings, combined with the sense of place that their modern heirs lack is a direct repudiation of the 

economic studies that once labeled them as obsolete.  Echoing the sentiments of Bunnell, Kay concludes that 

not only do these buildings have a future worthy of preservation, but that their condition also determines the 

condition of the mill town around them.32 

It is not enough, though, to appeal only or even primarily to the economic benefits of preserving 

these structures.  While the economic benefits to the community now seem irrefutable, Bunnell notes that 

even when conservation is more advantageous, developers and planners still opt at times for demolition and 

redevelopment.33  In order to properly assess the value of preservation—or simply the forestalling of ruinous 

decay—the community and planners of a mill town must first understand the indelible nature of its mills not 

only on its physical but also its cultural landscape.  The buildings taken together are more than an economic 

                                                
30 Kay & Chase-Harrell, Preserving New England, 87. 
31 Kay & Chase-Harrell, Preserving New England, 88. 
32 Ibid, 79-81. 
33 Williams et al., Readings in Historic Preservation, 63. 



 

base or connection to the past; they embody the very essence of what it means to live, work and be in a 

northern New England mill town.34 

Manchester preserved the largest of its mill buildings, which now house a vast array of uses, and 

from across the river the once-dominant wall of brick still appears much intact.  Since the widespread 

demolition in the Amoskeag millyard, the city has come to appreciate the remaining structures while emerging 

from its economic doldrums.  Still, it is evident that something has been lost; Manchester is still culturally and 

physically defined by its relationship with the Amoskeag mills, but that relationship has been altered and 

disrupted.  The millyard, while beautiful and well suited to commercial reuse, is too ravaged and the buildings 

too individualized to be a vibrant urban space once more.  Though they are filled with businesses like those of 

Harrisville, the mills in Manchester lack the same presence in the wider community.35 

The nineteenth-century mills of northern New England cannot be fully appreciated as individual 

buildings, nor merely as physical objects.  Rather, they form the heart of a rich cultural landscape that inscribes 

meaning on a community that may not fully comprehend the depth of that relationship until they are lost.36  

That they are ultimately adaptable spaces and that it is environmentally sensible to reuse them are happy 

coincidences, not the primary causes for their preservation.37  Their sense of place and ability to impart 

identity to the mill towns they anchor are reason enough to warrant their preservation for future reuse.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
34 Langenbach, “An Epic in Urban Design,” 68-78. 
35 Kay & Chase-Harrell, Preserving New England, 84. 
36 Langenbach, “An Epic in Urban Design,” 68-78. 
37 Kay & Chase-Harrell, Preserving New England, 83. 



 

Research Approach/Methodology 

This paper has drawn on the fields of architectural history, sociology, historic preservation, history and 

geography to explore the culture landscape of New England mill towns and the need for their preservation.  

Its genesis, however, lies in personal experience. 

My interest in the topic began with an intimate personal understanding of a large New England mill 

town and the gradual revelation of its recent desecration and partial renewal.  My great-grandparents worked 

in the mills of Manchester, New Hampshire and farms of the surrounding countryside; both my grandfathers 

later worked for a time in mills once part of the Amoskeag millyard.  In my own youth I witnessed the gradual 

renewed interest in the remaining Amoskeag millyard, but I also bore witness to further demolition there; I 

knew that Canal Street in Manchester marked the former site of a canal once thoughtlessly capped over and 

turned into parking.  The impact of the mills, boardinghouses and thoroughly planned city on the local culture 

seemed abundantly clear, as did the economic and social instability following the disruption in the physical 

landscape.  As the trend away from demolition and toward restoration took hold, I was surprised to find only 

passing references to the cultural landscape of mill towns, and the relationship of their built form to their 

inhabitants, which seemed so apparent. 

To present this idea, I searched for writings in any field that seemed relevant to the history, 

geography, architecture and anthropology of New England mill towns.  This produced several promising 

insights, but many more tangential topics.  Reducing the aspect of the paper concerning the already well-

documented field of adaptive reuse allowed me to focus more clearly on defining the importance of 

understanding nineteenth-century mills as part of a larger cultural landscape when considering their 

preservation and reuse. 

I was then able to draw on architectural histories of mill towns, and surveys of their remaining 

structures as well as documents from their development.  This provided a great deal of insight into their 

historical and physical context.  The handbooks on preservation and adaptive reuse that at first seemed 

especially relevant later proved unhelpful in defining the cultural imperative for preservation.  Less technical 

accounts of preservation—detailing the history, strategy and examples of preservation efforts—were 

invaluable in elucidating this more human aspect of preservation, however.  Perhaps the most important 

information was gathered from studies and surveys of mill workers and other inhabitants of New England mill 



 

towns.  Particularly informative was an oral history of Amoskeag mill workers that clearly illustrated the 

importance of the mill town landscape in shaping the lives of the interviewees. 

At least from the sources I was able to find, the various disciplines studying mills, mill towns and their 

inhabitants overlapped only marginally.  The relationship between inhabitant and landscape was evident, 

however, even if it was usually expressed only as an allusion.  Though rarely stated explicitly, that relationship 

is clearly important in assessing the value of a landscape and the cultural imperative for its preservation. 

 

Results 

This paper has illustrated the reciprocal relationship of landscape and inhabitant, and thus the importance of 

preserving the landscape of New England mill towns.  It has drawn from diverse perspectives and several 

disciplines that too often are disconcerted in their study of the subject.  If successful, its findings should seem 

obvious but previously overlooked, and should lead to a richer understanding of the importance of even 

maligned places in giving meaning to a local culture.  In so doing, the appreciation for mill town landscapes will 

hopefully be enhanced. 

 

Future Research 

As yet the work presented has made a cultural argument for the preservation of nineteenth-century mills and 

northern New England mill towns as a holistic landscape.  It has not, however, addressed the practical means 

to achieve this preservation, nor the extent to which such preservation should be pursued.  A careful 

examination of feasible building and spatial reuse, government policy, urban and regional planning, 

demographics, land use patterns and environmental concerns is needed to determine the strategies and 

policies for mill and mill town preservation and reuse.  Often this research exists, but is uncoordinated or 

unknown to policy and urban planners, developers, architects and laypeople; thus coordination of existing 

research and education to the public and civic leaders may be more useful than new research. 

Additionally, local and regional surveys should be conducted in order to prioritize certain mill towns 

and structures within them for preservation.  Unfortunately, some mill towns will almost certainly continue to 

struggle and be unable to recover from their long decline and isolation; without completely abandoning them 

or ignoring local efforts, outside preservation efforts and funds should be allocated accordingly.  Similarly, even 



 

the most promising and historically relevant mill towns should not be embalmed in preservation.  Integral to 

preserving a living landscape is the understanding of it as a collection of existing structures and spaces while 

acknowledging the inevitable change of the future; not every building needs to or should be saved to preserve 

a landscape, but any individual change must occur with an understanding of its effect on the larger landscape. 

Due to the rate of deterioration and the intimacy with which people experience these landscapes, 

any future research must be accompanied by practical efforts at preservation and adaptive reuse. 
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