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For my Mother and Father




There is a tide in the affairs of men,


Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune,


Omitted, all the voyage of their life


Is bound in shallows and in miseries.


On such a full sea are we now afloat,


And we must take the current when it serves,


Or lose our ventures.


Shakespeare, Julius Caesar





Part I
The Flood
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A man lived a lifetime before nine o’clock.


—New York Tribune, May 18, 1874





Chapter One


On the evening of May 13, 1874, a tall, robust Englishman walked through the door of Delmonico’s restaurant in New York City. He was neatly dressed in a black suit with satin trim, bow tie, and embroidered waistcoat, the latter stretched impressively over his well-fed girth. While an attendant took his overcoat, he was greeted in the foyer by a host of familiar faces and several hands reaching out to shake his—an American custom to which he was, by this time, accustomed. In that genteel environment, however, his Cockney accent soon rang out like a clarion call at dawn, and one would have been hard-pressed to find even a well-trained staffer who didn’t raise a brow at the brashness of the tone. Everything about William Skinner stood out—even his head, since he didn’t like hats and chose not to wear them, despite their currency on the street.


Inside the restaurant, which was housed in the old Grinnell mansion on Fifth Avenue and Fourteenth Street, Skinner joined about seventy gentlemen who were filing upstairs to a private banquet room. They hailed from a great many places but they had one thing in common: silk. Here were the leading manufacturers of the American silk industry, along with several congressmen, some local politicians, and even a Japanese dignitary. Skinner wasn’t the only Englishman among them, but at forty-nine he was one of the oldest, and he’d been specifically asked to give a toast this evening that would reflect on the past and honor the pioneers, like himself, who had turned American-made silk into an enviable addition to the marketplace.


Skinner hadn’t wanted to be part of the line-up; he’d wanted to sit back and relax “without the thought of having a speech to make,” but at least one of his colleagues had successfully talked him into it. If, having grown up poor and uneducated, Skinner quietly harbored a sense of social inferiority, few could match his formidable knowledge of the silk industry or his astonishing success therein. Further, he had a flair for the dramatic, and for all his instinctive hesitation to get up before a group of people, he possessed a natural ability to hold an audience’s attention. This, along with the fact that he tended to keep things short, made him a popular speaker. Nor would he let his peers down tonight. As Skinner climbed the carpeted stairs toward the appointed dining room, chatting with friends and colleagues, at least part of his speech was already written out and tucked away in one of his pockets.


Anyone who read the papers or who knew anything at all about New York life knew that “to lunch, dine or sip at Delmonico’s [was] the crowning ambition of those who aspire to notoriety.” A presence in this establishment, “the most luxurious restaurant that had ever existed in New York,” suggested irrefutable success, socially and financially. Banqueting here conveyed to the press and the public that this group of ambitious silk men had arrived. Their tireless, determined, and often brilliant endeavors had firmly established a silk industry in the United States and, at long last, a national organization devoted to their cause. Tonight these men were celebrating the second anniversary of the Silk Association of America and the exhilarating truth that “the American silk industry is, indeed, a power in the land.”


Their private dining room had been festooned with flags representing all the great silk-producing nations of the world, with the U.S. flag and the flag of the Empire of Japan joined in symbolic solidarity at one end. Banners from every state in the Union were hanging throughout the room as well, reminding each manufacturer that he was indeed part of a union, an industry of thousands of which he was a vital member. At the center of it all floated a sea of colorful balloons above tables glistening with silver and crystal. Each balloon had been painstakingly tied with silk thread to the stem of a champagne glass and labeled with an industry trademark, advertising the breadth of American silk manufacture. Over here was “Corticelli.” Over there, “Chinnacci.” In another direction was “Unquomonk,” the name of Skinner’s own mill. Later on, with the toasts under way, the balloons served yet another purpose: the very ceiling would appear to rise up as the men raised their glasses in unison, elevating the occasion still further.


In keeping with the celebration, the menus had been printed on American silk, in purple, blue, and green with white fringe. Like miniature silk scarves, they were soft to the touch and elegant to the eye, their satin fabric casting off a rich luster under the glow of the chandeliers. On the front they listed the exquisite bill of fare, devised by New York’s most famous chef, Charles Ranhofer, but with everything written in French, as on any given night at the restaurant, “all this of course was quite unintelligible to many of the gentlemen present.” The backs of the menus, thankfully, featured more familiar English, since this was where the evening’s toasts were listed. Down toward the middle was Skinner’s speech: “Our Pioneers—Cherishing the recollections of the past, we emulate their example.” By the time he stood up to present, a great deal of reminiscing would have already taken place, but his words, the organizers hoped, would put a flourishing cap on the topic. This dinner, after all, was nothing if not a jubilant reminder to all the men gathered that they were not only benefactors of the past but progenitors of the future. They too were making history.


•  •  •


The road for American silk had been a long one, longer than most cared to realize, since the potential for such a trade had existed for literally hundreds of years. By royal decree, silk arrived on the eastern seaboard in 1623, when King James I sent a shipment of mulberry trees and silkworm eggs to colonists in Virginia, along with copies of A Treatise of the Art of Making Silke and an order to abandon growing tobacco and begin the cultivation of raw silk. Dubbed “the wisest fool in Christendom” by his royal peer Henry IV of France, King James was maniacally opposed to smoking and obsessed with creating an English silk to rival the French and Italian. He had no interest in fostering silk manufacture in the colonies. The goal was simply “to compel [the colonists] to supply the cocoons, or the raw silk, to his manufactories in England, which was to be their only market for this product.”


James had attempted to raise raw silk in England, but the damp climate had not produced mulberry leaves palatable to the delicate silkworm, whose digestion demands a temperate, crisp leaf. The Virginia climate, on the other hand, was perfectly suited to producing exactly the leaves that the silkworm demands. In fact, wild mulberry trees had been found growing near Jamestown by some of its earliest settlers, who were aware that they had in their environs an abundant supply of the natural food of the Bombyx mori and that raw silk might prove a worthy cash crop. Unfortunately, during their very first attempt to raise silkworms, the precious specimens—and all the profits to have been generated—were consumed by rats. After this the colonists had returned to growing tobacco, which was much easier. But this did not sit well with His Majesty. Thus when growing silk in England proved not possible, James resolved to clamp down on his Virginia colonists, ordering them to cover the landscape in mulberry trees and instructing them on how to cultivate silkworms. To lure them away from tobacco, he provided lucrative incentives to those who devoted the most land to his decree.


Yet silk culture, or sericulture, never took off with the colonists. Raising silkworms is extremely labor intensive. Not only must the leaves of the mulberry tree have a certain soft texture when they sprout in the spring, but silkworms must hatch at precisely the right moment in order to be fed the healthiest leaves. If the worms hatch too early or too late, they can die from lack of proper food. This is assuming that the eggs hatch in the first place, that they were successfully frozen through the winter after being harvested the previous summer, that Mother Nature has not played havoc with the orchards, and that rats or other animals have not eaten the worms. If at any time even one part of the equation failed, the farmer could lose his raw silk for the year. Compounding the struggle, raw silk made by the colonists was saleable only in Britain. They couldn’t trade their product with other nations for political reasons, and they couldn’t barter it at home for practical ones. Nobody in the colonies knew how to manufacture or even dye silk. Tobacco, on the other hand, was always in demand.


A few determined silk growers persevered, however. They turned their fields into orchards and their barns into cocooneries, learning exactly what it took to raise the unbelievably helpless silkworm. Bombyx mori is the only domesticated insect, having been so thoroughly cultivated since its discovery in China, circa 2700 B.C., that it can no longer survive on its own and must be raised and fed by humans. The farmers therefore lined their barns with shelves and tables and built scores of wooden trays to hold their giant silkworm populations. It takes two thousand to three thousand silkworms to produce just one pound of silk, and if these farmers wanted to make any profit, they needed to raise a lot of silkworms.


The silkworm is a caterpillar that produces silk proteins in its salivary glands. From the time it has hatched, at which point the little creature is no bigger than an ant, the silkworm eats voraciously around the clock. By its sixth week of nonstop feeding, the ravenous silkworm has increased in size about ten thousand times, to the point where it is as big as a sweet pickle, and it has produced a full sack of raw silk in its salivary glands. With this raw silk it spins a cocoon and enters the pupal stage, from which it will later emerge as a moth. The moth, however, is considered quite harmful to the silk; in its efforts to break free, it will tear an opening in the cocoon, ripping apart the silk and rendering it almost useless for production. Consequently only some moths are allowed to emerge, for breeding purposes; most are usually “stifled,” or killed, while still in the cocoon. Steaming is one method of stifling, although many colonists would have used heat alone, literally baking the cocoons (with the pupae within them) in bread ovens.


Each cocoon is wound with one continuous strand of silk about half a mile long and, oddly enough, triangular in cross-section. Because of this triangularity, the strand acts like a prism, reflecting light like no other natural fiber. By itself, though, this one strand is so fine as to be barely perceptible. A single human hair is many times thicker. Great skill is required to unravel several cocoons at once while spinning or reeling the various silk filaments (or strands) together, thereby creating a stronger, denser raw silk strand, the precursor to all manufactured silk. The art of reeling raw silk had been passed down in China and Europe, where generation after generation had honed to perfection their closely guarded methods. For those on the American shore, thousands of miles removed from such arcane traditions, the art of reeling remained maddeningly elusive and the prospect of mastering it seemed as likely as King James puffing on a pipe.


Virginia silk growers, therefore, focused simply on growing the best crops of cocoons that they could, experimenting year after year with soil, light, shade, temperature, and a host of other variants until they were actually producing a very commendable grade of raw silk. Shipments of cocoons back to Britain became highly valued cargo. Rumor has it that either Charles I or Charles II commissioned a robe to be made specifically of Virginia silk. And so what had started as an experiment with sericulture in Virginia eventually produced silk that was, literally, fit for a king.


Sericulture slowly appeared in other colonies as well, with comparable, if only moderate, success. In the early eighteenth century Sir Thomas Lombe, “the most eminent silk manufacturer in England,” pronounced a sample of raw silk from Georgia “equal or superior to any of the Italian.” In 1755 Mrs. Charles Pinckney, one of the most distinguished women of South Carolina, personally boosted the American raw silk trade when, on business with her husband in England, she presented to Augusta, the Dowager Princess of Wales, a dress that had been made of silk from her husband’s plantation. Mrs. Pinckney’s silk “was pronounced in England equal to any imported into that country.” Later Benjamin Franklin encouraged sericulture in Pennsylvania, sending dispatches from England in 1770 that included specific instructions from a French monk on the science of growing silkworms. Indeed, by the dawn of the Revolution, sericulture had been attempted in almost every colony.


Even at its peak, though, colonial sericulture was hardly a booming industry. Few met with the success of Mrs. Pinckney or the Georgia planters, who owned multitudes of slaves to perform the time-consuming work for them. And even Mrs. Pinckney had needed to take her raw silk to England to be woven by Englishmen, since no American yet possessed the skill. Certainly attempts to produce silk thread and silk clothing were made by nearly everyone who raised silkworms in the colonies, but without anyone to show these people how, they were quite lost. Their reeling was poor, at best, with “uneven” and “gummy” results. They had no recipes for cleaning or dyeing the silk, nor any techniques for spinning and weaving it. As the colonies grew, one might see a delegate at the Colonial Assembly wearing “a silk waistcoat . . . made from silk of his own raising” or “some grand lady appearing at a reception of the Colonial Governor . . . clad in a gown woven of native-grown silk.” But such articles of clothing, which were markedly inferior to any manufactured abroad, were at best a statement of ingenuity rather than fashion.


With the onset of the Revolution came the demise of silk culture in the colonies. Trade with England having stopped, farmers were forced to turn all of their attention to growing cotton in order to provide uniforms for the army. At no great loss to the nation’s economy, the mulberry tree and the silkworm were almost entirely abandoned.


For the next fifty years sericulture was relegated to a domestic art, pursued mostly in New England by farmers’ wives. Agricultural fairs awarded prizes for exemplary cocoons, which must have been something of a novelty. Only one town continued to embrace the possibilities of native-grown silk. Mansfield, Connecticut, “seems . . . to have been the only locality where raising silk became a fixed industry.” Orchards of white mulberries graced the countryside there, and, come springtime, scores of women and children could be seen plucking leaves for their tiny dependents. Despite the myriad challenges, “the silk obtained by a single family [in Mansfield] sometimes amounted to 130 lbs a season,” furnishing many a farm with “a considerable income to its owner.”


Meanwhile, Independence had created a vastly different America—socially and economically. “I find men and manners, principles and opinions, much altered in this country since I left it,” wrote John Adams upon returning from France in 1788, after nearly ten years abroad on diplomatic missions. A new aristocracy was growing, ambition was on the rise, and in some circles money was more evident than integrity. At the same time, commercial relations had opened up with Europe, Africa, and the Far East, creating new opportunities for extending lines of credit. Well-heeled Americans, particularly in the North, began looking overseas as never before to procure the latest modes in apparel and décor, of which silk invariably played a major part. To create a fashionable lifestyle stateside, silk became an ever more necessary accoutrement, and in the decades following the Revolution importing silk became an increasingly profitable business. In fact in comparison to the exportation of staple commodities, which actually fell in favor, the importation of silk rose “in a fearful ratio.”


In 1801 a formidable French agriculturist, Peter Delabigarre, who lived along the Hudson River in New York, declared to the New York State Agricultural Society, “Gentlemen, you have in your hands all the means requisite for success, and for enriching yourselves by the culture of silk.” But nobody appears to have listened, in New York or anywhere else, until the 1820s, by which point the “fearful ratio” had become truly frightening. Americans imported roughly $10 million worth of silk goods in 1825, while exporting only $6 million worth of grain and flour. Not surprisingly, Congress formed various committees over the next several years, desperate to figure out how in the world it could get in on this silk business.


There was much talk of manufacturing silk, but that presented several challenges. First, nobody knew how to do it. Second, even if some of the nation’s more enterprising men figured out how to build the requisite machinery—when no one in America even knew what silk machinery looked like—they would thereafter need a steady supply of raw silk to manufacture into silk goods. But where would this raw silk come from? The idea of manufacturing silk at a time when there was no established home industry for supplying the raw materials seemed like putting the cart before the horse. Philadelphian Peter S. Duponceau, another Frenchman eager to see the Americans advance, expressed the views of many when he asserted in a letter to a friend that American silk manufacture was not in the best interests of the country: “To do this would necessitate the importation of raw silk from France, Italy, or China. It is better for us . . . [to] make a perfect raw silk, and export it for years to Europe, than to commence manufacturing too soon.”


No one—certainly no one in Congress—could have imagined the craze that followed. A new genus of mulberry tree arrived in the United States, in Baltimore, in 1826, and shortly thereafter “one after another of the experimenters in silk culture began to advocate the Morus multicaulis.” This mouthful of a name is the formal appellation of the Chinese mulberry tree. Unlike the red mulberry tree, indigenous to Virginia, or the white mulberry tree, growing happily in Mansfield, the Chinese mulberry grew from a seed (or even a cutting) into a decent-size tree in just one season, two at the most. Farmers and their families became starry-eyed with visions of instantaneous orchards and the thousands of silkworms that could thus be accommodated. Even those who didn’t farm—doctors, lawyers, ministers, and others—wanted to get involved, and for the first time sericulture verged on becoming a national industry.


From Maine to Spanish Florida everyone seemed to want the Chinese mulberry, and speculators only fueled the market. Where in 1834 a hundred cuttings sold for $3, by 1839 the price had soared to $500. Unfortunately “the extravagant prices at which the cuttings were sold were entirely prohibitory of their use to feed silk-worms, since . . . the tree was [worth] more than all the silk that could be made from it.” Finally, inevitably, the bubble burst that winter of 1839, and thousands of individuals who had invested in the tree, who had been told by some of the leaders of the day, “Plant mulberries in the full assurance that they will be wanted,” found themselves bankrupt. Once the rising star of American agriculture, the Chinese mulberry became worthless as a weed.


Meanwhile, a few Americans here and there had begun to experiment with the actual manufacture of silk, based on some ideas learned from foreigners. Throughout the 1830s, as throngs of farmers were planting mulberry trees in their fields, a small number of men were laboring in machine shops with hammers, nails, wheels, and belts to come up with a feasible way to turn raw silk into a finished product, to spin, as it were, their own straw into gold. The resulting machines—winding, doubling, and spinning frames, as well as some weaving looms—were decidedly crude, but they worked, sort of, and presently a crop of silk mills appeared in New England. These mills were such novelties in their day that sometimes the workers couldn’t get their work done because of all the visitors who came to see what they were doing.


The machinery gradually improved, thanks to the brilliance of one man in particular, Nathan Rixford, a Connecticut builder who dissected the existing machines and proceeded to build vastly superior models. Almost single-handedly Rixford created an industry for silk machinery, shipping his machines up and down the Connecticut River Valley as he received commissions “from different parts of the country.” Yet none of the new mills, exciting and innovative though they were, survived for very long, because of two significant problems: amateur reeling and competition from overseas.


For the most part, American silk mills in the 1830s were using raw silk that had been grown and reeled at neighboring farms, and the quality of the reeling was so poor that the silk could not be properly fed through machines. In 1831 the French American Duponceau voiced his disgust at this situation in another letter to a colleague: “Our Connecticut women in 70 years have not improved their knowledge in the art of reeling.” Not until the Morus multicaulis frenzy wiped out most local silk growers did New England silk men begin, out of necessity, importing raw silk from China. China had the cheapest raw silk on the market, and, since the Chinese had invented the art of reeling, American silk men could expect a more reliable raw material. A group of New Englanders even traveled to China—a journey of at least five months one way—to show the Chinese exactly the kind of reeled silk that American manufacturers (few as they were) needed back home. Consequently, with the dawn of the 1840s a quiet revolution had started to take place as “operations begun on the banks of the Yang-tse-kiang were completed on the banks of the Connecticut.”


The greatest challenge now was the foreign competition. Not only were European silks sold liberally stateside, but most Americans preferred them, the general sense being that everything of refinement and taste originated abroad. Porcelain came over from France, Germany, and China, lace from Belgium, leather from Morocco, crystal from Ireland. Furniture, silverware, carpets, and paintings were similarly imported from foreign shores. Miss Featherstone, a character imagined by Harriet Beecher Stowe during the Civil War, exemplified the typical American female customer of her era. In one episode she complains to a clerk, “There is not, positively, much that is really fit to use or wear made in America—is there now?” And when the clerk presses her to consider buying American-made products, she has no idea where to start. “Well, but, what can be got in America? Hardly anything, I believe, except common calicoes.”


Dressing in silk that had been manufactured in a New England mill seemed cheap and unsophisticated, not to mention imprudent and potentially embarrassing. Such a garment might develop an unseemly nappy texture; its color was liable to come off in the rain; and any part of it might split, crack, or tear before the end of one season. Moreover, foreign silks were actually cheaper, since the market for them was large enough to hold prices in check, while the American silk market, with just a handful of mills attempting to manufacture silk, enjoyed no such room to adjust pricing without risking collapse.


In these early years of production it was almost impossible for American silk mills to stay afloat, and yet there was a sense among men in the business that one day their efforts would be justified. In the fall of 1841, just two years after the crash of ’39, a silk convention was held in Northampton, Massachusetts, drawing silk men from around New England, and with breasts full of optimism these delegates “expressed the belief that the United States might yet become a great silk producing nation.” In some areas local tailors had become rather impressed with the products of nearby silk mills. In Northampton they had even declared locally made silk thread “to be a very excellent article, superior to the majority of the Italian silk.”


These silk men convened again in 1843, this time in New York, and collectively agreed that American silk mill owners must make known their pride in their products. Despite home prejudice, they must strive to excel and persevere against the foreign competition. These men even made a powerful resolution never to sell their goods under foreign-sounding labels, a practice that was common among manufacturers in many American industries. “Resolved,” they wrote, “that we earnestly recommend to our silk manufacturers, now in the infancy of our enterprise, to set a good example to their brethren in other manufactures, by attaching their own name to their own goods.” It was a triumphant call to action, if less than realistic. Indeed while many American labels—with unexotic names like Cheney, Jones, and Conant—bravely entered the general market, the most popular American silks by far were those whose designation implied a European provenance. The Italian-sounding Corticelli silks, for example, made an early, deep, and lasting impression on the trade. Consumers saw the name Corticelli, learned that these silks came from Florence, and naturally assumed that they had been manufactured on the other side of the world, in the Italian tradition. In fact they had been made by a New England manufacturer in Florence, Massachusetts.


•  •  •


When William Skinner arrived in the United States in 1845 at the age of twenty, the fledgling American silk industry, though passionate and full of heart, was in the midst of “the times which tried the souls of . . . silk producers and manufacturers.” There were at most two dozen silk mills in operation, all in New England and all desperate for help from a foreigner like Skinner who came from a part of the world—East London—that had been producing silk for centuries. In particular Skinner knew the secrets to dyeing, and after establishing himself in Northampton, Massachusetts, where he turned locally made silks into brilliantly dyed threads, he encouraged both of his brothers to emigrate as well. Youths such as the Skinner boys, who began to arrive from abroad willing to barter their skills, helped give the nascent American silk industry the knowledge it lacked.


Yet more help came from abroad, in 1860, by way of politics. The British textile manufacturer Richard Cobden, who lived with the fantasy that a national “what’s mine is yours” policy would bring peace among men, negotiated a horrifically unwise free trade agreement with France’s Napoleon III. Following this, French silks saturated the English market and swamped the English silk trade. The Cobden treaty with France, as the agreement came to be known, “almost annihilated the silk industry in Great Britain.” But Americans, suddenly able to purchase English silk machinery at bargain prices from mills that were going out of business, profited greatly from it. Even better, they could, at least for a while, remove the British from their list of competitors.


The Civil War brought still more opportunities to American silk men. “The war . . . compelled the government to levy heavy duties on all articles of luxury,” which inevitably “proved of great benefit to the silk manufacturers.” Tariffs on imported silk goods were put at 40 percent in 1861, and then, in 1864, as high as 60 percent, a rate that remained constant long after the South reunited with the North. In addition, the number of silk mills in the United States began to increase dramatically, creating more competition among American silk manufacturers, which in turn helped raise the quality and lower the prices (somewhat) of native goods. Though still considered inferior to the foreign article, American silk products at last became less objectionable to buyers.


Skinner’s business alone testified to this. In 1855, shortly after he opened his own mill and ceased doing dye jobs for others, a state census recorded that he was making about six thousand pounds of silk thread per year. By the end of the war he was producing double that amount and making more than triple the profit. Indeed his annual production of silks was now worth $140,000—a staggering sum at the time. The growth of his business had even created a new community in Massachusetts. He’d built his mill in a rural area not far from Northampton, and by the close of the war it was surrounded by a bustling village that had come to be known as “Skinnerville.” The very existence of Skinnerville testified to the rising success of American silk.


By 1870 American silks were everywhere, in coach laces, tassels, hairnets, ribbons, fringes, braids, hat bands, neckties, handkerchiefs, scarves, upholstery, vests, dresses, suits, shoes, and almost anywhere else fabric was found. They were present on the street, in the home, on the stage, in the lodge room, adorning brides and bridegrooms, actors and actresses, Masons and mothers. The Gilded Age, though not yet officially coined, was under way, and silk was more in demand than ever. Yet American silk manufacturers had no central organization looking out for their interests, no group to represent them before Congress, no agency to compile industry statistics. They were but a bunch of independent soldiers, battling more for survival than success. But the moment had arrived when they needed to unify for their common good, and, so, one day in June 1872, “forty-four firms and companies . . . held a meeting in New York City.” By nightfall “the Silk Association of America [had been] organized.”


That same year a small group of men from Paterson, New Jersey, who were now members of the Association, visited Washington to muster support for a stricter ribbon tariff (ribbons being the most common article used in women’s clothing and hairstyles). Their goal was to make a case for American silk as a whole, since this tariff would eventually affect other branches of the industry. They took with them several samples of American silk to prove its quality and worth, and Representative John Hill of New Jersey, who supported the men’s cause, showed some of the samples to his fellow congressmen. Merciless in their evaluation, the politicians immediately examined the silks under magnifying glasses. Were there strands of other fibers in these silks? Cotton, perhaps? They placed the samples in their mouths and tasted them for foreign ingredients. They sniffed the samples like bloodhounds, their noses on the hunt for adulterous chemicals. Finally, they pulled the silks to bits.


One congressman, after ripping asunder a specimen before him, concluded to Representative Hill, “Sir, it is pure silk.” Then he challenged Hill: “Do you mean to say that this silk was manufactured in the city of Paterson?”


Hill confirmed this.


“I am astonished,” the man remarked. “I did not know we were making an article of silk of so good a quality and fine a texture as this in the country.”


The next spring, in May 1873, the Silk Association created a board of directors at its first annual meeting, and both Skinner and his brother George, who had become a silk manufacturer himself in Yonkers, New York, were elected to the board. Following the meeting Skinner, having been approached beforehand, made the lead toast at the Association’s inaugural dinner. He began rather modestly, “I do not know why I have been asked to [make] this toast,” but then assumed his position of authority. “I have been in this country thirty years,” he proclaimed, “and I have seen the marvelous growth of the American silk trade.” He told his audience that presidents and chief justices, men and women of every station, would one day all benefit from American silk. “The time is not far distant,” he declared, “when, aided by the exchange of ideas and unity of interests which this organization secures, the silk trade will be made as great as the woolen and cotton trades of this country.” The room erupted in applause.


The numbers backed up this bold declaration. At this point there were 147 silk establishments in the United States, employing nearly twelve thousand operatives. One of Skinner’s closest friends, a fellow Englishman, Briton Richardson, announced that same evening, “People do not realize it, and you find it hard to convince them, that we make in this country over $33,000,000 worth of silk goods a year.” Richardson was exaggerating, since the actual figure was closer to $20 million, but that was still a phenomenal achievement. Back in 1840 the annual output had been just $250,000. “No one need be ashamed of the silk trade of this country,” Richardson crowed, building on what Skinner had said. “It has had a great many struggles. It has had a great deal of uphill work. But . . . when you look back and find that it has quadrupled itself in the last decade; when you remember that the silk trade of America, brief as is its history, has now in its employ more hands than the silk trade of France had after two hundred years of its existence, and has shown a progress that neither England nor any other European country can show . . . I think you will concede to me that the silk trade of America is a fact.”


•  •  •


One can only imagine the menu that Charles Ranhofer had created for the second annual dinner of the Association in 1874. His meals routinely defied precedent. Both chef and restaurant in fact had recently made culinary history when they staged le Diner des Cygnes, or Dinner of the Swans, for the importer Edward Luckmeyer and his seventy-four guests. Akin to a tropical paradise, the setting for that meal began with a banquet table, down the center of which was a thirty-foot lake featuring four live swans on loan from Brooklyn’s Prospect Park. While the swans glided to and fro, the guests dined on eight superlative courses, Ranhofer’s menu building from some simple soups, consommé imperial and bisque aux crevettes, to a baked hors d’oeuvre, two kinds of fish (red snapper and smelt), a filet of beef, two entrées (fowl and duck), a “cleansing-palate” sorbet, two roast meats (capon and sheep), several vegetables, and fifteen selections for dessert. It’s a pity that no menu from the Association’s second dinner has survived, allowing a glimpse of its own splendid courses. But it is quite certain that the gentlemen were well fed and happily flushed (every course came with a designated wine) by the time the cloth was removed and the champagne poured for the after-dinner speeches.


First, the men lifted their glasses (and balloons) to “Our Country—the land of true liberty and refuge for the oppressed,” after which someone in the back started singing “Our Country ’Tis of Thee,” leading the room in a spontaneous chorus of patriotism. Next they honored President Grant and again broke into song, this time “For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow.” By now the balloons had become something of a nuisance, and more and more men were untying them from their glasses to let them soar aloft. Some balloons wafted to the corners, but others exploded against the gas jets of the lights. Loud pops! could be heard around the tables from time to time, and the exploding balloons seemed marvelously appropriate for a room filled with “anti-inflationists.”


Representative John Hill, such a valued friend to the gathering, raised the next glass to “the American silk industry,” which he called “a present credit, a future pride!,” and began the third toast of the evening amid rousing applause: “Tonight, gentlemen, we may feel proud of this industry, that the work is accomplished, that we have achieved success, and that [silk] stands today so strong in the markets of the country!”


He couldn’t have struck a more perfect chord. Earlier that afternoon Secretary Franklin Allen had opened the Association’s annual meeting with news of just how strong the silk market was, best measured by its solid survival of the financial crisis, begun some eight months before. On September 18, 1873, Jay Cooke and Company, one of the richest banks in America, had declared bankruptcy, and the effect on the nation had been catastrophic. The railroad market crashed; the New York Stock Exchange closed for ten days; Wall Street descended into chaos. The Panic of 1873 sent countless businesses into foreclosure, and thousands of individuals lost their jobs, incomes, savings, and fortunes as the country spiraled into a depression.


But America’s silk men were averting disaster for one simple reason: they were in the silk business. “While many trades are languishing and some in ruinous disorder,” Secretary Allen said, “the silk trade is well in hand.” Despite the tough climate, luxury items weren’t falling from favor. Nor were rich men and women the only ones still purchasing silks. Carriage makers needed silk for their cushions; the military needed it for uniforms; the theater needed it for costumes. Furthermore, from tailors to dressmakers, milliners, shoemakers, upholsterers, and even other textile manufacturers, absolutely everybody used silk thread. Thread remained the most stable branch of the entire industry and the one in which Skinner and the majority of his peers specialized.


Incredibly, when Americans had more reason than ever to be cautious, they were putting their faith in American silk, and there seemed no end to this trend, only greater rewards for all concerned. For Skinner, who had dedicated his entire life to silk and who was one of the first foreigners to join ranks with the American silk industry, this was an extraordinary moment to be alive and to be doing what he was doing, as Representative Hill only confirmed. “In times past,” the politician said partway into his speech, “there were few people to buy these choice silks. Their use seemed to be almost exclusively for kings and queens, and princes and noblemen, and governors of states, and presidents of colleges, but the time is coming, my friends, when, on the free soil of our broad republic, where every citizen is a nobleman, and the sovereign is the sovereign people, including every class and order, the consumers of silk will be almost as numerous as the population of the country.”


In fact, Skinner’s own mill had produced more silk thread than ever in 1873—nearly half a million dollars’ worth—and he had consistently employed about seventy people. Twice he’d even had to hire additional help, and as a result of his increasing business he had opened his first store on the corner of Broadway and Worth Street, in the heart of New York City’s wholesale dry-goods district. Never before had he presented such a display of silk—cabinets of spools of all sizes and colors to choose from—to a wider variety of customers or for greater profit. With thousands of dollars of new machinery in the mill back home, along with a new dyehouse, activity had remained blessedly high. If 1874 proved to be like 1873, Skinner, like so many of his colleagues, would suffer no lasting effects from the financial crisis. His profits might be somewhat lower, but his business would still gain.


As part of his intended speech, Skinner had brought with him a letter to read. Written by an American woman in Paris, the letter was particularly telling because it expressed how far the American silk trade had progressed from a lady’s point of view. This woman wrote that she had purchased some black dress silk from Cheney Brothers in Connecticut, and the firm had instructed her to give her new silk “hard usage” and to alert them at the first sign of any holes. Considering herself very patriotic, she was “exceedingly anxious that it should prove a success,” because every dressmaker she knew “universally denounced American silks as worthless.” As expected, she had a dickens of a time convincing her own dressmaker to work the silk, but finally her dress was made and she tried it on. She didn’t love it. Feeling a bit of a sinking spell, the woman wasn’t sure if she even liked the silk. It attracted dust, which was a nuisance, but she discovered that after a bit of dusting off, it was fine. Moreover it retained its luster impressively and over time proved positively indispensable. “At the end of six months,” she wrote, “I should not have known how to do without it. I wore it everywhere, and kept on wearing it. . . . I crossed the sea with it and wore it throughout England . . . in Paris . . . in Italy. . . . It sailed on the Adriatic, was my constant companion during three months of adventures among the heathens of Vienna, and now that I’ve worn it back to Paris, and turned it wrong side out, hind-side before and up-side down, it is still my best gown, and the only friend I have that I have endowed with infallibility.”


Skinner knew this letter would be a hit (especially the part where the woman complains about her only other silk dress, a French one, that takes on a “shining complexion” and “threatens treason at every turn”). It would also bookend nicely with another letter, one that Secretary Allen had read earlier that day, from the new chief justice, Morrison Waite. Acting on the belief that public officials should be seen wearing American silk, the Association had sent the new justice a silk robe that had been made in Connecticut, and Waite was thrilled with the gift. “It gave me great pleasure to wear the robe on the occasion of my qualifying to enter upon the duties of my new office,” he wrote to the Association. “It furnishes the evidence of one of the greatest triumphs of American industry.”


As bubbles fizzed in the champagne glasses and rogue balloons bobbed along the ceiling, as the chandeliers cast their warm glow over the tables and the waiters’ footfalls fell silent on the plush carpet, as Skinner’s friends—and even one of his own brothers—sat nearby on this celebratory occasion, Skinner’s thoughts took to roaming across the Atlantic and Pacific, seeing limitless possibilities in the world. American silk would only improve. That was a given. So why wish to win over only Americans? Why not strive to win over the Europeans as well? Why not, even, aim to sell silk in the Orient, the birthplace of silk itself? Preposterous? Yes, but why not? A friend remembered that Skinner had a habit of “[saying] something so original and so searching that it would tear off whatever mask the topic might be wearing and let in a flood of light from an entirely new standpoint.” During his speech this evening, Skinner did exactly that.


He stood before everyone, his superb frame easily commanding the attention of the room, and reiterated to his peers that their industry had grown to such an extent, in just three decades, that it was producing $20 million worth of silk goods annually. Twenty million dollars! “If we progress in the same ratio for the next thirty years,” he said, “the trade will become something marvelous.” To which he added famously, with arresting ambition, “I do not see why, in the next ten years, we cannot export silk . . . to China.”


•  •  •


Two days later Skinner was on a northbound train, heading up the Connecticut shoreline on his way home to Massachusetts. According to his regular schedule (he visited the city nearly every month), he was on the last possible train of the day, which left the Grand Central Depot at 3 p.m. and put him on target to reach Skinnerville at 9:05. There was no dining car on the train—that amenity was as yet very rare—and there would be no twenty-minute meal stop at any station along the way. Unlike his glorious repast of two nights before, this evening’s dinner would most likely be packed in a box or brown bag, just a few perfunctory victuals for a traveling businessman.


As the train sped along past the white church spires of various New England greens, the afternoon sun began falling toward the west and the temperature began dropping as well. The hill towns of western Massachusetts, of which Skinnerville was one, were known for their long winters, and the year 1874 had been no exception. It had snowed for days at the end of April, with heavy storms paralyzing the countryside, and there was still snow on the ground in patches. But for the moment, in that sun-streaked car, Skinner was miles from any lingering wintry weather. Outside the sky was clear. The tracks were clear. And he was rapidly winding down one of the most rewarding business trips he’d ever had.


Skinner had just been hailed as a pioneer in his field. His speech at the banquet had been so successful it was highlighted in the papers. And his industry was considered by some to be one of the most exciting in America. Furthermore, his store downtown was filled with activity—he’d just hired a new salesman, a strapping young man named Fred Warner, to help his manager, James Peck—and he was getting ready to expand his business again. Skinner wanted to branch out into the manufacture of organzine this year, a thread used to make ribbons which were increasingly the rage. Skinner already had the requisite machinery on hand, had apparently erected an addition to his mill for the new department, and had even hired a local architect to design no fewer than eight new tenements to accommodate the new employees he expected to hire.


As much as business may have preoccupied his thoughts, though, he had something else on his mind this Friday, May 15, 1874. His eighteenth wedding anniversary was this very day, and hidden, protected, in his valise or suit, was surely a velvet-lined box from his favorite jeweler, Louis Tiffany, with something precious for his wife, Lizzie. Skinner, one of his granddaughters noted, “loved giving things,” and on a similar occasion, when he’d been unable to be home on the day of his anniversary, he’d returned with a diamond scarf pin, carefully selected and beautifully wrapped for the woman whom he called “my darling.”


Skinner relied on his wife more than anyone. Every bit as intelligent as her husband, Lizzie was, in any conventional sense, much better educated, having attended both elementary and boarding schools and having herself worked as a teacher for many years. There seemed nothing this exceedingly capable woman couldn’t do, from laying linoleum to explaining mathematics. Following the birth of their fourth child, she even helped handle affairs at the mill while Skinner was away in England, and later she helped run the mill’s boardinghouse. Like many rural housewives, she was intimately involved in her husband’s business, but what set her apart was the fact that she was the wife of a rich manufacturer. There was no economic reason for her to be absorbing these kinds of responsibilities. She simply took them on, utilizing her “amazing genius for organization and development.” More than a wife to Skinner, Lizzie was a partner.


Skinner’s first wife had died young, leaving him a widower with two very small girls, but Lizzie had raised the children as her own and given birth to eight more as well. Of these ten children, seven were still living, and, adding to Skinner’s sense of accomplishment, all were thriving. Nellie and Nina, twenty-three and twenty, had grown into smart, educated young women under their stepmother’s tutelage. Nellie had graduated from a boarding school in Connecticut, where she’d studied French with none other than Georges Clemenceau, who was on his way to becoming prime minister of France. Nina had gone a step further, entering college with both of her parents’ resounding blessing. She was attending Vassar in Poughkeepsie, New York. Lizzie’s eldest, Will, seventeen, was about to close out his high school years at the prestigious Williston Seminary in nearby Easthampton, Massachusetts. Graduation was just a few weeks away—that is, if he could make it without being expelled. Will was charming, handsome, and, much to his parents’ dismay, completely ambivalent about his education. Even so, Skinner hoped he would go on to Yale next year. Also enrolled in boarding school was Libbie, fourteen, who was attending the Grove Hall School for Girls in New Haven, Connecticut, but her school year had just ended, and she was back home again. Joe, eleven, and Belle, eight, were each eager for summer break. Getting ready for the summer games, Joe had bought a baseball bat the previous weekend. And the very youngest, Katharine, only six months old, had recently made her first appearance in public, with the world delighting in her just as much as she in it.


Skinner’s train pulled into New Haven shortly before six o’clock. Departing passengers gathered their hats and bags and filed passed him out of the car, replaced by a throng of new faces coming aboard, each one looking for an available seat, preferably by the window if he or she wished to read in the last light of day. A couple of hours and a few stops later, the train pulled in to Northampton, where Skinner made his way to the exit and down the steps to the platform. Here he transferred to “a little one-car special hauled by a dinky locomotive” that took him the last leg of his journey, up the branch railroad of the Mill River Valley. The train passed the villages of Florence, Leeds, and Haydenville, the last aglow from gaslights that lined its streets. And then, at last, Skinnerville came into view.


There were some lights on across the river, as well as several windows softly illumined in the houses down by the road. The mill, however, was but a large shadow in the distance, nearly indistinguishable from the general darkness. The school and general store too were no more than ink spots for it was pitch black outside, owing to a new moon. Even in the dark, though, Skinner’s own home—a three-story mansion set back from the rest, with tall French windows stretching from front to back—was quite identifiable, with several of its many rooms lit up in preparation for his arrival.


Through the air came the sound of his mill’s bell, tolling 9 o’clock. At this moment Skinner didn’t know who would still be up when he walked in the door. The baby usually went to bed at 7:30, and then the younger children around 8:30. But there was always a possibility that Belle and Joe might try to keep their eyes open to welcome Father home. And since Libbie had just returned from school, there was a good chance she’d have some callers this evening. Or she might have settled into a round of checkers in the sitting room with Mother, “a very expert player,” while Nellie knitted by the fire.


As the train slowed in its approach to the depot at the northern end of Skinnerville, one of Skinner’s employees, John Ellsworth perhaps, awaited him on the platform. The depot was about a quarter mile from the house along a dark, unlit road. Thus when Skinner stepped down from the car and into the cold night air, he would have found both driver and horse all ready for the short jog home.


The trip and this day were almost over, the anniversaries behind him, and a new year in the life of his marriage, his family, and his work was about to begin on the morrow. He was forty-nine years old, and the fabric of his existence had never been stronger. As he walked up the steps to his front door, there in the middle of Skinnerville, with the river flowing reliably behind him, the mill at rest across the way, the houses of his neighbors and employees all around, and a reunion with his wife and children just seconds ahead, there wasn’t one clue, nor any sign, that the very next morning nearly everything in his world would be swept away.





Chapter Two


The rain began before daybreak, not much at first, but enough to render it a damp and cheerless morning by the time the first bell rang at the mill, at half past five. This bell served as the workers’ alarm clock, alerting everyone at the boardinghouses that it was time to rise. Ellen Littlefield, who had boarded in Skinnerville for nearly seven years, was well used to the routine. A “packer” at Skinner’s mill, she worked on the ground floor of the office building in a room filled with drawers of finished silk and stacks of boxes for shipping. Of the five or so packers employed at this time, Ellen was arguably the most experienced, given her longevity in Skinner’s employ, and easily claimed respect as an old hand.


She was also, truth be told, fairly old to be working in the mill, having just celebrated her thirty-second birthday on May 8. Chances are, she marked the occasion with her closest friend at the mill, Aurelia Damon, who worked upstairs in the finishing room. At thirty-six Aurelia was Skinner’s oldest female employee and his only female employee to own a home. By 1872, after more than twelve years of working at the mill, Aurelia had earned enough money to build a “very pretty cottage” on the opposite side of the river. Ellen was a frequent visitor at this house, where she and Aurelia could feel comparatively youthful in the company of Aurelia’s infirm mother.


Most of the women that Skinner employed were in their late teens or early twenties. Many had come “seeking employment before marriage,” drawn to the independence that millwork afforded as well as the opportunity to put some money in their calico pockets (for dowries, clothing, and even, on occasion, education). Only a handful worked at the mill for more than a few years; rarely did any linger past thirty, a dangerous age for a woman still to be single. But Ellen doesn’t seem to have worried much about this, enjoying harmless flirtations with the likes of Tom Forsyth, that funny, handsome Englishman who worked in the winding room in the main part of the mill, or Nash Hubbard, “the widower,” who was hired within the past year as Skinner’s new bookkeeper.


As rain splattered on the windowsill, Ellen roused herself from the warmth of her bed, throwing off her heavy comforter and placing her bare feet on her large handmade rug. At this point in her career she’d graduated to having her own room—a rarity in boardinghouse life—and decorated it to her taste. Arranged here and there were books, magazines, and newspapers (she had a number of subscriptions), as well as her collection of photographs. Her melodeon, which she had been playing for about five years now, rested somewhere nearby, perhaps against the chair in which she practiced. And in one corner was a black walnut table made especially for custom sewing, of which Ellen did a great deal. Paper, ink, and letters lay about the room, awaiting Sunday, her day for correspondence. And curtains (made by her) hung in the windows, filtering the light on this cold, gray morning.


Gone were the days of sharing a bed with another boarder, in a room sleeping four or more. That was now the fate of the younger girls, most of whom boarded in the main house next door. The silk mill’s two boardinghouses, which looked like regular old farmhouses, were managed by a well-known local, Fred Hillman, and filled with about two dozen operatives at this time. That number was going to swell once Mr. Skinner began hiring again. No one knew just when that would be, of course, as Mr. S. had put off his plans temporarily “on account of the dull state of the market.” Even so, like the height of the river itself, such arrangements could change at any moment.


The Mill River was a modest waterway that originated in the mountains to the north and meandered rather pleasantly through Skinnerville. Unlike the mighty Connecticut, which flowed through three states, or the Merrimack, stretching from New Hampshire to Massachusetts, the Mill River was all of three towns long and forty feet wide. Still it made locals proud. “Seldom is there a river like our little Mill river,” the Northampton Free Press had written just a few days earlier, “that has the power to propel so many water-wheels that drive so much silk, cotton and woolen machinery, so many saws and lathes for iron, brass, wood and ivory buttons, flour and corn mills, and also saw mills and other things.” Indeed no fewer than sixty-four mills lined the river along its fourteen-mile run from the town of Williamsburg down through the town of Northampton.


Skinnerville, located within the township of Williamsburg, had been established in one of the river’s more advantageous bends. Although the northern reaches of the valley were rugged, rocky, and hilly, the land opened up at this point into a lovely little plain. Nearly all the houses in the village, most of them built within the past fifteen years, were alongside the road and the river. It was a pretty road, shaded by elms, sycamores, and maples, and in back of most of the houses were gardens and fields divided by stone walls. Because it was so close to the river, though, the village flooded easily, particularly in the spring when freshets, or flash floods, most commonly occurred.


In February 1873 Ellen had received a letter from one of her sisters, asking, “Have you any fear that there may be a freshet there this spring? Mother said yesterday that the water would be apt to be high through those valies [sic] if it kept on raining.” When springtime rains poured down, melting winter’s snow and ice, the volume of the area’s rivers naturally increased. Mill River became a considerable force, swollen and powerful, which was good for business since all that waterpower meant uninterrupted production at the valley’s factories. But the river’s swell could also rage out of control, back up behind ice jams, take out the wooden milldams, and otherwise cause a great deal of damage. To help ward against freshets and store some of that waterpower for later in the year, the manufacturers in Mill River Valley had built no fewer than four reservoirs, three up the west branch of the river and one up the east branch. These reservoirs were instrumental in controlling and regulating the area’s natural watershed.


The reservoir on the east branch had never gained the trust of many townsfolk. Known as the Williamsburg Reservoir, it covered over a hundred acres, was a mile long, and contained about 600 million gallons of water. Almost from the start its dam had leaked, but supporters pointed out that the dam had been made with tamped earth and the rivulets of water flowing through it were entirely characteristic of earthen dams. A co-owner of all four reservoirs, Skinner drew on this one as a source of humor. Someone had asked him a few months back, “What do you have for excitement up here nowadays?” “Well,” Skinner replied, “we occasionally have a freshet, then there is a general alarm that the reservoir has broken loose.”


At ten minutes to six the second bell pealed through the early-morning air, just twenty minutes after the first. Ready or not, breakfast was being served in the dining halls, and the Hillmans’ twenty or so boarders, Ellen included, rushed for the stairs, fussing with their clothes and greeting one another with groggy hellos. Then just half an hour later, the third morning bell rang. It was 6:20, ten minutes before anyone who worked in the silk mill, whether living in the boardinghouses or elsewhere, was to be at his or her respective post. Pushing back from the table, Ellen darted upstairs with the rest, donned her cloak and hat, and grabbed her umbrella and rubbers for good measure. In bad weather almost everyone wore rubbers over their everyday boots. Ellen had never seen any others like hers; they were “wired so the backs stood up about the ankle and one could just step into them.” Though perhaps not the most comfortable, they were easy to slip on in a rush before heading outdoors.


The road through Skinnerville, sleepy just minutes before, was suddenly alive with men, women, and children hurrying through the rain and coming in from all directions but heading toward the same: Skinner’s silk mill. The Cahill twins were coming down from the north, the Bartlett siblings from the south, the McGrath girls from the east. Close to sixty adult workers reported for work this morning, some forty women and twenty men, in addition to at least a dozen children and adolescents. Children were an integral part of the factory system in nineteenth-century America, composing their own class of workers within most industrial communities. Manufacturers benefited from their cheap labor, and families benefited from the extra income. The most progressive state in the union regarding child labor, Massachusetts had only two statutes for children under the age of fifteen: they couldn’t work more than ten-hour days, and they had to receive three months of schooling a year. A decade earlier Skinner had pushed for the town to build him a school; it was, conveniently, two doors down from the mill.


In silk mills, however, unlike cotton mills, children weren’t employed simply to run errands back and forth between departments or to replace full bobbins with empty ones on the spinning frames. Children stood before their own machines, finessing raw silk thread through tiny glass eyes and helping the brittle strands wind evenly, back and forth, on spool after spool. This was the very first stage in production at a silk mill, and it was generally considered ideal work for children, given their keen eyesight and nimble fingers. When discussing how John Ryle, mayor of Paterson, New Jersey, and one of the most eminent silk manufacturers in the country, began work at age five in a silk mill in England—an age too young even for most Americans—the trade journal Manufacturer and Builder was quick to explain, “The first process of silk manufacture is so light and delicate that it is adapted to the employment of very young children.”


Several local families were represented among Skinner’s operatives, with sisters and brothers growing up alongside one another in the mill. Henry Bartlett, for instance, who at twenty-five was a superintendent, had been in Skinner’s employ since he was six. He followed in the footsteps of two older sisters and one older brother and in turn led the way for two more siblings. Of the twelve living Bartlett children, half had worked at Skinner’s mill for a stretch of time, and four of them were still on the payroll.


Siblings were no less common among the boarders. Amid the throng of young women filing out of the boardinghouses this morning and emptying into the puddled street were five sets of sisters. In fact most of the boarders, Ellen included, had found work at the mill through a sibling. When Ellen arrived in Skinnerville for the first time, back in October 1867, two of her sisters were there to greet her, one older (Frances) and one younger (Lovisa). Neither was there any longer, each having moved on to another chapter in her life, but both Frances and Lovisa still had many friends in Skinnerville. Tom Forsyth had even named a dahlia after Frances, and Fred Hillman had made a special trip out of state to attend Lovisa’s wedding. A feeling akin to family grew among many who worked in the mill, so closely did they live and work together.


Though many of the boarders were from nearby towns, a few, like the Littlefields, who were from upstate New York, had come from places much farther away. The Kendall sisters were from Bethel, Vermont, almost 130 miles to the north. At a time when the fastest mode of transportation was a train traveling thirty-five miles per hour and most people traveled by horse and buggy (at an average of seven miles per hour), 130 miles was a tremendous distance to cover. Exactly what inspired the Kendalls to make the long trek to Skinnerville is hard to say, when there were certainly mill villages closer to home. But opportunity, in some form or another, brought them to Skinner’s door.


•  •  •


Over at the mill Nash Hubbard stationed himself at a desk inside the main entrance and greeted each person who came in, noting his or her attendance. Umbrellas and raincoats dripped past him on the wooden floor as adults and children made wet trails toward their various departments. The foremen had already turned on the lamps, started up the machines, and begun feeding the furnace in the boiler house. Smoke was beginning to billow from the chimney, the turbine was beginning to churn in the wheelhouse, and the factory’s countless belts, pulleys, and shafts were beginning to whip and spin into action. In a matter of minutes everyone was seated or standing at a station, and by the time the clock struck 6:30 a.m. Skinner’s silk mill had started up for another day.


Those in the sorting room began picking through golden yellow raw silk from China, unfastening the large bales in which it had been shipped, removing the bundles of skeins, and then sorting the silk according to its fineness. Others were taking silk that had been sorted the day before, divvying it up into cotton bags, and lowering the bags into great boilers, softening the gummy silk to prepare it for winding. Over in their department the winders began winding the softened silk onto spools, while some of their neighbors were taking the spools just finished, fastening them onto cleaning machines, and running the silk through metal teeth to strip away any unevenness. From here the silk passed to the doublers, the spinners, and the twisters, who, on large spindled machines, doubled up strands of silk, spun them several times per inch, and twisted them tightly, sometimes in reverse, to create the strong, tensile thread that would bind men’s suits and ladies’ shoes. Then, finishing up this stage of the production, the reelers were prepping the thread for the dyehouse, taking it off the machine-specific spools and winding it back into skeins, or loose coils of silk.


Tom Skinner, chief dyer for his older brother, was starting his day as he would any other: washing out the tubs in the dyehouse to clean the pipes of any dirt that might have settled in them overnight. Dirt, after all, could ruin an entire batch of silk in the dyeing process, leaving it spotted and spoiled. At the other end of the mill complex, in the office building, the skeiners were beginning their day by taking some already dyed skeins, dividing them up according to custom orders, and arranging them into neat and orderly bundles. Traditionally all silk thread had been sold in skeins, but a manufacturer named Heminway in Connecticut had advanced the idea some time back of selling silk on wooden spools. This likely came about after the invention of the sewing machine, and spooled silk was now in great demand. Consequently, in a separate room, Skinner’s spoolers were reaching for hanks of dyed silk and transferring them back onto spools. This was a job that took considerable care because these were the actual spools (presumably stamped with the Unquomonk label) that would go to market. Spoolers had one of the few mechanical jobs that didn’t require them to be standing at a large spindled machine. Instead they sat six to a table, their feet working the pedals of their tabletop machines, as they wound the lustrous colored thread in even rows, back and forth, around and around the wooden bobbins. Finally, Ellen and the girls in the packing room were taking all that finished silk—skeined and spooled—wrapping it in paper, and carefully preparing it for transport.


By 6:45 the mill was buzzing with activity. Skinner had recently purchased a large supply of raw silk—one of the largest orders he’d ever made—so no one was idle at his or her post. In every corner of the mill women were sorting, cleaning, twisting, and reeling and talking to their neighbors all the while, discussing the depot’s being cold as a barn or the need for better blankets at the boardinghouse or the likely winners at the next county fair. Some of the workers may have started wondering about the funeral for Lieutenant Governor Joel Hayden, which was slated for the next day, and someone else may have called out that black bunting had already been draped at the church down in Haydenville. The mechanics meanwhile were already getting grease on their overalls, and the foremen were shouting over the racket in order to keep things running smoothly.


Up at the mansion, Skinner was tardily throwing off his sheets and getting out of bed. Though he aspired to get up with the second bell, at 5:50, he frequently overslept, a bad habit of his, and he seems to have turned over a few more times on this particular morning on account of his late return the evening before. Since Lizzie slept upstairs in a separate room with the baby, he had the master bedroom on the ground floor all to himself. After setting a fire in his fireplace, he likely stepped into his adjoining bath to wash and shave, taking the razor to his upper lip, which he always kept clean, and then, with a pair of fine scissors, trimming his dark beard. As for his thick hair, grayer than black these days, he kept it short, with a side part, neatly combed. Noting the steady rain this morning, he may have nodded with approval; rain was always good for a man who owned a mill along a river. It meant more waterpower. In time he put on a crisp white shirt, dark pants, suspenders, and waistcoat, left his overcoat for after breakfast, and slipped on socks and boots. Then, with a turn of the doorknob, he greeted the day.


•  •  •


About an hour later, as the clock approached eight, a dairy farmer named Collins Graves drove quickly into the village, cans of milk at his feet in his one-horse buggy. Decidedly off course from his morning delivery a mile to the north, he was hell-bent for the silk mill. When he saw his brother-in-law Willie Rhoades, next to Tom Skinner near the dyehouse door, he blurted out that the reservoir had given way—not bothering to specify which reservoir—and as alarming as this news ought to have been, it was so out of the blue as not to be believed. “Was this some kind of a joke?” the dyers wondered.


Unfortunately Graves didn’t slow down to explain his bizarre exclamation but quickly moved on to Nash Hubbard, then coming out of Skinner’s office, and exclaimed every bit as suddenly, “The reservoir has given way and is right here. All you can do is to get out of the way!” But there was no reservoir right there. A quick glance upriver confirmed nothing of the sort. One simply saw the highway, rather empty at this hour, with the same trees lining it to the north, the same depot up the road, the same farmhouses nearby—everything indicating a normal morning.


In the packing room, Ellen’s eye caught some movement by the window, and she looked up from her station to see Graves driving away in his buggy. But “he didn’t drive any faster than usual as he started down the slight grade” to the south, so Ellen didn’t think much of it. Then a voice behind her said, “The dam’s broken.” She jumped and turned around, seeing “there against the door casing leaned Fred Hillman with his legs crossed, grinning.” He must have gotten a good laugh out of that one, she thought, paying him no mind and returning to her work.


A few minutes later, an orphan named Delia Stearns looked out the window and saw in the distance a voluminous mass that seemed to take up the horizon, its black depth thundering down the valley. “With great presence of mind” she “rushed to the alarm bell and rang it.” In an instant the mill’s bell was pealing through the air, surprising everyone, and “all the machinery stopped” as the unbelievable news began to spread from floor to floor.


Ellen had once made a plan with one of her friends to tie their favorite belongings to a tree if the dam ever broke, but she made no rush to do that now. There was no time. Besides, the plan was never a serious one; it was just talk. Ellen and her friend discussed it in the same way one considers what to save in the event of fire and how best to save it without possibly being able to know how dire the circumstances might be. And so, instead of following any set course, Ellen simply ran outside with her fellow packers to see what was actually happening.


Down the street, Skinner had just begun breakfast with his family in the dining room when he heard the sharp clang of the factory bell. The sound electrified him. His first thought was fire. He leaped up and darted outside, whereupon he saw Collins Graves driving by in his buggy. Graves shouted to him something about the reservoir, and Skinner, already rushing toward the mill, saw two things at once: an ominous darkness overwhelming the land to the north and, up the street, his operatives pouring out of the mill, many of them apparently confused and insufficiently convinced of the immediate danger. Ellen, for instance, had clearly understood that “something was wrong” when the machinery stopped, and in the street she “heard a terrific rumbling and saw a dark mass up the valley.” But then, standing square in the path of a potentially deadly flood, she ran back into the mill for her coat and rubbers.


Others, taking in the sight to the north, were simply stupefied. Everything looked black. Indeed the sky above Williamsburg, a mile away, seemed filled with smoke as if from a fire. “They’re all burning out up there,” remarked one villager to another, having no idea what was happening. In fact a flood will often cause a fire, upsetting flammable objects that then ignite walls and buildings. But this was no ordinary flood. The water was twenty feet high, with spray soaring to forty feet in places. Any flame that dared crawl up a wick would have been quickly doused by the inland tide. That wasn’t smoke in the sky above Williamsburg but the reservoir itself, crashing through the village with such force that its dark water was shooting up to the heavens.


“To the hills!” Skinner shouted as he raced down the street, waving his arms. “To the hills!”


The sight of their boss, still in his shirtsleeves, running down from his house in the rain and yelling at them at the top of his lungs, startled many a tepid foot to action. Skinner was a big, tall man, with a temper quick and fast. He always meant business. But never had he looked so wild. Soon nearly everyone was running across the street and up onto the railroad embankment, splashing through puddles and threading their way between houses. Some of the girls ran past Jerome Hillman’s house, where his invalid wife, Sarah, stood in the doorway wondering what in the world was going on.


Back at the mill, in another doorway, dyer John Ellsworth was stuck, trying to save a bundle of silk that was too large to fit through the door. Spotting him struggling, Skinner “commanded him to drop the silk and run!”—surely the first time in his life Ellsworth had ever heard Skinner order anyone to drop silk and leave it. Silk was like gold. You didn’t just leave it; you saved as much of it as you could. Elsewhere in the mill, possibly in the packing room, Hubbard had apparently already asked “one of the young men to put the boxes [of silk] on the higher shelves.” This was protocol. In 1869, when the mill was being flooded by an autumn freshet—to the point where a section of the foundation was possibly giving way—“men & boys were running from one part [of the mill] to another wading through water up to their waists . . . moving silk & whatever water would damage.” Ellen had witnessed the men loading as much silk as they could into a wagon and hauling it up to Skinner’s barn. But there was no time for that now.


Within seconds the torrent was upon the residence of Lester Carr, a local carriage painter, who lived about a quarter mile above the silk mill. By chance Carr “happened to look out his door,” whereupon he saw the monstrous wave and “the air full of sticks and boards.” Having already swept away half the village of Williamsburg, the reservoir was a deadly cocktail of water, earth, wood, stone, and animal and human matter. It didn’t look like water. It didn’t look like anything Carr had ever seen. And its momentum created such a volume of air and spray that, well in advance of the headwater, his property was shrouded in a foul mist. He shouted to his family and they managed to escape, gaining a hill behind their house before the water could reach them.


Just below Carr’s house, where the land curved slightly, debris in the roiling flood became jammed against some large trees, blessedly forming a momentary dam, and at least one of Skinner’s female operatives saw the water held back. “It seemed to stop for a minute or so,” she later recalled, but then it broke through and roared into the narrow expanse above Skinnerville, churning up soil, road, and hillside. The noise was deafening, as though an army on horseback were descending the valley.


With her husband still down at the mill, Lizzie Skinner was “terror-stricken” and “ran to the front piazza to urge him to escape,” thinking he would be safer at home. She was promptly disabused of that notion once she stepped outside and took in the view to the north. Behind her, in their warm, dry dining room, her children were as yet unaware of the magnitude of the danger, though growing increasingly anxious as they watched “persons running and driving hurriedly across the lawn.” Their father had only been gone for a minute or two, and in that time pandemonium had erupted. Not only were scores of mill hands charging uphill, but others as well, including George Smith, the fish peddler, who had passed Collins Graves in the street and instantly thereafter seen the “mountain” of water approaching Skinnerville. A one-armed veteran of the war, Smith used every ounce of strength in his upper body to turn his horse off the road, cut across Skinner’s lawn, and “dash” up over the tracks.


Elsewhere in Skinnerville others had gotten wind of the warning—or simply glanced upriver—and were addressing the emergency in characteristically individual fashion. The widow Sarah Wrisley rushed into her garden to save her tomato plants and then, arms full of vines, rushed back into her house and climbed upstairs, as if her second story were a place of safety. Eli Bryant, a widower, scaled a ladder to the roof of a shed with his six-year-old grandson, leaving his daughter standing on the ground clutching a wrap for the child, begging them to come down and run for higher ground. Farmer Bartlett had been in his garden when Graves caught up with Smith in the road and heard the younger man call, “The reservoir’s given way and is right here; all you can do is to get out of the way.” Bartlett climbed a tree and began to sing hymns in its branches.


Another neighbor, Julia Kaplinger, who was also outside in a garden, ran to untie her dog from the barn, but her fingers couldn’t undo the knot, and with so little time remaining she ran back into the house to save her daughters. Helen Hubbard, Nash’s oldest, was making a squash pie when her little brother Jerrie burst in with the news. She abandoned the pie, grabbed some extra clothing, and herded her brother and sister outside, where the three of them ran for the railroad embankment at almost exactly the moment that their father did the same.


Delia Stearns was supposedly the last one to exit the silk mill—having evacuated everyone else—but it is unlikely Skinner saw her leave. As the reservoir closed in on the village, he was running back to his wife. With just seconds left he joined her in a mad dash through the house, shouting to Nellie, his eldest, to grab the baby and “fly to the hill!” He pushed the family of five out the rear door as the great wave swept down the street, slamming into the general store, crashing into the boardinghouses, and sweeping off building after building. Like several others before and after, the Skinners reached the safety of the tracks without a moment to spare.


By the time Skinner turned around, the village was underwater in a raging current that was clearing away everything in its path. The mill was no longer even visible, and his house, right in front of him, had been engulfed like an island. The water had filled the village up like a bathtub, flowing so far back that it surrounded Skinner’s barn, where his horses were still in their stalls, and came nearly as high as the railroad tracks. It seemed to Skinner as though he were standing on the deck of a ship in a violent storm. Only this was no storm. Thirty-, forty-, fifty-foot trees were tumbling over one another like corn in a popper. Houses and barns were sailing by, the most improbable vessels there ever were. Bodies of men, women, and children appeared and disappeared in the water while some godforsaken souls were actually still alive, crying out as they were borne away.


“At one time,” wrote Libbie Skinner afterward, “a house floated by with the smoke coming from the chimneys and two children were seen screaming for help at one of the windows in the second story.” Others, too, reported seeing a house in the water with a smoking chimney. Though hard to fathom how this could be, most of the houses were swept away at breakfast time, so there may have been one with a stove momentarily still smoking. The impossible was everywhere. Certainly this house would not have survived long. Few did. They collided with each other or with other matter and then split apart. Trees were like missiles in the swirling water. One soared right beside Skinner’s house. Had the tree struck, it would have bored a hole into the parlor like a bullet in a man’s stomach. Heavy machinery, too, was flying by as if on wings, and animals were somersaulting dreadfully in the mix. One little pig was carried off squealing, its cries intermingling with so many others, all being sucked downstream and out of sight.


Then, after what had seemed a lifetime, though it was no more than a few minutes, the torrent was gone. Described one reporter, the water “rolled on in its appalling force, a briefer time than many a dream.”





Chapter Three


Of the four reservoirs sitting above the Mill River Valley, the oft-criticized Williamsburg Reservoir was indeed the one that had failed. At about 7:15 that morning its gatekeeper, George Cheney, had been finishing breakfast with his family when his father glanced out the window and exclaimed, “For God’s sake, George, look there!” Part of the reservoir’s dam was sloughing off and sliding downstream.


Cheney lived with his family in a “small, dismal-looking dwelling” that sat on a rise of land between the dam’s spillway, on one side, and the riverbed, fifty yards to the east and forty-three feet below, on the other. Water surrounded the house on a regular basis; one had to cross a catwalk over the spillway to get to Cheney’s front door. High up as it was, the place commanded a panoramic view of the reservoir to the north, the dam to the east, and the river and valley to the south. The location was terrible for farming, and Cheney was by trade a farmer, but he received $200 a year to keep an eye on the dam. Its west end began a short distance from his back porch, and the whole thing stretched between 500 and 600 feet—almost the length of two football fields—to meet the steep hillside across the valley. In truth Cheney couldn’t help keeping an eye on the dam. Every time he turned around he saw it.


Constructed principally of earth, the dam was a huge artificial ridge between high flanking hills. Its wide sloping face was a bed of wild grass with cattails, ironweed, and goldenrods popping up in the spring. No water ran over the crest, only wind, gusting over the surface of the reservoir. When the reservoir was full, as it had been for several days, excess water drained through the spillway, eventually rejoining the river below. The spillway had been carved out of the western hillside, its channel smoothed so that the water, unimpeded by obstructions, rushed through it softly. The whole area would have been so quiet in fact that Cheney might never have known the dam was in danger had his father not looked out the window just then.


Cheney ran out the door and down a well-worn path to a shed in the middle of the dam, near the base. Inside the shed he grasped a wheel that stuck up out of the stone housing and threw all of his might into turning it to raise the gate, a valve in the drainage pipe that ran through the bottom of the dam. The drainage pipe had been closed to retain water in the reservoir since the mills below hadn’t needed extra power, not with all the runoff from the spring thaw. But now, against his instructions to keep that pipe closed, Cheney opened the gate, hoping to relieve pressure building up against the dam.


This done, he paused to survey the dam and was “pretty well frightened” by what he saw. The slab that had disappeared downstream had left a crater behind, about forty feet wide, that stretched two-thirds of the way up the dam. Worse, rivulets of water were appearing in the exposed earth. The crater looked like a sieve. So severely compromised was this part of the dam that it seemed to be waterlogged from within, indicating that the saturation of the embankment was too great to have been occasioned by the rain. As Cheney could see with his own eyes, a number of insidious streamlets were percolating through the structure, stemming from a network that was likely growing vaster with each passing moment. Nothing could be more disastrous for an earthen dam.


Certain that the whole thing was about to give way, Cheney ran back to his house and told his family that he had to warn the people in the village below. He took off for the barn, a third of a mile away, yelling as he did so, “Keep off the dam!” He swiftly bridled his workhorse and told his father, who had followed down the road, to cut him a stick. The horse hadn’t been fed yet, but it was too late for that now. Cheney leaped astride the animal bareback—he didn’t own a saddle—and the horse, unused to being ridden, took off like a shot. Cheney held on, his knees gripping the sharp-boned back, and flogged the frightened animal to Williamsburg, three miles to the south. Galloping the whole way, the workhorse brought him there in ten minutes.


Cheney headed straight for the home of his boss, Onslow G. Spelman, general manager of the dam. In the yard stood the village butcher, making his morning deliveries, and Cheney yelled for him to get Spelman. The butcher later remembered that there was no denying the alarming nature of horse and rider. Cheney “looked white,” and his unsaddled horse was “panting terribly.”


“What’s the matter?” Spelman wanted to know when he appeared. The night before, Spelman had been up at the dam with Cheney, investigating its soundness in advance of the spring, and everything had seemed perfectly fine.


“The dam’s breaking away,” replied Cheney, struggling to catch his breath, rain falling off his small straggly beard, his gaunt frame soaked.


“No, it ain’t possible,” dismissed Spelman.


Cheney repeated himself, and the two talked in circles for several more seconds. Given that Cheney was a farm laborer and gatekeeper, the latter job requiring almost no skill, he was considered by some to be “of little education and no more than ordinary intelligence.” At this moment, Spelman clearly thought the man didn’t know what he was talking about and simply believed that Cheney was merely “scairt.”


A few years earlier, before Cheney was gatekeeper, someone else had spread a rumor that the dam was breaking, and the village experienced “considerable excitement,” with people panicking, ultimately, over nothing. Spelman probably wanted to avoid that again. Nor was it exactly news to hear that part of the dam had given way. The previous spring “a load or two” of earth had caved in on the west side, and the resulting hollow, evidently considered harmless, had never been repaired. In fact Cheney had run past it this morning on his way to the gatehouse. By nature Spelman was conservative, and his thin, wiry frame remained as steely as ever.


Cheney would not give up, though. “The dam is breaking away!” he cried. And finally Spelman humored him with a small inquiry.


“What part?” he asked.


“The east part.”


“No,” Spelman exhaled. “You don’t mean the east part, you mean the west part.”


“No, I mean the east part,” Cheney insisted.


This seemed to get Spelman’s attention.


“Did you raise the gate?”


“Yes.” Then Cheney suggested that someone sound an alarm. “Something should be done,” he said. “Someone should go through to Haydenville.”


“You go,” said Spelman, taking no responsibility for the matter.


If he wasn’t exasperated before, Cheney had ample reason to be so now. “My horse is not fit!”


Cheney’s poor animal was frothing and sweating from a race it was never bred to run, and for the past three or four minutes it had been doing nothing but standing, heaving in the rain.


“Then go to the stable and get a fresh one.”


Before Cheney could go, however, Spelman betrayed a growing sense of anxiety. “Did you see any water?” he asked.


“I did,” said Cheney. “There was a stream running out of the bank as big round as my arm.”


At this Cheney started for John Belcher’s livery stable, 150 yards away, while Spelman went back into his house, and the butcher, who had witnessed the entire conversation, went to tell a neighbor what he’d heard.


At about the same time a young father named Robert Loud, who, like Cheney, had fought for the Union ten years ago, appeared at the top of the street, trying to run but barely keeping himself upright. About twenty minutes earlier he too had witnessed the chunk of dam falling away. At his farm high up on the mountain he had looked out his back door and seen the unbelievable off in the distance. He dropped everything and ran all the way to Williamsburg, two and a half miles from his farm. By the time he passed Spelman’s, the men out front had gone and the street was quiet. Seeing no one about, he pushed himself to reach the grist mill, a hive of activity that would soon be in the path of the flood, and yet, when he finally got there and had people’s attention, he was so out of breath that he couldn’t tell anyone anything. All he could do was point mutely upstream, but someone suspected the news had to do with the dam, because, by then, others had spotted Cheney in town.
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