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ing the voung apprentice a factory overseer. By the time
he obtained his majority, he supervised mechanical re-

pairs, Yet, striving for even greater opportunity, Slater

learned of a reward offered by Philadelphia manufac-
turers for a mechanic capable of introducing English
spinning technology into the city’s textile workshops.
Undaunted by the British government’s restrictions on

the export of machines and the overseas migration of

skilled mechanies, he decided to leave England and
see what he could make of himself in America. Slater
kept his plans a secrel, not only to avoid apprehension
as an illegal emigrant, but also fearing that his depar-
ture would upset his familv. He embarked upon his
voyage across the Atlantic with only a few possessions,

including the indenture papers that would attest to his
skills. Slater sailed from London in September 1789
and arrived in New York nearly seven weeks later. He
would never return to his native land.”

soon after his arrival in New York, Slater obtained
employment in a recently established jenny-spinning
workshop on Veysey Street. This enterprise was crude
b his standards, and offered little encouragement for
improvement. By chanee, he learned from a Rhode Is-
land ship captain that Providence merchant Moses
Brown, in partnership with William Almy, was con-
structing a mechanized spinning mill at a waterpower
site in Pawtucket. Whatever notion Slater may have
had of going to Philadelphia receded, and instead he

began a correspondence with Brown, Having offered
his services to the Quaker merchant and been offered
a job, Slater sailed north to Rhode Island in January
1790. The voung Englishman met Brown in Provi-

dence and then journeved with him to the village of

Pawtuclket, where he found a small but thriving indus-
trial hamlet of several hundred people. Nestled along
the river were a number of mills that produced flour
and snudt, along with a elothier workshop and three
fulling mills. The village also contained two torges, a
nail works, various artisans’ workshops, at least two
taverns, and some twenty or thirty houses.”

When taken to examine the clothier workshop and
its spinning frames, Slater was unimpressed. Moses
Brown noted that Slater “declined doing anything
with them and proposed making a New One, Using
such parts as the Old would answer.”” Despite his ini-
tial disdain, Slater immediately set to work retashion-
g the exisling water frames and preparatory ma-
chinery. Skilled Pawtucket metal- and woodworking
artisans aided him, and by March 1790, the mill pro-
duced its first waterpowered, machine-spun cotton
yarn. Offered a partnership with William Almy and
Smith Brown, Slater accepted and continued over-
seeing the expansion of the Pawtucket mill® By the
end of the vear, Slater, utilizing his experience with
Steutt in England—along with local artisan Svlvanus
Brown and ironmaster Oziel Wilkinson—Dbuilt addi-
tional Arkwright machinery, including a new frame,
and put them into operation. Most of the yarn spun
at Pawtucket during the early vears was sent by Almy
and Brown to their workshops in Providence, where
hand-loom weavers produced a variety of finished cot-
ton cloth goods.”

Slater’s reputation as a serious-minded, hard-waork-
ing, and able manager quickly grew. Standing just
over six feet in height and weighing more than 200
pounds, Slater was an imposing figure. His partner-
ship in Almv and Brown enhanced his financial sta-
tus in Pawtucket, and he cemented his ties to the vil-
lage in late 1791 when the English émigré married
Hannah Wilkinson, the seventeen-yvear-old daugh-
ter of Quaker ironmaster Oziel Wilkinson. The couple
set up a household in an unassuming, two-story brick
dwelling a short distance from the mill. Here, Hannah
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would give birth to eight children.

Slater’s marriage to Hannah Wilkinson did not
lessen his intense devotion to his duties at the mill. In
tact, over the next two yvears, he became ever more in-
volved, as he and his partners agreed to build an en-
tirely new waterpowered mill outfitted with Arkwright
frames. Later ealled the “Old Mill,” this two and one-
half story, wood-frame factory, measuring just 26 by
40 feet—small compared to English mills—opened in
17937 Being able to produce maore cotton varn at the
new factory mill shored up the Hedgling firm's finan-
cial strength. As the partnership was becoming known
for its varn production, a glut of cheap, imported Brit-
ish cloth flooded American markets and caused nu-
merons weaving shops in Providence and elsewhere
to close. By 1796, the Quaker merchants abandoned
cloth production altogether, concentrating—to great
advantage—in the manutacture and sale of cotton
varn.'=

In the early vears of the mills operation, Slater
hired child workers from poor as well as artisan fami-
lies, and bov apprentices. For some male workers, the
skills they learned at Slater's mill enabled them to be-
come inventive mechanics, overseers, or even factory
owners. Many others tolled in hardship, in unbearably
oppressive conditions, with little opportunity for ad-
vancement. The mill’s apprentices, in particular, ob-
jected to tactory work, and Slater soon halted their
emplovment, finding the hovs costly and undepend-
able. Instead, he turned increasingly to child labor
Twpically, Slater negotiated the terms of ecmplovment
with the household head after the child had entered
the mill. Most of the child workers were between the
ages of seven and fifteen, and their pay, amounting to
three or four shillings per week (about $0.40 to $0.70),
wis ghout one-fifth that paid to adult workers. Their
wages were paid to the parent who, in turn, often was
emploved in the village. Some such parents worked for
Stater directhv.”

Dank and dimly lit in winter, hot and humid in
summer, the clamorons factory was & dirty and occa-
sionally dangerous workplace. During peak operations
—usually in the spring, summer, and early fall—Slater
operated the mill six days a week, tourteen and even
up to sixteen hours a dayv. Yet the regulanty of hours,
production, and oversight that characterized the fac-

tory later in the nineteenth century were not in place



at Slater's mill in the early vears. Where they existed,
waork rules were often informal, and work stoppages,

due either to mechanical problems or lack of raw ma-
terials, were common. Within Slaters lifetime, how-
ever, these conditions changed, as workers” tasks be-
came more specialized and repetitive, the work day
was more regulated, and managerial control in the
workplace was more exacting. As a result, the dis-
tance separating the mill manager and the mill hand
hecame less easily bridged."
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The work force in Slater’s mills included not only
children and adults from poor rural families, but also
a number of voung males from the middle classes.
Typically, these boys entered the factory with the aim
of gaining the skills to become machinists, managers,
and even mill owners. For example, Jumes Tiffany, a
rural merchant in South Brimfield, Massachusetts,
became acquainted with Slater and, desiring that
his two sons, Lvman and Bela, learn the textile busi-
ness, placed them in the Pawtucket mill. Bela Tiftany

advanced to the position of overseer and in the early
18105 joined Slater as a partner in a mill in Massachu-
setts, while still in his twenties.” Others, such as Eli-
sha Waters, having learned cotton manufacturing at
the Pawtucket mills, erected their own factories and
competed with Almy and Brown."

In its early yvears, Slater’s mills drew upon Paw-
tucket and its environs for their factory labor force,
Over time, however, they found it increasingly difTicult
to recruit loeal residents and instead began hiring a
growing number of landless poor families from outhv-
ing rural areas and from seaports in Rhaode Island and
Massachusetts. With few other choices, many of these
ambivalent employvees viewed factory life as unhealthy
and finaneially unrewarding, while others echoed Jef-
fersonian concerns over the freedom-destroving de-
pendency that factory wage labor appeared Lo engen-
der, Periodically. tensions surfaced hetween Samuel
Slater and the heads of household who had contracted
with him to employ their children. Disputes over wage
rates and timeliness of payments, as well as chal-
lenges to the factory master’s authority, arose not
only at Slater’s mill, but at other mills in the region.”
Despite the ethnic (white and largely of English ori-
gin) and religions {primarily Protestant) homogene-
ity of the factory comnuwnities, and despite shared
social values that emphasized deference and patri-
archal authority, widening fault lines between work-
ers and managers—especially connected to social and
economic class ditferences—emerged during Slater’s
lifetime.™

At various times in the 1790s, Samuel Slater found
himselfl at odds with his merchant partners. Exasper-
ated with the inadequate delivery of raw materials
and a lack of money and provisions for his workers,
Slater repeatedly pleaded with and chastised Almy
and Brown, occasionally threatening to curtail pro-
duction or shut down the mill, On the other hand,
Almy and Brown experienced a range of difficulties in
running the financial and business side of their textile
enterprise. The nation’s poor lransportation networl,
its inadequate banking facilities, and a lack of uni-
formity in currency continually hindered the ability
of the Providence merchants to obtain a steady flow
of ruw cotton, market their cotton goods, and collect
from their creditors, That Slater was focused solely

on running the Pawtucket mill and held only a lim-
ited partnership in the textile firm impaired his un-
derstanding of the larger business operations. Never-
theless, all of these factors contributed to the growing
friction within the partnership."™

Determined to expand his role in the growing tex-
tile industry, Slater sought to establish his own com-
pany. Along with the Wilkinsons of Pawtucket, he es-
tablished 5. Slater and Company in 1799 and built a
spinning mill on the east side of the Blackstone River
in Rehoboth, Massachusetts, Within two vears, the
so-called "White Mill” in Rehoboth began producing
cotton yarn. Legal action to prohibit Slater from gain-
ing water-power privileges on the Blackstone slowed
the companys progress and exacerbated the rift he-
tween Slater, Almy, and Brown, but the partners even-
tually overcame their differences and coordinated the
interests of their respective companies. Such inter-
ests included the joint purchasing of raw cotton and
the uniform pricing of their finished varns, Slater also
contimued to manage the mills on both sides of the
Blackstone River and each of these enterprises prof-
ited handsomely. For Slater, this period in the early
1800s marked his emergence not only as an accom-
plished factory master, but as a successful business-
man. Moreover, because of the moral initiatives he had
championed at Pawtucket, including the creation of
one of the nation’s first Sunday schools, Sluter gained
a reputation as a reformer and community leader.*

Another important event in Samuel Slaters life
pecurred in 1803, when he was joined in Pawtuckot
by his brother John. Also born in Belper, John Slater
(1776-1843), like Samuel, was apprenticed in the Der-
byshire mills and eventually hecame a millwright.
By the time he was a voung man, he had gained con-
siderable knowledge of waterpower mechanies and
drive trains for powering textile machinery. Shortly
after arriving in Pawtucket, he joined his brother
in Almy, Brown and Slater, and by 1806, he became
a partner in the firm’s new mill and village develop-
ment in North Smithfield, Rhode Island. The follow-
ing yeir, John Slater oceupied his residence in the new
village, which somewhat boldly was dubbed Slaters-
ville, while Samuel carried on as manager of the “Qld
Mill" in Pawtucket and the “White Mill” in Rehoboth.
In 1811, the elder Slater sought even greater opportu-



nity in New England’s hinterlands, joining forces with
Bela Tiffany to build a waterpowered spinning mill
in Oxford, South Gore, Massachusetts, With capital
obtained from Almy and Brown, the Slater and Tif-
fany mill opened in May 1812, At about the same time,
Slater sold his shares of the “White Mill” to his in-laws.
Reaching the zenith of his industrial and commercial
powers, Slater would build additional mills in Dudley
and Oxford, construct a steam-powered mill in Provi-
dence, maintain a large interest in the Amoskeag Mill
in New Hampshire, and, with his brother, purchase
cotton factories in eastern Connecticut. In addition,
Slater invested in turnpikes that connected his mills
in Connecticut, Rhode Tsland, and Massachusetts to
the market centers of Worcester, Providence, and Nor-
wich, Connecticut.”

Throughout the mid- and late 1820s, competition
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among New Englands textile manufacturers inten-
silied as prices for varn and cloth fell. While Slat-
prs variouns mills weathered this economie storm, a
large number of firms became bankrupt. Slater held
notes {or several of these distressed companies, leav-
ing him linancially vulnerable. Then, in 18249, a finan-
cial panic hit, and banks as well as investors called
in their debts. At the age of 61, Slater faced the most
severe financial erisis of his adult lite, To pav off his
debts, Slater sold his interests in the Amoskeag Mill,
the Jewett City Cotton Manufacturing Company in
Connecticut, and the Slatersville, Rhode Island, mills.
In addition, Slater sold his share of the Pawtucket mill
to Almy and Brown, thus dissolving their partnership
and severing his ties to the f; made his
name legendary.

Slater retained principal shares in the Providence

Steam Cotton Company and the mills at Central Falls,
Rhode Island, while in Massachusetts he continued
to control the Slater Mills at Oxford and Dudley, as
well as the factory in nearby Wilkinsonville.* By 1832,
consolidation of his interests helped him reverse his fi-
naneial losses. That year, he and his brother acquired
the holdings of Almy and Brown in the Slatersville
mills, reorganizing this concern as the 5. & J. Slater
Company. Slater also successfully petitioned the Mas-
sachusetts legislature to form the township of Webster
from parts of Oxford and Dudley, a move that politi-

cally unified his three mill villages. Slater's sons as-
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sumed larger roles in running the Webster and Provi-
dence mills, while his brother John ran the Slatersville
Company. Suflering from severe rheumatism and ci-
gestive ailments during the last vears of his life, Sam-
uel Slater became seriously ill in the spring of 1835
and died in late April at his home in the East Village
of Webster. He left 1o his family an estate estimated
at between $1 and $2 million. Bevond this, he left an
even greater legacy as the man who established the
first suceessful waterpowered cotton factory in the
United States.

The Slaters of Slatersville, Rhode Island

In 1801, the Providence area contained four cotton-
spinning mills, three of which were owned or con-
trolled by Almy, Brown, and Slater. Over the next eight
vears, this industry, while still in its infaney, expanded
dramatically as nearly two dozen additional cotton
factories were built in the region. A cotton fever had
gripped investors. Yet in the face of this rapid growth,
Slater and his Providence merchant partners contin-
ued to stay ahead of manufacturers. By 1810, they op-
erated about one-fifth of all spindles in the United
States.™ The most important development that helped
them retain their leadership in cotton varmn production
was a mill they built in the northern reaches of Smith-
field, Rhode Island, along a tributary of the Blackstone
River. in the village of Slatersville.

The kev figure in establishing the Slatersville mills
was Samue] Slater’s brother, Johin. Not long after his
arrival from England, John Slater was dispatched to
northern Rhode Island to investigate potential fac-
tory sites. Most importantly, Slater sought out a water-
power property on a stream that not only provided the
requisite volume of flow and drop in height to power a
large mill, but also was not encumbered by individuals
who held title to water rights in the watershed above
the factory site. After a few months, Slater reported
favorably on a large parcel of land on the Mohegan
(later named the Branch) River, where the stream
dropped some 40 feet over the course of one mile. In
the summer of 1805, Almy and Brown had John Slater
begin acquiring land and water privileges along this
stretch of the river, as well as a gristmill and sawmill.
By March of the following year, the company had pur-
chased 200 acres, and John Slater initiated improve-

ments to an existing dam and undertook the con-
struction of a power canal, machine shop, and cotton
factory.”t Slater also built a group of wood-frame tene-
ments for factory managers and workers. In 1807, the
cotton fuctory began operations.”

The timing of the mill's initial years of varn pro-
duction could not have been more favorable. The Em-
bargo Act of 1807 halted international trade and gave
rise to a large demand for American-produced tex-
tiles. Almy, Brown, and Slater readily sold varn pro-
duced at Slatersville mill, and within a short time
John Slater—who had relocated with his family to the
village—supervised an expansion of additional wa-
terpowered spinning frames. By 1513, the mill, which
used about 20 feet of head (“head™ refers to the drop
of water over a waterwheel), contained 5,170 spindles,
the largest in the United States. Much of the cotton
varn produced at Slatersville was shipped by wagon to
Providence over the nearbwv Douglas-Providence Torn-
pike, a distance of 15 miles. which by stage was a four-
bour journey.™

In the early 1510s, the population of Slaters-
ville numbered around 300. Many lived in crowded,
compamy-buill, two-story houses, situated on a gen-
tly sloping hillside above the mill. The tenements
measured 25 by 36 feet, with four families living in
each of the dwellings. The majority of these families—
among them John Slater's—included eight to twelve
females and males, with nearly two-thirds of them be-
ing children under the age of seventeen.™ Neardy all
of the villagers were of Yankee stock and some heads
of household, including Mowry, Robinson, and Com-
stock, had family ties to the surmrounding countryside
dating from the eighteenth century. Although later in
the nineteenth century the village's housing arrange-
ments reflected its social and economie hierarchy—
managers and professionals Ived in a cluster around
the common, while workers lived cdloser to the factory
and on streets nearer to the river—in the early vears
company managers, skilled mechanics, and overseers
lived alongside the mill workers. Rents ranged from $1
to nearly S1.70 per week.* A stone-constructed com-
pany store furnished food and dry goods to the villag-
ers, and a Congregational Church, built in 1838 and
towering above the common, served as a religious and
social center for many in the community.
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In addition to the textile mill, John Slater oper-
ated a farm, raising livestock and grains, a sawmill,
and a gristmill. The praduction of timber and agri-
cultural goods not only provided the factory village
with building materials and food, but also gave work
to mitle heads of households, whose sons and dangh-
ters toiled in the spinning mill. This combination of
industry and agriculture enabled the village to gain
a measure of self sufficiency, though most of the vil-
lages operations remained extensively under the con-
Lrol of the company.

The War of 1812 proved highly disruptive to the na-
tion’s economy and exacerbated banking, credit, and
currency problems. For a brief time, Almy, Brown, and
the Slaters found it difficult to sell their textile goods
or eollect from their buvers. As a result, John Slater be-
came a more ageressive marketer of goods produced
at Slatersville. In 1815, he traveled to Philadelphia to
sell the company’s textile products. At the same time,
the Slatersville mill continued to reap sizable profits,
with sales amounting to $575.000 between 1811 and
1815. The success of this enterprise under John Slat-
ers leadership prompted the Providence partners to
enlarge their factory, In 1821, the company built the
Western Mill, several hundred feet upstream from the
original factory. After a fire destroyved the oldest see-
Lion of the mill in 1826, a new four-story factory, with
an impressive central bell-tower, was constrocted of
[ire-resistant stone.™

The other important development at the Slaters-
ville mill was the introduction of the waterpowered
loom. In 1813, John and Samuel Slater brought in me-
chanie William Gilmore, who was working on a varia-
tion of the British-patented Horrocks' loom, which
would prove equal to the power loom developed
around the same time at Waltham by Francis Cabot
Lowell and Paul Moody. For several months at North
Smithfield, Gilmore labored to build his durable iron-
framed loom, which featured a erank-and-lever mech-
anism for improved weft insertion that vielded tighter
weaves, as well as faster picks per minute using larger
bobbins with finer threads. Gilmore continued his
work at the nearby Lyman and Coventry mills where
weaving with his new loom commenced in early 15158,
Soon atter, the Slaters installed Gilmore looms in their
Slatersville factory and, in May of the same vear, they

shipped the first of the woven shirtings to Philadel-
phia. The Slaters thus established a fully integrated
mill at North Smithfield, albeit on a smaller seale than
the massive Waltham factory.™

From the inception of textile manufacturing at
Slatersville, as elsewhere in New England, managers
and workers faced cyeles of booms and busts. Growing
regional competition, pressure from British imported
goods, price fluctuations in raw eotton, technological
changes, and varving managerial capabilities of the
region’s textile firms all contributed to the volatility of
the textile market. The hardest hit during the indus-
try’s periodie slamps were the mill workers, and Slat-
ersvilles wage earners were no exception. Frequently
paid in scrip, Slaters employees had their boarding
charges and provisions purchased from the company
store subtracted from their wages. During John Slat-
er’s vears at Smithfield, he responded to downturns
just as others did: He cut production costs by reduce-
ing wages, curtailing hours, or, where necessary, luy-
ing off workers entirely.

An English immigrant who worked as a mason in
Slatersville village in the late 158205 observed the prob-
lems that such strategies presented to workers. "Wages
in cotton factories,” the Englishman proclaimed, "are
getting lower every vear and . . . a great parl must be
taken in zoods and provisions at high prices and it 15
rare 1o see a silver dollar, as there 15 nothing but paper
in circulation, the notes of which are not often worth
the paper on which promises to pay are recorded, ™™
When a severe slump in cotton prices struck manu-
facturers in 1842, Slater and other mill owners slashed
wages by as much as 20 percent. One editor of a Demo-
crittic newspaper decried this action, charging, "An ar-
bitrary old Englishman by the name of John Slater,
owner of the village and factories in Slatersville, be-
coming incensed at his help leaving . . . declared that
he would never pay them for what they had done, un-
less they came back to work for him.™*

Despite fluctuations in the cotton-goods market
and the periodic resistance of workers to wage cuts
and harsh factory conditions, John Slater and lis
family prospered at Slatersville. Slater's wife, Ruth
Bucklin, had eleven children, only four of whom sur-
vived into adulthood. The oldest son, John Fox Slater
(18151884, assisted his father in the Jewett City and

Hopeville mills in Conneeticut.™ William Smith Slater
(1817-1882) lived at Slatersville and Providence and
became involved in the family's banking and manu-
facturing interests in Rhode Island. ™

John Slater died at Slatersville in 1843 and soon
after his two sons formed o partnership, the J. & W,

Slater Company. Shortly before his death, John Slater
had leased the Slatersville mill for ten vears to his
agent Amos D. Lockwood; withouot this mill to run,
William Smith Slater devoted his attention to bank-
ing and serving on corporate boards of Rhode Island
manufacturers, in which the family held large shares
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of stock. At the same time, John Fox Slater was amass-
ing a considerable fortune in Norwich, Connecticut.
I 1849, the brothers acquired the Slatersville inter-
ests of Samuel Slater’s heirs and, when the lease of the
Lockwood expired in 1853, William Smith Slaler as-
sumet the management of this enterprise.

Under the aegis of the J. & W. Slater Company, the
aging tactory huildings were extensively repaired and
the old machinery was discarded in favor of new card-
ing machines, spinning frames, and looms. A decade
later, the Slater firm acquired the cotton mill of the
Forestdale Manufacturing Company, about a mile



L
s

- =
F

T ae
¥

-

Staterswille Commereial Block The crpssive commereial Blorks
Gs aeen in this picture, canstracted of stane and brick in1Byo and
E:r.1r||lr' block adlded 1n 1By, ifustrale the ponsieT and infinence

oven the architecture had ower the mill village. Courtesy oEtha

Morth smithfield Historicel Society

downstream from the Slatersville factory, In addi-
tion, William S. Slater incorporated the Slater Cot-
ton Company in 1869, acquiring a factory property
in Pawtucket, and installing 20,000 spindles and
430 looms. This company employed about 350 work-
ers and specialized in shirtings.™ Slater had a trosted
superintendent, Winsor Scott Mowry, of Providence,
manage this firm, while keeping its operation separate
from the Slatersville mill.

The work foree at Slatersville changed markedly be-
tween 1830 and 1860, most notably in the employment
of more adults and fewer children, and in the inereas-
ing ethnic mix of mill workers, This included large
numbers of Irish and French Canadians—by 1872,
the village’s Catholic population was large enough to
support a parish church—along with a range of Scot-
tish, English, and native-born New Englanders, The
supervisory positions, from superintendent to over-
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seer, were filled by men from New England families,
though some had immigrated from the British Isles.
Similarly, native-born New Englanders and British
Isle émigrés dominated the lighly skilled positions of
mule spinner, dresser tender, and dver. The spinners,
carders, and weavers were the most ethnically diverse
and included the majority of women who worked in
the Slatersville mulls. Unlike the factories at Low-
ell, Massachusetts, in which large numbers of single
women toiled, most of the women Slater hired were
gither the wives or daughters of heads of households
in the villages company houses, or widows boarding
with them.™

When the brothers dissolved the J. & W. Slater
Company in 1872, William Smith Slater retained con-
trol of the Slatersville property and presided over its
mills. He left the daily management of the factory to
a superintendent, a practice his brother followed in
Connecticut.”™ Slater also served as president of the
Providence & Worcester Railroad and the Rhode 1s-
land Locomaotive Works, while maintaining houses in
Providence and Slatersville. He assumed the role of
gentleman farmer, as he continued to run the large
farm, gristmill, and sawmill that his father had oper-
ated since 1806. About 1842, Shater married Harriet
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Morris Whipple, the daughter of a prominent Provi-
denee attorney, and had tour children who lived into
adulthood. His one son, John Whipple Slater (1852-
1924), was groomed when he was a voung man to
take over his fathers enterprises. This occurred in
1882, when William Smith Slater died suddenly of a
stroke ™

Presiding over the company’s affairs at Slatersville
and Providence for nearly eighteen vears, John Whip-
ple Slater lacked the forceful personality of his father
and was, by all appearances, an absentee mill owner.
His tenure was marred by his own marital prob-
lems, a much-publicized lawsuit initiated by a selling
apent, and severe labor unrest in the village.™ "Typi-
cally, for several weeks each spring and summer, he
resided at Slatersville, where he took on the trappings
of a country squire, surrounded by servants, butlers,
and a chauffeur! Relying heavily on his superinten-
dent, Slater nominally oversaw the operation of the
mill," In his business affairs, he increasingly called
upon his more capahle consin William Albert Slater,
the son of John Fox Slater, who controlled his fami-
Ivs mills at Jewett City, Connecticut, Facing a crum-
bling marriage and financial pressures, John W, Slater
ceded control of Slatersville to the newly orpanized



W, A. Slater Corporation. This new concern invested
in a new weaving shed, adjacent to the 1826 mill, De-
spite the volatility of the textile industry in the 1890s,
the Slatersville concern remained profitable, Like
other New England textile manufacturers, however,
the Slater Corporation faced increasing competition
from southern mills. This competition, compounded
by overproduction, made cotton goods a notoriously
unstable commaodity, as prices continually climbed
and dropped. Management at Slatersville responded
to these threats to profitability like other Northern
producers: The company slashed wages, laid off work-
ers, and sped up machines.

Despite the willingness of managers to restore
wages and hours when cotton prices recovered, rela-
tions between Slatersville managers and many of the
workers deteriorated. A revitalized trade vnion move-
ment, supported by many New England textile work-
ers, surged during the mid-1890s as union member-
ship rose within the mule spinning. weaving, and
carding crafts. At Slatersville and several other cities
in the region, political and labor militancy grew. Man-
agers, in turn, often fired and blacklisted the most ar-
dent trade unionists. For a brief time in the spring of
1598, Slatersville captured the nation’s attention when
superintendent William P. Holt fired several weavers
for belonging to the Socialist Labor Party. This action,
following on the heels of a New England-wide strike
in which nearly 5,000 textile workers in the Black-
stone Valley participated, was met with a serics of ml-
lies and fundraisers.* Noted socialist and suffragist
Ella Reeve Bloor traveled from her Philadelphia home
1o give an impassioned speech on behalf of the strik-
ers at a boisterous demonstration in Slatersville. The
strike ended with the majority of the 600 workers em-
ploved at the Slatersville mill returning to work and
accepting the company’s offer to rescind the 10 per-
cent wage cut from the previous vear.*

In 1900, not long after the strike at Slatersville,
the Slater family sold the village and mill property
to Boston financier James R. Hooper. Hooper re-
named the enterprise the Slatersville Finishing Com-
pany, and immediately scaled down the mills opera-
tion. He demolished most of the Western Mill and ran
only the bleachery and dyve house. This restructuring
resulted in a loss of some 250 jobs and brought to a

close nearly 80 vears of integrated textile operations
it Slatersville.

In 1915, Hooper sold the village to industrialist
Henry P. Kendall, who continued to run the mill asa
bleachery and dve plant and emploved some 350 per-
sons, Kendall hired Canadian-born Arthur Beane, a
Harvard graduate, to superintend the Slatersville op-
eration. Beane subsequently presided over numerous
improvements to the factory and the village. Deeply
interested in the region’s history, Kendall sought to
reshape the physical character of Slatersville.** He
hired the Pawtucket-based architectural firm of Wil-
liam R. Walker & Son to design a neo-Colonial town
hall, which was completed in 1921. This firm also
likely carried out a number of Kendall-inspired altera-
tions to the manager’s houses near the village green.
This resulted in the addition of numerous highly or-
namented woodworking elements to doors. windows,
and main facades. Kendall also evected a senes of neo-
Colonial, wood-frame houses for managers and white-
collar workers north of the green. He hired renowned
landscape architect and planner Arthur A. Shurchiff
to design the tree-lined streets and other plantings for
this new housing development **

Kendall maintained operations at Slatersville
through the 1920s—one of the most difficult decades
for New England’s testile industry—and into the De-
pression vears of the 1930s. During World War 11, gov-
ernment contracts revived Northern textile manu-
facturing and the Kendall Companys Slatersville
finishing plant won a prestigious “E-Award™ for its
superior wartime production. Beginning in the early
19505, competition from southern states and over-
seas producers intensified, leading to numerous mill
closings in New England. In 1955, Kendall Company
managers decided that it was no longer feasible to
maintain the Slatersville plant, moving its operations
to Bethune, South Carolina, n the fall of 1956.* The
Kendall firm, having sold its real estate and Slater-
built homes to various individuals, ended Slatersville's
€ra as a company town.

Conclusion

When William A. Slater sold the Slatersville property
in 1900, the Slater family severed its centurv-Jong
connection to the Blackstone Valley's textile industry.,
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