

        [image: cover]






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





 [image: cover]




To my mother, Marie Chapman Sharpe and to the memory of my father, George Ezbon Sharpe





Contents

Prologue

Chapter 1: The Mill Valley

Chapter 2: Building the Williamsburg Dam

Chapter 3: The Flood

Chapter 4: The Aftermath

Chapter 5: Rebuilding

Chapter 6: The Inquest

Chapter 7: The Verdict

Chapter 8: Change

Epilogue

Appendix A: Contract and Specifications for the Williamsburg Dam

Appendix B: List of Flood Victims

Appendix C: Verdict of the Coroner’s Inquest

Notes

Bibliography

Index





[image: xiii]




[image: xv]





Prologue



ON the last day of the coroner’s inquest into the cause of the Mill River flood deaths, Joel Hayden Jr. was the morning’s first witness. Two weeks earlier, on May 16, 1874, three of his factories had been destroyed when the Williamsburg reservoir dam broke, sending an avalanche of water over five factory villages that lined the Mill Valley in western Massachusetts. When the flood reached Haydenville, the mill village his father had built, it picked up a house and slammed it into his brass factory with such force that the three-story brick structure collapsed, ends folding over the middle as though it were a cardboard box. Brass goods, the company safe, and even the granite columns that had framed the entrance to the office building were found hundreds of yards downstream amid heaps of debris so dense and tangled that men used crowbars to pry the items apart. Twenty-seven of the 139 people killed were from Haydenville.

Coroner Ansel Wright offered Hayden the opportunity to make a statement before questioning. He accepted. For the record, he said, he wanted to correct a report by the New York Herald that in earlier times his father had instructed workers to leave the brass factory as soon as they heard the cry “reservoir” in the streets. There was no such warning system, Hayden insisted, because there was no thought that the dam would ever break. Hayden’s father, who had died six months earlier, had been partners with his son for more than a decade in the brass and cotton factories. At thirty-nine, Young Joel (as everyone still called him) had grown to look like his father, a successful manufacturer and former Massachusetts lieutenant governor. They shared the same handsome face with finely chiseled features, a long straight nose, thick, wavy gray hair, and a dignified, energetic manner. A Springfield Republican reporter observed that Joel Jr. “reminds one forcibly of his father, who especially in his old age, was a man of rarely fine presence.”

Ansel Wright turned the questioning over to Charles Delano, a prominent local attorney and a former U.S. congressman, who had been appointed assistant coroner for the inquest. Delano knew Young Joel from Northampton civic affairs and his father from Republican party politics. As Hayden testified, reporters from the Springfield, Boston, and New York papers scribbled furiously, summarizing the proceedings that they would telegraph to their newspapers, or to a wire service, so that Hayden’s testimony could be served up that evening or with tomorrow morning’s breakfast. According to the newspaper summaries, their dialogue went like this:

Delano asked: What was your father’s opinion of the Williamsburg dam?

Hayden said he had no personal knowledge of what his father thought about the dam.

Delano must have thought that Hayden would hold back. The other mill owners, sitting with their attorney at the front table, watching Young Joel, were all partners in the reservoir company that owned the failed dam. Few had willingly offered any information about the dam. Delano picked up a copy of the Hampshire Gazette, a Northampton newspaper, and read aloud what purported to be Joel Hayden Jr.’s own statement:

Mr. Hayden says that “his father was always in fear of this reservoir dam.” He believed it to be weak and dangerous, and “a thousand times” says Mr. Hayden “have I heard him express such fears.” It worried him and when there was a heavy rain he could not sleep at night, so great was his apprehension that the dam would break away. Several times I have known him to get up in the night and drive up to the reservoir to examine it, so as to personally satisfy himself that it was all right.


Delano asked, did you talk with Henry Gere, the newspaper’s editor, about your father’s fear of the Williamsburg dam? Young Joel knew Gere well. Twenty-nine years earlier, in 1845, young Joel’s father had begun publishing the Hampshire Herald, the first newspaper in the county to call for the abolition of slavery, and had hired seventeen-year-old Gere as an apprentice printer and later as editor.

Yes, his father had talked to Mr. Gere, but his words were misunderstood. His father in his later years was timid, especially in the springtime with the threat of flash floods. He was concerned about all the reservoir dams, but not the Williamsburg dam more than the others.

Why did he go up to the Williamsburg reservoir?

Hayden supposed that he went for the same reasons he would sometimes go over to the brass works, to make sure it wasn’t on fire.

But the brass factory was across the street from your father’s home, while the reservoir was five miles up in the hills. It was “no child’s play to drive up there in the night,” Delano countered.

No, but it was only on rainy nights that he went, and only to see that it was all right. He was old and frightened easily. He didn’t think it would ever go off.

How long would he be gone on these trips to the reservoir?

Hayden didn’t know. He never personally saw him go to the Williamsburg reservoir at night. He had only heard from family members that he had gone about a dozen times.

Did your father ever go to one of the Goshen reservoirs at night? The reservoir company owned two reservoirs in the town of Goshen, northwest of Williamsburg, on the West Branch of the Mill River, which supplied power to their factories.

No, Young Joel never knew of him doing that and was under the impression that he never did.

Delano and the jurors asked no more questions. “He [Hayden] gave his testimony with reluctance,” the Springfield Republican reported.

When Joel Hayden Jr. stepped down, his future was uncertain. The day after the flood he had posted notices promising to rebuild the brass works in the same location in Haydenville. Thrilled, his employees eagerly took jobs with him digging the riverbed with picks and shovels to uncover manufacturing patterns and finished brass goods washed out of the factory. Their wives and children followed behind scooping up the salvage, finding some still packed in their original boxes. But a week after the flood, business leaders from larger manufacturing centers like Chicopee and Holyoke on the Connecticut River, and Norwich, Connecticut, on the Thames River, offered Hayden vast quantities of cheap waterpower from their large rivers to entice him to move his business. If Hayden had changed his mind about rebuilding his father’s village, he hadn’t made any announcements yet. His employees fished bricks out of the mud to use in building the new factory, and waited.









Chapter 1

The Mill Valley




THE Mill River that Joel Hayden Sr. knew was a slim, rocky stream, just fifteen miles long, that tumbled down the east slope of the foothills of the Berkshires to its outlet in the Connecticut River. In its upper reaches, the Mill River was shallow, a ten-foot-wide mountain stream that one could easily step across on rocks protruding through the quick water. For most of its run, the river broadened to forty feet as it raced southeast through the towns of Williamsburg and Northampton. Only when it meandered across the silty floodplain of the Connecticut River on the outskirts of Northampton did it widen to sixty feet. Along its course, it collected water from smaller streams with names like Beaver Brook, Potash Brook, Unquomonk Brook, and Roberts Meadow Brook. Usually the Mill River murmured and gurgled, but when it rushed over several natural waterfalls, it thundered. In the springtime, it roared down in powerful freshets, flash floods fed by snowmelt and spring rains. It shrank and quieted during the dry summer months.

The river basin was shaped like the letter Y. Two large tributaries, the arms of the Y, united in the center of Williamsburg to form the river’s main trunk. The Y’s left arm, known as the West Branch, sometimes called the Mill Brook, was the longer of the two. It reached up seven miles to the northwest through the high hills of western Williamsburg and into the town of Goshen. The right arm, called the East Branch, stretched three miles straight north from the center of Williamsburg to the town’s northern border. The West Branch, the East Branch, and the smaller network of brooks and rills spread through the hills like veins on a leaf to catch the rain and snowmelt and deliver it to the Mill River.

With its rocky base, strong flow, and steep slope, the Mill River made excellent waterpower, typical of New England. Throughout the region, long strings of factories clustered into villages, and villages congregated into small industrial centers on rivers like the Swift River, the Westfield River, the Ware River, and so on. In Massachusetts in the early 1870s, all but a dozen towns had some commercial manufacturing drawn from river power. By 1880 the six states of New England possessed one third of the developed waterpower of the United States, even though New England represented only 2 percent of the nation’s land area.

Industrialists like Joel Hayden Sr. knew that the steeper the slope the greater the waterpower, and the Mill River’s descent was steeper than most. The West Branch fell seven hundred feet in elevation along its downhill course from Goshen to Williamsburg, while the East Branch dropped three hundred feet as it flowed to Williamsburg. From the confluence where the two branches formed the Mill River, they tumbled another four hundred feet before reaching the Connecticut River. With such a steep slope, the fast-moving water packed sufficient force to turn water wheels and turbines. Mill owners like Hayden channeled water out of the river at as high a level as possible and allowed it to drop to as low a level as possible. The higher the fall, the less water required to produce power. During its drop, it filled buckets in waterwheels to drive the wheel around. Falling water turned the more efficient turbine by weight as well as by pressure.

If speed was the virtue of New England rivers, extreme variability in flow caused by the fickle New England climate was the downside. Rainy springs and dry summers and falls left mill owners with too much water in the spring months—sometimes so much that it flooded the waterpower equipment—and not enough flow midsummer through early fall. (Just 12 percent of annual rainfall came in June, July, August, and September.) The occasions when factories operated with sufficient water were such news-worthy events that the Hampshire Gazette cheered when factories could “run the machinery full time.”

In the spring and summer of 1864, several manufacturers who shared the power of the Mill River talked about the need to maintain a more steady water flow to their factories. Business was booming, but they wanted to scale up production to meet consumer demand and keen competition, brought on by a nationwide system of railroads. Over the years, the mill owners had enlarged their factories, but larger mills with more machinery required more power. Fifty years earlier, the river’s first grist-and sawmills were small and pulled one or two horsepower (550 foot-pounds per second equal one horsepower) from the river. But in 1864, the power demands of the new larger factories—sometimes with two or more waterwheels side by side—was as much as 70 or 100 horsepower, and the power was needed all year long, not seasonally.

Other New England manufacturers had addressed the problem by creating upstream reservoirs that acted like giant holding tanks. To construct a reservoir, mill owners could erect a dam across a river’s headwaters so that the water backed up behind the dam, creating an artificial pond or lake. With a long iron pipe through the reservoir dam, they could tap the water whenever they needed it.

The challenges of waterpower were a perennial topic of conversation for New England mill owners, who were responsible for designing, building, and regulating waterpower resources, along with their other duties. With the sciences of geology, meteorology, and hydraulics not developed enough to provide accurate information about stream flow, they acted on instinct and experience. They watched the weather and tinkered with their machinery and wheels, adjusted the levels of their mill dams and the size of their mill pond storage, trying to find the best proportions. They improved their systems by purchasing more efficient wheels or turbines. They supplemented with steam engines, but transporting coal made them expensive to operate. Many discovered that as the nineteenth century wore on, their water supply actually decreased as New England farmers upriver turned forests and watersheds into tillage, pasture, and orchards. With few trees to hold water and soil, rain and snowmelt rushed down hillsides carrying silt that clogged waterwheels and turbines and lined mill ponds, decreasing water storage capacity at the mills. Over time, mill owners spent less effort improving their factory waterpower systems and more on upstream solutions, like reservoirs.

By the 1830s, reservoirs began to fill pockets in the hills of New England, upstate New York, and the upper Mississippi Valley. Reservoirs dotted the upper reaches of the Saco and Penobscot Rivers in Maine, the Housatonic River in far western Massachusetts, the Salmon Falls River in New Hampshire, the Pawcatuck and Blackstone Rivers in Rhode Island, and the Hoosic, Willimantic, and Naugatuck Rivers in Connecticut, to name a few. One geologist later estimated that as much as 10 percent of the floodwaters of New England and New York were held in artificial storage reservoirs and ponds.

In the Mill Valley, by 1864, Hayden and other mill owners had already built a reservoir at the tip of the West Branch, which captured runoff from the Goshen hills. A new reservoir at the headwaters of the East Branch would double the amount of water they controlled. Over the next year, a group of eleven Mill Valley manufacturers, including Hayden, would form the Williamsburg Reservoir Company and receive a charter from the state to build the Williamsburg dam.

On a July day in 1864, Joel Hayden Sr. scouted the headwaters of the East Branch in search of the most advantageous site for the new reservoir and dam. At sixty-six years old, he was serving as lieutenant governor of Massachusetts under Governor John Andrew, and he had been manufacturing on the Mill River for forty years. Hayden stepped through farmer Simeon Bartlett’s pastures and over his stone walls and fences as he surveyed the land to find the best location for the dam. He found the ideal place where three ridges converged around a low flat plain of about one hundred acres. In the center of this natural basin, two brooks, one running south from the town of Conway and another from the west, joined a seasonal stream which carried water from the east in a heavy rain. Here, the water caught from rain and snow mingled with natural underground springs before flowing south as the East Branch. Hayden knew that if a dam plugged the outlet to the oval-shaped basin, the reservoir would hold the headwaters plus the drainage from a three-square-mile area.

If Hayden had climbed the tallest of the three peaks, High Ridge, which loomed 600 feet above the river, to gain a better perspective on the dam, he would have seen one of the most spectacular panoramas in western Massachusetts from the open rocky pasture at its peak. To the east lay the entire Connecticut Valley in Massachusetts, a seventy-mile span dotted with the steeples of eleven village churches. The hills and valleys were dressed with hay fields, broad pastures dotted with trees to shade cows and sheep, corn fields, apple and pear orchards, groves of sugar maples, and woodlots. It was an agrarian patchwork yielding the mix of crops and livestock raised by valley farmers that they sold regionally to village and city dwellers. Mount Holyoke and Mount Tom in the distance overlooked the oxbow, the bow-shaped bend in the Connecticut River where the Mill River spilled. Along the Connecticut ran the railroad that linked the Mill Valley’s factories to the sources of their raw materials and to markets in Springfield, Boston, New York, and the world.

From High Ridge, Hayden could have traced the ragged southeasterly course of the Mill River, obscured in spots by lower hills. Like nodes on a branch, sixty-four mills beaded along both riverbanks positioned at the base of natural falls, rapids, or below a dip in the terrain to take advantage of a sudden drop in the river’s elevation. The river swelled artificially at a dozen spots where mill dams backed up the water into ponds which held the river’s nighttime flow to produce the next day’s power. The excess slid over the mill dams, downstream to another mill. At each mill, a canal, or head-race, diverted the flow to a waterwheel or turbine before sending it out another canal, or tailrace, to rejoin the river. Every mile or two a village hugged the river, each with rows of small white houses and shops, a few farmhouses, a boardinghouse or two, one or two white church steeples, and wooden and brick mill buildings in a factory yard. One nineteenth-century writer quipped that if you’ve seen one tidy New England mill village you’ve seen them all.

And while the Mill Valley villages did have a similar appearance, they had distinct personalities, shaped by the men whose businesses and personal interests dominated them as Hayden dominated Haydenville. Because their power source was used serially, one after the other, the mill owners had to subordinate individualistic tendencies to make the stream flow work for everyone. For example, an upstream mill owner couldn’t hoard so much water in a mill pond that it took days to reach the factories below, nor could he raise his dam so high that it overfilled his mill pond and spilled onto adjacent farms (without compensating the farmer) or backed up to the upstream mill inundating that factory’s waterpower system. The relationship of mill owners to each other and to the community with respect to water was subject to legal doctrine derived from medieval England and amended by statutes and court rulings. As a harmonious group who privately negotiated to solve disputes, the Mill River manufacturers didn’t challenge each other legally. The Mill River was their conduit, their canal, their power system, and their source of power in the valley.

The first bead in the string of mills was in the village of Williamsburg, a hamlet within the town of the same name. Onslow Spelman’s small button mill sat at the head of the village and Lewis Bodman’s wool mill at the foot. A mile below Skinnerville was home to William Skinner’s silk factory; two miles downstream, Haydenville stretched along the river with the brass works, iron foundry, tobacco mill, and cotton factory. The river crossed into Northampton and coursed a mile further to Leeds where the Nonotuck Silk Company, managed by Lucius Dimock, stood a few hundred yards upstream from Alfred Critchlow’s button factory. In Florence stood the Greenville Manufacturing Company cotton mill, owned by Hayden and John Payson Williston, and the Nonotuck Silk Company’s Florence mill, run by Samuel Hill and Alfred Lilly. Nearby factories made sewing machines, brushes, and baskets. Downstream, in the village of Bay State, William Clement manufactured hoes and rakes and—since the Civil War began—bayonets and rifle barrels. Next came Paper Mill Village where William Clark’s paper mill stood. The Mill River skirted Northampton’s commercial center and then meandered through the broad alluvial plain before entering the Connecticut River.

Compared to other large Massachusetts manufacturing centers, like Lowell and Lawrence on the wide Merrimack River, Mill River manufacturing was small-scale. Even with all that Northampton and Williamsburg produced, Hampshire County—which also included the manufacturing town of Ware—ranked only tenth in value of goods produced of the fourteen counties in Massachusetts, one of the nation’s leaders in manufacturing. In 1870, Hampshire County employed 7,575 workers in 433 establishments while Middlesex County in northeastern Massachusetts, where Lowell was located, employed more than 47,000. None of the Mill Valley factories employed more than a few hundred workers, 1,500 in the entire valley, and the owners knew them by name. Unlike the wealthy absentee investors who owned Lowell’s mills, Mill Valley manufacturers were technically minded men of humble beginnings. Some were local, others came from New England towns to make Williamsburg or Northampton their permanent home, and two immigrated to the valley from England as young men. As a small tight-knit group, they invested in each other’s companies and served on each other’s boards of directors. In 1860, seven companies offered fifty-four directorships. These were held by twenty-eight men, with four or five men—Samuel Hill, Alfred Lilly, and Joel Hayden among them—holding five or more posts. The manufacturers held in common their ideal of using profits to improve their industries and to shape educationally and culturally rich communities for themselves and their workers.

 

If you had lived in Haydenville between the 1830s and the 1870s, you couldn’t have worked, worshiped, banked, belonged to a club, or voted in an election without encountering Joel Hayden Sr., his money, or his politics. Hayden was the richest man, largest employer, biggest landlord, and greatest contributor to charity. He owned a brass factory, a cotton factory, a foundry, and a gas works, which illuminated the factories, streets, and a few dozen homes. He was the Haydenville Bank president, a director of the railroad, the leader of the Masonic lodge, the head of the cemetery association, and a member of Hope Engine Company, the local firefighting squad. The only club he didn’t belong to was the cornet band. He lived in the grandest house—a white-columned Greek Revival mansion—across the street from the brass factory. His political career as selectman, county commissioner, and state legislator culminated with three terms as lieutenant governor, as a Free-Soiler and, later, as a Republican.

Hayden was born into a deeply religious farm family in Williamsburg, a wilderness town on the upland rim of the Connecticut Valley; his grandfather Josiah had been one of the original settlers in the 1760s. When Joel was born in 1798, John Adams was president and George Washington was still alive. Hayden’s generation came of age after the American Revolution, a time of great economic promise. Extensive turnpikes built in the 1790s integrated rural and urban markets, and colonial restrictions placed by England on American manufacturing were removed. Starting a factory didn’t require a huge capital outlay. With personal ambition, a can-do attitude, and a technical mind, Hayden fit the era.

Hayden learned about waterpower at an early age. When he was eleven, in 1809, his uncles David and Daniel Hayden built a cotton mill along the Mill River in Williamsburg, the first cotton factory in western Massachusetts. A few years later his father opened a cotton mill in 1812, on the Swift River in nearby Cummington. New England was undergoing a spurt of textile manufacture as imports from Britain were cut off during the War of 1812. Besides his father’s and uncles’ mills, he would have seen woolen mills on the Mill River in what would become Leeds.

But when it came time for him to choose a profession, most nearby textile factories had closed in the post-war depression as finer English imports came back on the market. He had only a few years of study at local schools, and farming in Massachusetts offered meager rewards. And, with no promise of professional training with a doctor or lawyer, Joel entered a trade—gunmaking.

Later in life, Joel liked to say that his early ambition had been to be a singing teacher. He had noticed that the soloist at Sunday services was more popular among the younger members of the congregation than the long-winded minister whose fiery sermons admonished them against youthful follies. Joel was teasing by gently deriding the ministers and lay preachers he knew, including his father, who was a lay Baptist minister. Joking or not, his father saw no monetary future for Joel as a singing teacher and sent him to Pittsfield, twenty miles away, to apprentice to Lemuel Pomeroy, a locksmith and arms maker known for his inventiveness. Pomeroy was one of a dozen or more arms contractors working in close enough proximity to the Springfield Armory to share tools, patterns, labor-saving improvements, and new manufacturing techniques. It was the best possible apprenticeship for Joel.
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The hardest part of the apprenticeship was separation from his close family. A few mornings after Joel left for Pittsfield, his younger brother Josiah III woke to find Joel sleeping in the front room, having walked home twenty miles over the dark hilly country roads from Pittsfield to Cummington. Either his father ordered him to walk back to Pittsfield or drove him, but Joel did not return home again until his apprenticeship was done three years later. He never forgot the pain of that first separation from his family but became very good at controlling it. Years later, he counseled one of his daughters as he returned her to boarding school after an unexpected trip home, “When your heart gets up in your throat so you can’t speak and it chokes you, you may come home.”

Three years after his apprenticeship ended, in 1822, he bought his uncles’ idle cotton factory in what was already called Haydenville. With a capital investment of fifteen hundred dollars, Hayden and a partner repaired the factory, rebuilt the dam, dug a new canal, and began to manufacture power looms for the small textile mills that had sprung up on the Mill River and other fast-moving New England streams in a resurgence of the textile industry. Three years later, with the loom market slackening, Joel, with his brother Josiah as partner, operated a “jobbing” machine shop and iron foundry where they made everyday objects and machines needed by locals, such as door locks, harness trimmings, and cast buttons. His reputation for thoroughness, ingenuity, and inventiveness brought businessman Samuel Williston to his door to ask him to perfect a machine for manufacturing covered buttons. With Williston’s money and Joel Hayden’s technical knowledge, they forged a business partnership that lasted twenty years and a friendship that lasted a lifetime.

As well as being an age of entrepreneurship, the early nineteenth century was an era of reform. Reformers, like Hayden, believed that society, however flawed it might be, could be changed by its citizens. Hayden’s first cause was temperance; he led the local temperance society in trying to banish alcohol in social settings. Next was abolition. When the tide of abolition swept across the north in the 1830s, Hayden was among the seventy-six founding members of the Old Hampshire Anti-Slavery Society in Northampton. With John Payson Williston, Samuel’s brother, he founded Northampton’s first abolitionist newspaper, the Hampshire Herald, the voice of the Liberty Party. The Herald captured the reform spirit of Northampton and included articles on education, temperance, and women’s rights. Hayden’s religious thinking grew more liberal as he aged. He funded Methodist, Congregational, and Catholic churches. Toward the end of his life he followed no single creed.

One could take in Haydenville in a glance. By 1870, it consisted of one hundred white-washed buildings, one and two stories in height, that lined two main streets stretching along both sides of the Mill River. The village was squeezed onto the narrow river plain that lay between green hills. At the downstream end of the village stood the four-story brick cotton mill with a store house, office, and two barns in the yard. His son Joel Jr. was part owner. The workers lived in the neighboring houses, some single-family and some multi-family. A nearby brick building housed the gas works. A hundred yards upstream, fifteen people worked in the three-story wooden tobacco company, managed by another son, Thomas. On the other side of the tobacco works’ mill pond, next to the railroad track, was a foundry, managed by another son William, which turned out steam heaters.

At the top of the village, across from Joel Hayden’s house, stood the brass works that made plumber’s supplies—faucets, pipes, and valves for city systems, bathroom fixtures for upper-class Americans, and water pumps for middle-class homes. The factory was frequently referred to as “the largest and most extensive of its kind in the country,” with markets in the United States, Cuba, and Canada. Even if the claim was based on local pride, it wasn’t far off. Its string of nine brick buildings stretched nearly six hundred feet, the length of two football fields. At one end stood the office building that held the company offices, the Haydenville Savings Bank, and the Masonic hall, all appointed with inlaid marble floors and mahogany and rosewood cabinetry. The buildings showed such elegant architectural details that if a visitor hadn’t seen the smokestack rising up from the back, he or she might have imagined this to be a block in an urban center.

Haydenville was considered a model mill village, and Hayden easily attracted workers. By 1860, the four-story brick cotton mill employed twenty-five men and sixty women who managed 4,000 spindles and one hundred looms on which they wove 20,000 yards of sheeting per week. Most were New Englanders from nearby farms, but before the Civil War, Irish immigrants added to the ranks, and after the war, French Canadians joined the workforce. No matter where they were born, women made half the wages of men who performed identical tasks. Workers went to their jobs six days per week at five in the morning and worked eleven or twelve hours with two half-hour breaks, one for breakfast and one at mid-day for dinner. The noise and vibration of the weaving room was fierce; weavers, mostly women, tended a half dozen looms and carefully avoided misfired shuttles or uncovered gears, pulleys, and drive belts, which connected their machinery to the overhead lineshaft turned by the waterwheel. A worker could be badly injured or killed by any of these exposed fast-moving parts if they brushed their body or clothing against them. They strained their eyesight as they tied up broken ends of warp yarn in dim light. In the weaving rooms, children as young as ten kept looms supplied with bobbins and performed other menial tasks.

For the brass works, Hayden recruited skilled metal workers from Ireland. They were among the highest paid workers in the valley and many bought their own homes, while others rented one-story cottages that Hayden had erected around the village in clusters, forming neighborhoods of skilled workers. By 1860, one hundred employees produced goods valued at $90,000, which were sold from a warehouse and showroom in New York City. Workers cast brass parts singly. In wooden pattern molds, they made a wax cast of the item. They buried the wax cast in sand and poured in molten brass, an alloy of copper and zinc and other metals. The wax vaporized as the brass took its place in the sand. When the item cooled, a worker removed it. A brass finisher ground, bored, threaded, polished, and assembled the pieces. Some of the factory’s mechanics were so capable that they received patents for their inventions.

The year after Hayden began manufacturing brass works, in 1852, Isabella Weir Hayden, his wife of twenty-nine years, died at age fifty-two; the youngest of their ten children was ten years old (three others had died before age four). By then Hayden was a very wealthy man. That year, he was listed in The Rich Men of Massachusetts, a small book published to be an inspiration to young men and as an inducement to the rich to be generous with their money. That year Hayden had $150,000, accumulated during the past eighteen years. Hayden’s entry read: “Began poor…A very public-spirited and benevolent man. Gives much to poor people. A man of whom a town might well say, ‘Wish we had more such.’ ”

 

Above Haydenville, the village of Williamsburg, a hamlet at the center of the town of Williamsburg, consisted of several streets lined with boxy white houses that wound back and forth across the Mill River as they circled a gristmill, two sawmills, a tannery, woolen mill, and two button mills. The din of creaking waterwheels and the thumping and grinding of machinery provided a relentless background beat to the comings and goings of villagers visiting the grocer, butcher, shoemaker, wheelwright, harness maker, or tailor. An ever-present gathering of men could be found outside the mills, exchanging news as they watched water spill off the turning wheels.

The cluster of buildings around the confluence of the East and West Branches had been the center of village life only since the 1830s. Before that, farmers had settled on Williamsburg’s hills, away from the alder-covered swamp that bordered the river and out of reach of its annual floods. As mills started using the river, houses and shops soon sprang up nearby. Bogs were drained and a river wall was built to confine and channel the water. By 1832, the new village of Williamsburg was firmly established when Joel Hayden erected a Methodist church there (previously services had been held in his button mill). Four years later, when it was time to replace the Williamsburg Congregational church, the new one was built in the riverside village. It was no accident that mills resembled nearby churches—both were the same general size and shape and were topped with a cupola and bell. The mills’ design was intended to provide a civic presence and to equate capitalism with Protestantism: working hard and making money were reflections of a healthy spiritual life and of a strong community.

Two men who would become shareholders of the Williamsburg Reservoir Company lived in Williamsburg. The first was Onslow Spelman, who owned a large new house in the fashionable Second Empire style in the center of the village. Born in Granville, Massachusetts, he had been a farm laborer and a broom maker before he came to Haydenville to work as a Hayden factory employee and then as a clerk in Joel and Josiah Hayden’s store. Afterward, he managed a local button factory and soon purchased a share of the business. By 1860, Spelman had a small shop in which four men and fifteen women produced $8,000 worth of suspender buttons and button molds. His factory was located above the confluence of the Mill River and depended solely on the East Branch for power. A nervous but likable fellow, Spelman was eager to help in the process of constructing the reservoir.

The second was Lewis Bodman, a woolen-mill owner, who lived in a large white house across the street from Spelman. Like Hayden, Bodman was a Williamsburg son from one of the oldest and most respected families. Twelve years younger than Hayden, he was tall and erect, with shaggy eyebrows shadowing vivid blue eyes and a prominent hooked nose. He was known for being honest, direct, reliable, and approachable. Bodman got his start as a postmaster and store manager who distributed long strips of palm leaves to local families for braiding and assembling into broad-brimmed straw hats worn by farmers. With the capital he earned, he bought a woolen mill at the bottom of the village. By the 1860s, in a factory heated with wood stoves and lighted with oil lamps, three dozen men and women spun wool yarn that they wove through sturdy cotton warps, tough enough to withstand the rough motion of the power looms, into an inexpensive fabric called satinet. Some of the workers occupied the five houses that Bodman owned, while others lived in the village with their own families, or boarded with another.
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At the other end of the village, Mary Hill lived in a house near the Hill family button mill on the West Branch. Like most of the 80 percent of Williamsburg women who didn’t work in a factory, Mary Hill kept house for a husband and child and managed a network of other relationships. She described in her diary how her life revolved around home, her parents’ farm, temperance meetings, and the Williamsburg Congregational Church. Every spring she cleaned the house from top to bottom, even tacking netting over the pantry windows to keep out flies. In between chores, she exchanged favors and acts of kindness with other women—a cake sent over to a neighbor on the best hand-painted plate, for instance, and returned with another treat. When Mary passed time with visits by friends, such as her childhood companion Emma Wood, they brought sewing and watched the children together, laughing when Emma’s baby crawled away into the potato bin. For more formal calls from women of stature, like Mrs. Henry James, whose husband had purchased Lewis Bodman’s mill in 1868, or Mrs. Joel Hayden Jr., Mary served tea in the sitting room. Sitting and talking bored industrious Mary, who hated idle moments, and she complained that her callers “talked too long” and “hindered my work greatly.” Mary rarely missed church, except for the time she and her husband had traveled to Saratoga Springs, New York, and sent their trunks after them. But the trunks returned late and without their best clothes to wear, they stayed home. Williamsburg was a small town, but its members still observed Victorian protocol.

 

From the woolen mill at the bottom of the village of Williamsburg, the Mill River bent southeasterly and gathered water from two brooks before it entered Skinnerville, a half-mile-long strip of thirty-five buildings strungalong a single street parallel to the river’s east bank. In 1844, nineteen-year-old William Skinner left his father’s London silk mill, where he had trained as a dyer, for a Northampton dye works and silk mill. A decade later, he began manufacturing upstream on the Mill River, replacing the old mill in 1857. Skinner was taller than other men, with a broad frame, snow-white hair, and rosy cheeks. He was known for being impeccably dressed, favoring embroidered English silk vests. By 1860 he was employing forty or fifty workers making sewing silks. He would become a shareholder of the Williamsburg Reservoir Company.

Skinner’s children grew up in the Mill Valley, where young adults and teenagers took great advantage of the wide range of community activities, which allowed them the freedom to play, flirt, and court out of the watchful eyes of parents. No one knew the young people’s social scene better than Skinner’s son, William Cobbett Skinner, called Will, who divulged his goings-on to his diary in 1874 when he was sixteen years old, providing a portrait of valley life.

Each Saturday afternoon after classes let out at Williston Seminary, a boarding school for boys founded in Easthampton by button manufacturer Samuel Williston, Will Skinner took the train home to the Williamsburg depot, walking a few hundred yards down to his house and up the long circular driveway that set it back from the river road. It was the largest, most expensive house in Williamsburg and looked like a grand hotel among cabins. Its bulky three-story frame dwarfed the surrounding one-and two-story farmhouses, and its curved mansard roof contrasted sharply with the straight pitched roofs of the neighbors’ homes. The house, which was built in 1868, was home to the large Skinner family: Will’s father; his mother, Sarah Allen Skinner, a native of Northampton; his half sisters Nina and Nellie from his father’s first wife, who died young; and his four younger siblings. In 1874, Libby was fifteen, Joey twelve, Belle eight, and Kate was a baby.

Skinnerville, Haydenville, and Williamsburg were Will’s world of fun: “Nothing happens of any account. Except on Saturday and Sunday.” As soon as he arrived home he walked or rode horseback down to the Haydenville brass shop to find his best friend and neighbor, eighteen-year-old Dick Hills, who worked there along with his father. Dick and Will walked or rode between the villages “looking for anyone of any account.” They attended church services, Sunday school, benefit concerts, dramatic readings, card parties, skating on the brass works mill pond—anyplace they might see other young people. Will attended the Williamsburg Dramatic Club reading, which raised forty dollars for the church’s new piano, and the Haydenville high school evening of music and readings, the profits of which enabled them to buy a set of encyclopedias. He took Ida Simpson, the niece of Henry James, to a Christmas supper in Haydenville and signed her autograph book. Lewis Bodman’s daughter, Minnie, came by Will’s house in her father’s carriage to look for Dick Hills; since he wasn’t there, Will was happy to chat with her instead. Another evening, Will’s older sister Nina gave a sleigh-ride party in which twelve young people piled into a box sled filled with straw and set up on sleigh runners. They rode into Northampton, the Skinner’s servant holding the reins. Will confided that “Dick and I had a good time. We had a bottle of hard cider.”
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Having just passed childhood himself, Will fretted over deaths of children. He recorded the death of Henry James’s six-year-old daughter Bertha and mourned on the shared birthdays of his two little sisters who had died years earlier. “Today is May & Louise birthday. May would have been 6 and Louise 2 years old.” He mentioned his sister Belle’s measles.

Most of Will’s social life centered around Haydenville Church, where he and Dick socialized with the other children of Williamsburg’s upper crust: the sons and daughters of well-to-do farmers, mill owners, and skilled brass-factory workers and managers. One week Will and his “fellows” rocked their seat so hard that an old woman sitting on the end of the bench jumped up and had to “hold on for dear life.” Another week Will “had a pair of eyeglasses which I put on in church. Made a fool as usual of myself.” In church, Will struck a deal with his pal Nat Luce, whose father was a brass-mill superintendent, that if Nat went home with Gerty Hayden, Joel Hayden Sr.’s niece, then Will would write to Mattie Dickinson, a relative of a farm family. Will had been smitten since he met Mattie at his sister’s sleigh party. Several weeks later Will wrote: “In the eve after church I and Luce took Mattie Dickinson and Gerty Hayden to walk.” The next week he escorted Mattie to a card party given by the daughter of Williamsburg farmer and politician Hiram Nash.

One Sunday evening at the Haydenville Church service, weeks after he had been escorting Mattie around town, Will and “a few of us boys” sat in the Skinner children’s pew while “some boardinghouse girls” occupied the other Skinner family seat. The mill owner was responsible for protecting the moral standards of his workers, and Skinner probably paid an annual fee for the girls’ pew as many mill owners did, placing it next to his own so that the mill girls could worship like members of his own family. Their reputations as churchgoers reflected well on him and his village, assuring New England farm parents that it was respectable to allow their unmarried daughters to live and work in Skinnerville. Will reached over his pew and “got hold of one of their hands” and “kept it until church was over.”

The mill girl didn’t withdraw her hand, though she may have wanted to. She may have feared showing disrespect to the Skinner family by calling attention to Will’s antics, or maybe she thought it would jeopardize her job. Or, perhaps she was flattered by the attention of the fun-loving, educated son of the mill owner and played along to give herself something to whisper with her friends about, delighting in the improbability of their association. It was an out-of-bounds act on Will’s part, but it wasn’t scandalous. Their world was divided by wealth and opportunity, and they both knew it. The code permitted Will to tease a mill girl but not to marry one.

The young women who worked at the silk mill were on average in their late teens and early twenties, mostly from other New England towns, although some were Irish, a few French Canadian. Most of the mill girls came and worked a few months or years before returning home to marry; they weren’t there to make a new life in the community. Many said that it was the happiest times of their life, a time of great independence and a rare chance to spend long days with their peers. They could not have shared such camaraderie if they had stayed on the farm or had taken a job as a domestic servant or a seamstress, other typical occupations for unmarried women. While the factory offered long, tedious, sometimes dangerous work, it was also a social institution.

If Will’s parents had found out that he had spent a church service teasing a mill girl, they would likely have scolded him as they did regularly for his wild behavior at school. Will’s father and mother worried about their son’s future. This was his last year at Williston Seminary and he was barely passing. He was so bored with school he wrote on January 1, 1874, that “this year will probably bring my career at Williston to a close and, oh, how glad am I.” When Will asked his mother what she wanted for her birthday, she replied that “the best present she could get would be a good report.” He had already been caught out of his room without permission four times, was nearly failing Greek, Latin, and geometry, and was in danger of not getting a diploma. If his father had expected him to attend Amherst or Yale after graduation and had entertained thoughts about Will entering the business, then he knew that Will had a great deal of maturing to do.

For all his capers, Will was a keen observer of his father’s business world. He noted that his father traveled to the silk manufacturing center in Paterson, New Jersey, to confer with others in the silk business and that his future brother-in-law Fred Warner, at age twenty-five, went to work for Will’s father in New York. He mentioned that a son of brass works superintendent Samuel Wentworth told him there had been a brief strike at the brass works. But Will never mentioned the river or the reservoir dams. He didn’t write about his father’s mill dam, turbines, canal, or the fierce sound of the machinery and the steam engine that supplemented water power when the river was low. For people in the valley, these were the everyday sights and sounds of the landscape.

 

Three miles below Skinnerville lay Leeds, the small village in the northern corner of Northampton. First called Shepherd’s Hollow, then named Leeds after Leeds, England, the postmaster’s home town, the village boasted the first ivory nut button shop in the country. It was founded in 1858 by Alfred Critchlow, who would become a shareholder of the Williamsburg Reservoir Company. Josiah Hayden, Joel Sr.’s brother, had induced Critchlow to emigrate from England in 1843, with a button-turning lathe so that he could begin manufacturing horn buttons (actually made of animal hooves) in Haydenville, but soon Critchlow went out on his own. An unschooled “practical chemist,” he invented a chemical composition of shellac, wood fiber, and lampblack. An early form of plastic, “Florence compound” could be molded and dyed to fashion buttons, daguerreotype cases, and hairbrush handles. He made a success of the business by running the machinery night and day when the water was high, sometimes sleeping in the mill where he could be available to attend to any emergency. After he sold that business, he turned to making vegetable ivory buttons in Leeds.

Critchlow was not as interested as Hayden in community social activities or in building churches. As a result, Leeds had the reputation for being less inviting, and a little dirtier, than the other mill villages along the river. The road down the middle of the village was a dusty or muddy path, depending upon the season, lined with houses whose front doors opened on to the street. There were no sidewalks, fences, or granite horse-mounting blocks as there were in Haydenville and Williamsburg. But Critchlow shared with Hayden the belief that all men were born equal and free, and so participated in abolition activities in Florence. His abhorrence of monarchical government was one of the reasons he left England.

Critchlow’s old wooden colonial house overlooked the tiny village from the river’s east bank. A set of wooden steps built into the hillside took him to the depot and the railroad tracks. If he walked along the railroad tracks a couple of hundred yards and down another steep flight of wooden stairs he would enter the rear of the button factory. Workers would look up when they saw this very short man with a trim gray beard walk in. In 1864, he was fifty years old.

Critchlow imported several hundred tons of a particular species of palm nut from Panama and South America. The fruit of the palm, about the size of a man’s head, contained leathery pouches that held triangular-shaped nuts almost the size of a hen’s egg. Inside the nut was the ivorylike kernel used for buttons. In the boiler house, roaring fires produced steam heat, which shrank the hard shell so that the kernel could be easily removed. In the brick mill, which took its power from the river, men wielded small circular saws to cut slices off the kernel’s exterior. They tossed away the insides or burned them for fuel. Other skilled men turned the slices on lathes, shaping them into round buttons, which they sent to the dye house.

In the dye house, workers dunked the buttons in huge vats—some in white to brighten their natural color and others in darker colors. Dyers sent some colored buttons back to lathe operators who removed a stripe of color to reveal a decorative band or two of natural white “ivory.” Some buttons made many trips between the lathe operators and dyers, who colored each newly added white strip a progressively lighter shade until the buttons achieved a variegated effect.

Once dyed, polished, and drilled for sewing, someone brought the finished buttons from the brick mill to the smaller wooden building where they were prepared for shipping. On the second floor, young women with the job of “looking over” sorted them by quality and color. Female sewers, or carders, applied two dozen to a card and packers placed one gross in each box. Packers wrapped five one-gross boxes in a carton to be sent to the sales room in New York. The factory could complete fifteen thousand gross a day, or 216,000 buttons, ranging in size from tiny buttons for baby clothes to large coat buttons two inches in diameter. They met a ready market in an expanding nation interested in fashionable garments and in need of buttons to fasten them.

Next door to Critchlow lived Lucius Dimock, who managed the Leeds mill of the Nonotuck Silk Company at the top of the village. Dimock came to Northampton from Connecticut in the early 1850s to work at the Nonotuck Silk Company at its headquarters in Florence. Silk was all the rage in nineteenth-century America. After 1865, so much silk was produced in the United States that most middle-class women owned one silk dress, while upper-class women, like the Skinners and the Haydens, might have worn silk dresses every day and dressed their daughters in silk. A factory girl might be able to afford silk ribbons for a bonnet or a silk dress for the centerpiece of her trousseau. Dimock rose steadily through the ranks until he became manager of the Leeds factory. At thirty-eight in 1864, he was known for his mechanical skills and knowledge of waterpower. As a member of the reservoir company, he would be heavily relied upon in the construction of the dam. When the reservoir company met, they usually gathered at Critchlow’s factory offices, the midpoint along the river.
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The river left Leeds with a long, noisy rush over Cook’s dam, and then through a gorge that opened out on to the broad, flat stretch of Leeds and Florence meadows. Florence, a community of sixteen hundred, spread from the riverside factories up a gentle rise to the village center.

 

Florence was known for three things: silk, abolitionism, and free thought—interests shared by several of Florence’s business leaders. Two of them—Samuel L. Hill and Alfred T. Lilly—would become members of the reservoir company. Samuel Hill was president of the Nonotuck Silk Company, one of the largest silk companies in the country, and Alfred Lilly superintended the Florence mill and served as treasurer of the corporation.

A carpenter by training, Samuel Hill came to Northampton in 1841 at the age of thirty-five as a founding member of a utopian community, formally named the Northampton Association of Education and Industry, but locally referred to simply as the Community. Appalled by the social and economic inequities resulting from industrialization, the founders of the Community believed in goods shared in common, wages paid according to need, complete religious tolerance, the right of individuals to express their thoughts, a shorter working day (eleven hours instead of the customary twelve), and equal rights regardless of sex, race, disability, and religion. Several former slaves, including Sojourner Truth, lived as Community members. Peddlers and abolitionists sold the Community’s silk thread all over New England as an alternative to slave-tainted cotton. When the Community dissolved in economic disarray in 1846, Hill agreed to assume all Community debts if he could carry on the silk business under his own rules, which were the customary work patterns of the day. He abandoned the shorter working day, paid wages according to work performed, and set unequal pay scales for men and women. Prudence, not reform, guided his business interests.

Under Hill, the company flourished. The silk machine twist thread invented there in the early 1850s was the first on the market compatible with sewing machines, and was heavily promoted by the newly formed Singer Sewing Machine Company. Hill rode the silk boom to prosperity, expanding the company’s products to include spool silk, crochet, embroidery, knitting, and lace thread, rope sashes, and buttonhole twist. The company imported raw silk from Asia and traded its finished products through Boston and New York, under the brand names Nonotuck and later Corticelli. Sewing silk was sold in envelopes on which was printed “Giovanni Lapamo Monticelli, a Firenze” a fanciful Italian translation of “Samuel Lapham Hill of Florence” (the village was named for Florence, Italy). The silk was thought to have more marketable value if buyers thought it was Italian. In 1860, the Nonotuck Company operated both the Florence and Leeds mills with $65,000 worth of capital, forty-six male workers, and ninety females.

Alfred T. Lilly joined the Nonotuck Company in 1853 in the early growth period, having been a silk mill superintendent in Connecticut. Strictly temperate, Lilly used neither tobacco nor alcohol and often counseled young men on their habits. When he advised one young man to give up tobacco, the youth replied that it was an addiction he couldn’t stop. Lilly lectured him, “Then if I were in your situation, I would go out and hang myself; if I had come to the condition that I could not control my own conduct I would put an end to my life.” He was an atheist, a farmer known for high hay yields, and a drummer who established a youth drum corps.

Hill was seven years older, but Lilly and Hill looked alike as they aged. In a late 1860s photograph of the board of directors of the silk company, they are seated next to each other, both slender of medium stature, with long serious, thin faces, pale eyes, thinning gray hair, and moustaches so long they blend with full gray beards. Lilly and Hill thought alike on moral issues and supported many of the same causes, including the evening school for those who worked in the mills. In the corner of Hill’s office, below a bookshelf stacked with reform-minded periodicals, pamphlets, and papers, was a sign that read, “For free distribution; help yourself.” He encouraged female employees to save money, invested it for them, and paid interest. When a man saved five hundred dollars toward the price of a home lot, Hill loaned him money toward building a house worth from two to three thousand dollars. His policy created a neat village of white cottages, each on its own fenced plot, inhabited by factory-loyal homeowners firmly rooted in the community.

Hill and Lilly were passionate abolitionists. Hill was reputed to have participated in Underground Railroad activities in Florence, as was Alfred Critchlow in Leeds. Lilly’s strong, unbending opinions and no-rest-until-victory policies irritated many of his neighbors. Hill and Lilly were equally intense about free thought and free speech. Some members of the defunct Community remained in Florence and formed in 1863 the Free Congregational Society of Florence “for the promotion of general intelligence, good morals, and liberal religious sentiment.” That same year, when the town of Northampton voted to give Florence a sum of $2,000 to build a schoolhouse, Hill thought the amount insufficient and received permission to do what he thought best with the money. On his own lot he built a school and added rooms for the Free Congregational Society on the second floor, including a hall that could hold 600 persons—at a cost to him of $30,000. In addition to nondenominational worship, frequent visiting speakers were Elizabeth Cady Stanton, William Lloyd Garrison, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Lucy Stone. Each Sunday, the Society held a morning and evening service and in the afternoon the Catholic mill hands used it for a service for their children.

In 1864 at the Christmas party in the newly completed hall, Hill found out how grateful his community was. As a surprise, his workers took up a collection and bought him a sleigh worth $800, which they secretly hoisted up to the second-floor vestibule so that it would be visible from the hall when the doors were open. After Hill had distributed the gifts to his workers and while the Christmas tree was still candlelit, Charles Burleigh, the resident speaker of the Free Congregational Society, stepped up and spoke on behalf of the workers about a good, kind, and true friend that they wanted to honor. Hill, who thought he knew everything about the Christmas festivities, drew forward filled with curiosity about who the recipient might be, but when he realized they were talking about him he shrank back, eyes welling with tears. When Burleigh was finished, the doors to the vestibule were thrown open to reveal the sleigh as three cheers were raised for Hill. Once he composed himself, he handed a paper to Mr. Burleigh, who leaped upon one of the benches to read it by gaslit chandelier. It was a deed from Hill to the town of Florence for the building they were assembled in and a pledge of $1,000 per year for its upkeep. Six men carried the sleigh on their shoulders to Hill’s house. That year his taxable income was $12,463, while the average silk worker made a little over $200.

Another Florence man, John Payson Williston, an old friend of Joel Hayden Sr., became a shareholder in the reservoir company. He invented Payson’s indelible ink and became its largest manufacturer. In 1865, he earned $51,633, making him the third wealthiest person in Hampshire County that year. Soon after, he pledged to donate all but $500 each year for ten years to charity, but later changed his pledge to ten percent of his annual income. In addition to his abolition activities with Hayden, he helped settle former slaves in Florence; about 3 percent of the village’s population was African-American. When the Community broke up, he and Joel Hayden purchased the silk mill on the Community’s property and outfitted it as a cotton factory where they turned slave-grown cotton into cloth.

 

Below Florence, the river rushed past Bay State Village, where William Clement, a practical mechanic from Shelburne Falls, Massachusetts, owned the Bay State Hardware Company, a hoe and rake factory, which sold most of its planter’s hoes to Southern cotton growers for use by slaves. He received a patent for a screw-socket hoe in which screw threads were cut into the metal hoe and the wooden handle so that they wouldn’t come apart. During the Civil War, the factory was retooled to manufacture gun barrels, ramrods, and bayonets, which were shipped to Springfield Armory. Clement was a private man, known for his business acumen and his technical abilities. He would become one of the prime movers in building the Williamsburg dam.

Paper Mill Village was the last factory village on the river. There, William Clark Jr. superintended his father’s paper mill, where twenty-five men and seventy-five women produced two hundred tons of writing paper a year. The Clark family ran a large boardinghouse and store, which they supplied with meat from the cattle, hogs, and chickens raised on their nearby farms. Like Clement, Clark would become a driving force in constructing the Williamsburg dam.

On its way to the Connecticut the Mill River skirted Northampton’s commercial center and the county seat, where shops covering eight square blocks sold everything from window sashes and blinds to crockery, clothing, and wallets. Northampton had been a trade and market center since its founding in 1654. By 1870, one could visit a hotel and saloon, restaurants with waiters and waitresses, and offices of professionals such as an architect, lawyer, civil engineer, insurance agent, and photographer. One quarter of the population was foreign-born, mostly Irish, and French Canadian, with many Germans and English. Northampton attracted artists, writers, and freethinkers throughout the nineteenth century, such as Thomas Cole, Sylvester Graham, and Lydia Maria Child. Jenny Lind, who spent a three-month honeymoon there in 1852, dubbed Northampton “the Paradise of America.”

 

Joel Hayden knew every inch of the Mill Valley and all its manufacturers as well as he knew Boston and state politics. Since the mid-1850s, the Republican party had monopolized Northampton and the state. By the Civil War, besides a Republican governor, Massachusetts had two Republican senators, Charles Sumner and Henry Wilson, who were among the Senate leaders. Abraham Lincoln had easily carried the state. Massachusetts Republicans were closely allied with the economic elite—manufacturers, professionals, clergymen, teachers at Harvard—those who were comfortable, responsible, and high-minded. Hayden fit right in. As lieutenant governor, besides standing ready to fill the governor’s seat if he left office, his only official duty was to serve as a nonvoting member on the governor’s council and as council president in the governor’s absence. Hayden’s record was one of quiet diplomacy and strong convictions, especially on the issues of slavery. Although politically astute and extremely tactful, he was soft-spoken and not a good orator; if he had been, he might have been governor himself. Just before he took office, in 1862, Joel married for a third time (his second wife, Lydia Graves, had died in 1859) to Anna Elizabeth Hall, age thirty-seven to his sixty-four. Six years later, they had a daughter together. Little Eliza was forty-four years younger than her father’s oldest child.

In the middle of his second term as lieutenant governor, in 1864, Hayden would like to have supervised the design and building of the Williamsburg dam, as he had done with the Goshen dam in 1852, but he was in Boston frequently and would have to settle for siting it and looking over the shoulders of those more involved. On a July day in 1864, he determined that the new dam would start on the west side of High Ridge and extend across the ravine to the next hill. He drove stakes into the ground and piled rocks around them to mark both ends of the embankment. The reservoir would cover one hundred acres. His job done, Hayden rode home. If villagers saw him, they might have wondered what he was up to; if they had asked, he would have told them. Governor Hayden, as they called him, was approachable with a warm smile, extremely courteous and at ease talking with people at all levels of society. The villagers had always gone along with his plans to develop manufacturing and waterpower in the valley and they would have approved of the new “resevoy” as they pronounced it. They felt, like most Americans, a complacent satisfaction that factories were good; their owners accumulated wealth, which, in some measure, was shared with all. Reservoirs were part of the chain of progress.









Chapter 2

Building the


Williamsburg Dam




AFTER Hayden staked the location of the dam, in midsummer 1864, Onslow Spelman, the good-natured Williamsburg button manufacturer who years earlier had become accustomed to working under Hayden’s direction as his store clerk, began escorting small groups of Mill Valley manufacturers to the reservoir site. With two or three men at his side, Spelman likely walked along the river and pointed out Hayden’s stakes, which marked the ends of the dam on slopes that rose up on either side of the river. The manufacturers agreed that this was an ideal spot for the new reservoir and that they should apply to the Massachusetts Legislature for a charter to incorporate themselves as the Williamsburg Reservoir Company to raise the money to build the dam. They estimated that they needed $30,000 in capital to be divided into shares purchased among themselves. Since it would be months before they received the charter, the group urged Spelman, in the meantime, to acquire the necessary land from the farmers who owned it; the reservoir company would reimburse him once it was officially formed.

At the beginning of August, for $1,500, Spelman secured an easement from Simeon Bartlett for the right to erect a permanent dam and reservoir on his farm and to take stone, earth, and gravel to build it. The easement document shows that Bartlett coaxed several concessions from the reservoir company to enable him to farm around the dam and reservoir. He required access roads on both sides of the dam leading to a sixteen-foot-wide road across the dam’s crest with good railings on both sides so he could drive cattle and wagons across it to his pastures and woodlots on the east side. He compelled the company to build a stone wall along the north line of his property, in what would become the reservoir bed, so that when the water was drawn down, his cattle could not walk across the dry reservoir bed and damage other people’s property. Finally, Bartlett required gates and bars along the county road to the dam to be kept in good repair.

Bartlett added one more condition: that the dam and reservoir be located at such a place and height as a competent engineer considered safe. In an era when engineers weren’t licensed, and most were trained on the job, “competent engineer” was the usual designation for someone knowledgeable of engineering practices. Whether he trusted Hayden’s judgment on the dam’s location or not, he required that an engineer check it.

Later that month, Spelman bought adjoining acreage for the reservoir—thirteen acres for $400 from farmer Obed Hemenway and a tract worth $1,400 from Alonzo Pomeroy. Hemenway retained his fences and stone walls to contain his livestock when the reservoir was drawn down. Besides his crops and wood, Pomeroy reserved the right to dig and cart away muck and earth from what would become the silted-in reservoir bottom to fertilize his crops.

That fall, still unincorporated, the manufacturers moved ahead to satisfy Bartlett’s stipulation that an engineer determine the size and location of the dam. It was probably at Hayden’s suggestion that Spelman contacted the civil engineering firm of A. D. Briggs and Company in Springfield; Albert Dwight Briggs, the principal in the firm, was Hayden’s friend, a well-known engineer who had constructed the railroad bridge across the Connecticut River at Springfield. Spelman brought two of Briggs’s associates, engineers John R. Smith and George Raymond, to survey the reservoir site. The engineers first tackled the question of how high the dam should be. They calculated that a 32-foot-high dam would create a 93-acre reservoir with a capacity of 332 million gallons, while a 40-foot-high dam would flood 104 acres and hold nearly 600 million gallons, 80 percent more. “True economy,” Smith and Raymond advised, seemed to “point to the erection of a dam not less than forty feet in height.” Next, the engineers took up the question of exact location of the dam. They evaluated two sites in the vicinity of Hayden’s stakes, and recommended one over the other because it would require a smaller dam made of less material.
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