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courtesy of the Osher Map Library and Smith Center for Carto-
graphic Education, University of Southern Maine.
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Forgotten Textile Mills of

North Kingstown, Rhode Island
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AS YOU DRIVE AROUND North Kingstown, Rhode
Island, you still come across some of the mills that
were once part of its vibrant nineteenth-century textile
industry. Local place names remind us of former mill
towns, such as Belleville, Davisville, Hamilton, and
Lafayette. The industry is no longer, and the buildings
that survive have been turned into apartments, offices,
or artists’ studios.! In some cases, the only reminders
are the former millponds or the ruins of mill buildings.
This essay starts with the remnants of two of these
mills once owned and operated by brothers Joseph
C. Sanford and Ezbon Sanford. The mills can give an
insight into the role the textile industry played in the
brothers’ lives and that of their neighbors during the
nineteenth century and how we can uncover these oft-
forgotten histories. Placing the mills within the context
of the other nineteenth-century textile mills in North
Kingstown, and Rhode Island as a whole, allows us
not only to gauge their success and commitment to the
industry but also to draw attention to the duplicitous
nature of the textile industry in nineteenth-century
Rhode Island. It was Northern industry that for a long
time thrived by producing textiles to clothe enslaved
people in the South. Whereas the Sanford brothers did
not rise to the fame of, for instance, the members of
the Hazard family in neighboring South Kingstown, a
historical narrative that understands that these phe-
nomena occurred at multiple levels in society can be
reconstructed around these men.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Joseph
Congdon Sanford (1788-1856) and his younger brother
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Ezbon (alternatively spelled Esbon) Sanford Jr. (1798-
1864) of North Kingstown, Washington County, Rhode
Island, were drawn into the emerging textile industry
like numerous others in Rhode Island. The scarcity of
information can make it hard to paint a clear picture at
times, but this study shows that this was about more
than the traditional monuments of history, such as the
Slater Mill in Pawtucket, Rhode Island. The textile
industry dominated Rhode Island’s economic life from
1790 to the early 1950s.2 The mills the Sanford brothers
bought, built, leased, and sold; the variety of technol-
ogies they adopted; and how they moved beyond their
business lives to take on civic and political roles in
their communities highlight the complex nature of this
part of the Industrial Revolution in the United States.

Milling long played a pivotal role in Rhode Island’s
economy. During the seventeenth and much of the
eighteenth centuries, commercial agriculture and mar-
itime trade drove the state’s economy. However, water-
powered sawmills and gristmills and the wind-powered
grain mills that processed the raw materials were
what created the building materials and produced the
export goods that these industries relied upon. Samuel
Slater built the nation’s first commercially successful,
water-powered cotton-spinning machinery in 1790 in
Pawtucket, using innovative technology developed in
Britain.? His success inspired other entrepreneurs to
copy his model and open similar mills, thereby trans-
forming industrial life in Rhode Island and across the
United States.

Despite Slater’s introduction of a more efficient
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means of carding and spinning cotton in 1790, only
twenty-five spinning mills were erected in Rhode Island
between 1790 and 1809.* A labor shortage and the slow
rate of population growth initially held the industry
back. However, the construction of textile mills saw
arapid increase after 1810. Between 1810 and 1815,
approximately seventy-five new cotton mills were built
in Rhode Island® The introduction of the power loom
in 1817 stabilized the industry, and by 1831, there were
119 cotton mills in the state, employing 8,595 workers.®
Initial production was located in the northern part of
the state, in the Blackstone and Pawtucket River Val-
leys, but it gradually spread south reaching Washing-
ton County and North and South Kingstown. For their
workforce, Rhode Island textile mills relied on family
and child labor as Slater had, unlike the much larger
and better-organized textile mills in Massachusetts.”
Transportation improvements also assisted the growth
of the textile industry. Turnpikes and steamship lines
allowed for the easier supply of raw materials and the
distribution of finished products. The growth of the
textile industry continued to go hand in hand with the
development of textile machinery and modes of trans-
portation.® The introduction of the railroad to Rhode
Island in 1835 meant an increase of shipments between
Boston and New York made over land instead of water.
However, the coastal trade with the South remained
important to those involved in the textile industry in
Rhode Island. By 1849, only 7 percent of total expen-
ditures of transportation was made up of railway
revenues, and by 1852, the tonnage of rail freight trans-
portation was less than 20 percent of that carried on

canals and in the coastal trade?
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Cotton was an important source of raw material for
the textile industry. However, improvements in tech-
nology dealing with wool and an increase in sheep
farms in Rhode Island raised the status of the woolen
industry. Other contributing factors that stimu-
lated the woolen industry in the Northeast were the
Embargo Act of 1807, the War of 1812, and the tariff
legislation of 1816 and 1824.° With the decrease in
the supply of cotton due to the Civil War, wool gained
an even more prominent position. By the early 1830s,
North and South Kingstown had become the centers of
woolen production in Rhode Island. This later shifted
north and northwest to places such as Burrillville and
Olneyville."

The research makes it clear that owning a textile
mill in the nineteenth century was not necessarily rare,
a lifelong vocation, or even a family tradition that was
passed on from one generation to the next. For some,
owning a mill was part of a broader investment strat-
egy, a means to diversify but not to identify oneself
solely as a “manufacturer,” a term used to describe
textile mill owners in the nineteenth-century federal
census records. Mill sites could be home to a variety of
mills that could be operated during different seasons
depending on the supply of raw materials.'? The textile
mills were one of several sources of income, at times to
be managed and at other times to be leased to others
or sold.

The built environment associated with this
industry—the mills and the mill villages—remains a
visual reminder of its importance to local economies.
This exists not only at the large scale, as seen in the
Blackstone River Valley north of Providence, but also

at smaller scales across Rhode Island and the North-
east. Mills that survived often have been reappropri-
ated as apartments, artists’ studios, or office spaces.
In some cases, however, there are few tangible remind-
ers, most often a millpond, the fragments of a raceway,
or the ruins of a mill building. The remnants of two
mills on the Annaquatucket River in North Kingstown
provide an example of this. No historic markers tell us
who built and owned the two mills. Research reveals
that they were once owned by Joseph C. and Ezbon
Sanford. The only part to survive from Joseph C.’s
mill, at one point known as the Narragansett Mill, is a
stone, arched culvert, which was part of the raceway
that channeled the Annaquatucket River underneath
the Post Road leading up to Providence and Boston.
Only the ruins of Ezbon’s mill, also located on the
Annaquatucket River, about a mile downstream from
Joseph C.’s mill, remain visible in the winter, on Feath-
erbed Lane. It was known as the Annaquatucket Mill.
Here we can see the foundations of the mill itself and
the ruins of the cotton and waste house.

A starting point to learn more about mill history can
be the parcels associated with the mill sites. Deeds
allow us to trace the ownership of a property. They
predominantly record the size and location of a par-
cel and the transfer from one owner (the grantor) to
the next (the grantee). Starting with the present own-
ers allows us to work our way back. In some cases,
deeds do mention buildings or other features. Whereas
deed traces can be vexing and at times incomplete,
we can discover that Joseph C. purchased an approx-
imately 121-acre tract from Jesse Gardner for $2,950
in 1818.%® The deed mentioned the Post Road and the
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Annaquatucket River as well as the owners of the sur-
rounding parcels and that there was a dwelling house
and “other buildings” on the property. This would
become the site of the Narragansett Mill. Around
1831/2 Joseph C. and Ezbon joined forces to buy a 100-
acre parcel directly to the south of Joseph C.’s land on
the Annaquatucket River that used to belong to Nich-
olas C. Northup, and this would become the site of the
Annaquatucket Mill.**

Despite the lack of physical evidence, and at times
scarcity of other information, these mill sites can pro-
vide an insight into the industry and the lives and
business practices of Joseph C. and Ezbon, and mill
owners like them, at that place and in that time frame.
No commemorative plaques or biographies provide us
with all the answers. The names found in deeds allow
us to look for the landowners in the census records,
historic newspapers, books on local history, and other
archival records. These historic records can tell us
when and where they were born, what their families
were like, and how they identified themselves.'® They
make it possible to reconstruct parts of their lives and
the history of the mills and to contribute to the histor-
ical narrative of not only North Kingstown but also of
Rhode Island and the United States.

Joseph C. and Ezbon were two of thirteen children
born of Ezbon Sanford, Sr. (1765-1846) and Abigail
Congdon (1777-1841). Ezbon Sr. was a cabinetmaker
by trade, but he also was heavily involved in state pol-
itics.'® In 1820, he was listed as representing North
Kingstown as a Republican on the roll of House of
Representatives for the State of Rhode Island.!” The
following year, he was the president of the General
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Republican Convention of Delegates, which was held
in East Greenwich.!® That same year, he was nomi-
nated for lieutenant governor, a position he ended up
declining.'®

Joseph C. was their oldest son. He married Frances
Northup (1793-1886) on September 13, 1814.. Frances
was from Preston, Connecticut. They had ten children,
eight of whom lived to adulthood. Like many of his
upper-middle-class contemporaries, Joseph C. prac-
ticed various professions and was involved in multi-
ple business enterprises. He was not only a mill owner
but also an active member of the local civic commu-
nity. In 1824, Joseph C. was elected to the board of
directors of the North Kingstown Bank, together with
his father and 19 other men. He would hold this posi-
tion for almost two decades.?® In 1833, Joseph C. was
listed as the treasurer of the Washington Academy, a
school located in Wickford at the south end of what
is still known as Academy Cove.?! His varied busi-
ness activities continued, and in the 1835 and 1836
records, Joseph C. was listed as one of the owners of
the sloop Lucy Emeline.?? The sloop had been built in
North Kingstown in 1826 and was involved in coastal
trade, operating out of Wickford. Joseph C. also fol-
lowed in his father’s political footsteps and in 1839 was
elected as a delegate for the Whigs of North Kings-
town, together with eight other men, to a convention
to be held in Kingston.2® After 31 years as a mill owner,
Joseph C. put his mill property on the Annaquatucket
River up for sale in November 1849.%* Despite the sale
of his mill, and identifying as a farmer in the 1850 fed-
eral census, it appears that Joseph C. did not com-
pletely abandon the textile industry; in 1851, he began
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to spin yarn at a small factory in Kettle Hole.?* By
1853, however, the mill was operated by James and
Benjamin Sweet, and in 1861, it was converted into a
grist mill,2®

The career of Joseph C.’s younger brother Ezbon,
the seventh child of Ezbon Sr. and Abigail, followed a
somewhat similar path. Born in 1798, Ezbon became
active in local civie life, like his father and oldest
brother. He was elected to the board of directors of the
North Kingstown Bank in 1827, joining his father and
brother.?” In 1828, he joined a school committee with
fifteen other “substantial citizens” to help develop the
district system in North Kingstown.?® Ezbon married
Mary Stockman (1805-1849) in 1833, and four of their
seven children lived to adulthood. After Mary passed
away in 1849, Ezbon married Esther Chappell (1812~
1885) the following year.?® Like Joseph C., Ezbon iden-
tified himself as a farmer in the 1850 federal census.°

The textile milling world in North Kingstown was
a close-knit community. The historic records suggest
that a small number of people owned or operated one
or more mills in North Kingstown. Before 1850, infor-
mation on the textile industry in North Kingstown is
fragmentary. A report by the Rhode Island Histor-
ical Preservation & Heritage Commission suggests
that by 1832, there were nine textile mills in North
Kingstown, six woolen mills, and three cotton mills.?!
Besides Joseph C.’s mill from ca. 1818 and Ezbon’s
Annaquatucket Mill from 1832, the records indicate
that there were seven other textile mills. One of the
oldest mills was the woolen mill at Davisville, which
dated to at least 1811 when it was operated by members
of the Davis family.3? The North Kingstown Cotton

Factory operated a cotton mill at Lafayette as early as
1815.3% After Robert Rodman (1818-1903) purchased
the mill in 1847, he changed it into a woolen mill.?* By
1815, there was also a woolen mill at Sand Hill, and by
1824, one at Silver Spring.?® Records show that the
Wickford Manufacturing Company operated a cotton
mill at Belleville as early as 1826.2¢ The woolen mill at
Shady Lea dated to before 1832 when Ezbon sold the
mill to Edward Tillinghast.?” One of the earliest offi-
cial records on textile mills in Rhode Island comes in
the form of the so-called McLane Report, which was
published in 1833.%8 The information for the report,
regarding American manufacturers and including 39
mills in Rhode Island, was gathered in 1832. The goal
of the report was the adjustment of the tariff for the
textile industry. The report collected information for
four mills in Washington County: Wakefield, Burton-
ville, and Rocky Brook in South Kingstown and Bel-
leville Mill in North Kingstown.

Although Joseph C.’s and Ezbon’s dealings were rel-
atively small enterprises, they paint a picture of the
textile industry during the nineteenth century in North
Kingstown. The historic records are incomplete, but
they show that, by age 30, Joseph C. made his first
foray into the world of small textile mill ownership.
The mill was alternately known as the Sanford Mill or
the Narragansett Mill on the Annaquatucket River.
Initially, Joseph C. and his family lived in a house on
Brown Street in nearby Wickford, but by 1828, he had
an almost identical house built a stone’s throw away
from his mill on the Post Road. The two-story, hip-
roofed building on Brown Street would have been one
of the more imposing buildings at the time, with its
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low cupola surmounted by a baluster surrounding a
central chimney stack.?® Joseph C. came to include
his oldest son, Albert (1817/18-1899) in his business
dealings, and on May 31, 1847, they bought a tract of
land known as the Bissell Mill Estate.*® In Septem-
ber of that same year, Joseph C. conveyed his share to
Albert, who in turn sold the property in 1849 to Perez
Peck, Asa Sisson Jr., and Isaac Peck. The estate con-
sisted of 22 acres of land with “a cotton manufactory,
machine shop, and four dwelling houses.”*! The three
new owners together with Owen Vaughn (1808-1865)
had formed the Hamilton Company the previous year.*?
This company would ultimately become the Hamilton
‘Web Company, one of the largest and longest operating
textile mills in North Kingstown.

The mill site that Joseph C. bought on the Ann-
aquatucket River in 1818 already contained a sawmill
and gristmill. He added a textile mill and a general
store, underscoring the diversified nature of these
operations. The store would have catered not only to
the millworkers but also to the local farmers. It became
known as the Allenton Store and at some point also
housed the local post office. The store burned down
in 1896.%3 Joseph C.’s mill initially operated about 500
spindles and produced cotton warps.** There is lit-
tle information as to what happened in the interven-
ing years and how Joseph C.’s business fared with the
protective tariffs that were enacted in 1824, 1828, and
18324 The McLane Report only mentioned the Bel-
leville Mill in North Kingstown, which at the time was
probably the largest mill in the area.*® The Belleville
Mill was located just upstream from Joseph C.’s mill,
and he may have been producing yarn for it. Other
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records show that Joseph C. produced yarn for the
Davis mill in 183447

On November 19, 1849, Joseph C. placed an adver-
tisement in the Manufacturers’ and Farmers’ Journal
announcing the sale of his mill at a public auction to
take place in May of the following year.*® The property
consisted of four parcels and included water privileges.
It contained a cotton mill and a dresser house, with all
the fixtures and machinery recently repaired. The mill
continued to produce cotton warps, but by then Joseph
C. had more than tripled the number of spindles to
1,620, and there was room to add looms. The adver-
tisement also stated that the property was located
conveniently between Wickford and the depot of the
Providence and Stonington Railroad. The reference to
a dresser house and room for adding more looms would
suggest that Joseph C. was not only producing yarn
but also had started to weave fabric; however, other
records do not confirm this.*? The first auction did not
go through because the property was again offered for
sale in August 1850, with an auction date of February
19, 1851.5°

Ezbon’s first venture into textile milling came some-
time before 1832 because in that year he sold the
Shady Lea Mill in North Kingstown to Edward Tilling-
hast.5! There is some evidence that Ezbon may have
constructed the original mill in the late 1820s, manu-
facturing jeans.>? After selling Shady Lea, Ezbon built
a new textile mill on the Annaquatucket River on the
parcel he had bought with his oldest brother. Ezbon
also built himself a new house less than 300 feet south
of the mill site; it still stands today. Compared with
his brother’’s house, Ezbon’s house is a more modest
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one-story, side-gabled dwelling, which also is proba-
bly more fitting in its rural setting. Even though both
Joseph C. and Ezbon ultimately abandoned textile
milling and none of their children decided to carry on
with the family business, they allow us to place them in
the larger context of textile milling in North Kingstown
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and to
study the buildings, the workforce, and the product.

The first quantifiable data that provide insight into
the people involved in the textile industry in North
Kingstown comes from the 1850 Products of Industry
and the federal census. North Kingstown was home to
eight mills: three cotton mills and five woolen mills (see
Table 1).53

Christopher and William Rhodes had purchased the
Belleville Mill, a cotton mill, in 183054 Belleville was
at the time the largest textile mill in North Kingstown,
with fifty looms, employing seventy people, and pro-
ducing sheeting. Albert and Samuel P. Sanford were
listed as the agents for the cotton mill founded by their
father, Joseph C. It employed twenty people and pro-
duced warps. The Products of Industry made no men-
tion of looms. Daniel Chase Hiscox and William E.
Pierce were the owners and agents of the Silver Spring
woolen mill. Pierce initially had worked with Robert
Rodman at the Albro Mill in Exeter in 1840.5° Hiscox
and Pierce employed twenty-six people and produced
coarse woolen. Rodman himself had purchased the
Lafayette Mill from Albert Sanford in 184/7.°¢ Rodman
employed sixteen people, and his woolen mill produced
jeans and tweeds. Charles Allen had purchased Shady
Lea from his brother Christopher in 1840, who in turn
had bought the property from Tillinghast in 1836. Till-
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Sanford Ville A. & S.P. Sanford, Agents Cotton | Water | 1,600 0| 12 8 | $250 | $80 | Warps
Silver Spring Hiscox & Pierce, Owners & agents Woolen | Water 400 | 24 | 12 | 14 | $300 | $200 | Coarse woolen
Lafayette Mill ! R. Rodman, Owner & agent Woolen | Water 280 | 16 6| 10| $168 | $219 i Jeans & tweeds
Shady Lea Mill Charles Allen, Owner & agent Woolen | Water 280 | 12 5 8 | $150 | $112 | Kentucky jeans
Annaquatucket Mill | Ezbon Sanford, Owner & agent Woolen | Water 240 | 12 5 8 | $150 | $175 | Kentucky jeans
Hamilton Company | S.H. Vaughn, Agent Cotton | Water | 1,800 0| 12| 11 | $250 | $150 | Warps
Davis Mill Davis Reynolds & Company, Agents | Woolen | Water 240 | 14| 8 7 | $250 | $120 | Kentucky jeans
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TABLE 1: 1850 Products of Industry

inghast had acquired the mill four years earlier from
Ezbon?” Allen’s woolen mill employed thirteen peo-
ple and produced Kentucky jeans. Despite being iden-
tified as a farmer in the 1850 census, Ezbon Sanford
remained listed as the owner and agent of the Ann-
aquatucket Mill. His woolen mill employed thirteen
people and produced Kentucky jeans. Syria H. Vaughn
(1817-1897) had purchased the Hamilton Company mill
only about a month before the census was taken. His
cotton mill employed twenty-three people and pro-
duced warps. The Davis Mill dated back to the early
nineteenth century and had been owned and oper-
ated by members of the Davis family. In 1849, James
M. Davis, together with brother-in-law Henry Sweet
and cousin Albert S. Reynolds, called the firm Davis,
Reynolds & Co.%® In 1850, the woolen mill employed fif-
teen people and produced Kentucky jeans.

Four of the mills produced a fabric identified as
jeans or Kentucky jeans, a lightweight twill fabric
woven from an all-cotton or a cotton-and-wool-blend
typically used to make men’s work clothes. The fabric
was not expected to last long, and by the 1840s, work
pants were referred to as “Kentucky jeans” after the

state where they were originally made, although the

fabric and the style of pants also were copied in other

states because of its popularity.”® There is some evi-

dence that Ezbon may have been one of the first mill

owners in North Kingstown to produce jeans, in the
mill he constructed at Shady Lea in the late 1820s.5°
Kentucky jeans were considered a type of “Negro
cloth,” which also included cashmeres and kerseys to

name but two.5! “Negro cloth” was a cheap and coarse

material manufactured specifically to reduce the cost
of clothing enslaved people in the South. The pro-

duction of “Negro cloth” played an important role

in Rhode Island’s textile industry during the nine-
teenth century. Between 1800 and 1860, more than
eighty mills in Rhode Island produced a type of “Negro
cloth,” most of them located in Washington County.
By 1850, 79 percent of all textile mills in Rhode Island

manufactured slave clothing.®®> The records do not

reveal whether Ezbon or any of the other mill owners in

North Kingstown experienced a similar moral dilemma
as Rowland Gibson Hazard did in neighboring South
Kingstown with the production of “Negro cloth.”®

Through the production of various types of “Negro
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cloth,” textile manufacturers in New England were fully
invested in Southern slaveholding. They received the
raw materials from the South and in return produced
fabries that would clothe enslaved people on the same
plantations from which they got their materials. The
position of the mill owners in North Kingstown may
have been as complex as that of Hazard, who had anti-
slavery sympathies but also heavily benefited in multi-
ple ways from the institution of slavery in the South.
The textile industry, of course, also required a labor
force. Before the introduction of the power loom, the
mills performed only some of the tasks, such as the
carding and oiling of wool. This would then be spun by
area residents at home and returned to the mill to be
scoured and dyed. According to the 1850 federal cen-
sus, approximately 2,991 people were living in North
Kingstown, and of them, 1,000 people had their pro-
fession listed. There were 271 farmers, 24/7 laborers,
fifty-four carpenters, seventeen jewelers, and seven-
teen miners, to name but a few of the professions. Fif-
teen men identified themselves as a manufacturer.*
Some of those known to have been associated with the
mills, however, did not, or were not, identified as man-
ufacturers. For example, and as mentioned above, both
Joseph C. and Ezbon were listed as farmers, Allen was
listed as farmer and manufacturer, and Rodman was
listed as a merchant. Due to the lack of similar records
from before 1850, it is not clear why, for instance,
Joseph C. and Ezbon did not identify themselves as
manufacturers. Whereas Joseph C. seemed to have
moved on from textile milling, Ezbon remains listed as
the mill owner in the Products of Industry.5® For textile-
industry-specific jobs, the 1850 census listed thirteen
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spinners, all men; four dresser tenders, one woman and
three men; four male colorers; two overseers of a weav-
ing room, both men; one male carder; and one male
calico printer.5¢ A wage and time book from the period
between 1845 and ca. 1856 mentions twenty-three peo-
ple who also showed up in the census records.®” Of
those nine who identified themselves laborers, eight
listed no profession, six were listed farmers, one as a
miner, and one as a mariner. It is possible that, similar
to the mill owners, their jobs in the mill were seasonal
and just one of many sources of income.

One hundred and seventeen people of color were
recorded in the 1850 federal census for North Kings-
town, identifying as either Black or “mulatto.”
‘Whereas none of them were directly linked to the tex-
tile mills in the census records, the wage and time
book mentioned above provides more insight into their
roles. The earliest entry, dated January 19, 1846, listed
eight men, one of whom was J[oseph] G. Potter. The
1850 census identifies Potter as Black and lists his pro-
fession as a laborer. In 1846, he would have been about
fourteen years old. The wage and time book also men-
tions Timothy and Isaac Rodman, father (aged 42 in
1850) and son (aged 14), and George Roame (aged 15),
spelled Roome in the census records, as being Black.
Timothy Rodman’s profession was listed as a laborer,
but Isaac Rodman and George Roame had no profes-
sion listed. In addition to Isaac Rodman and George
Roame, six other minors listed in the 1850 census can
be connected to the textile industry through the wage
book.58

The end of the 1850s saw a downturn for the textile
industry in Rhode Island and North Kingstown. The

Panic of 1857 affected the entire United States, includ-
ing North Kingstown.?® An article taking up almost
one-third of a page in the Manufacturers’ and Farmers’
Journal published on December 24, 1857, mentioned
the suspension of labor across the state of Rhode
Island. In neighboring South Kingstown, only two of
eight mills had ceased production, five were operating
on areduced schedule, and only one was running full
time. In North Kingstown, the article listed five mills
by their owners: Robert Rodman, Davis, Reynolds
& Co., Hiscox & Pierce, Ezbon Sanford, and Charles
Allen.” Except for the mill owned by Hiscox & Pierce,
which still was running full time, the other mills had
ceased operations. The mill in question was probably
the Silver Spring Mill, although at this point Hiscox
& Pierce also owned Joseph C.’s old mill. Even though
there had been a third advertisement in the Manufac-
turers’ and Farmers’ Journal dated August 26, 1852,
that offered Joseph C.’s mill for sale, with an auction
date of March 2, 1853, a newspaper article from 1889,
which reported on the destruction of what had been
Joseph C.’s mill, mentioned that it had been sold to
Colonel Daniel C. Hiscock [Hiscox] and William E.
Pierce (sometimes also spelled Peirce) in 1850.™ In his
1889 book, History of Washington and Kent Counties,
J.R. Cole stated that Wilcox [sic] and Pierce had pur-
chased the old Narragansett Mill (i.e., Joseph C.’s mill)
in 1852.7

Due to a paucity of records, it is difficult to paint
a clear picture of Ezbon’s involvement with the Ann-
aquatucket Mill or the story of the mill community
itself. The available evidence indicates that it initially
was a water-powered mill. To build up enough water
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pressure to power the waterwheel, Ezbon would have
had to dam the Annaquatucket River to create a mill-
pond. Water privileges often were part of deeds for
tracts of land along streams that had the potential to
support a mill. In 1855, the river backed up, causing
$3,000 worth of damage to the waterwheel of the Nar-
ragansett Mill, Joseph C.’s old mill, which at that point
was owned by Hiscox and Pierce. They sued Ezbon for
damages done to their mill wheel.” The judge and jury
went to the site at the request of the plaintiffs to review
the situation firsthand. The outcome of the case was
that Ezbon had to pay fifty dollars in damages, a fine
to which he objected, and then requested a new trial,
which he ultimately was denied.™ The fact that Ezbon
was identified as a farmer on the 1850 census suggests
that being a mill owner was just one of several hats he
wore. A common practice among mill owners was leas-
ing their property for a certain number of years instead
of selling it. Ezbon placed an ad in the Manufacturers’
and Farmers’ Journal in October 1858 for a woolen mill
to be let, one-and-a-half miles south of Wickford. It
contained one set of woolen machinery and room for
two more and included tenements for millworkers.”™

Whereas Joseph C. passed away in 1856 and Ezbon
appears to have divested from the responsibilities of
mill ownership around 1858, we still can follow the
development of the textile industry in North Kings-
town through the mills they built and the mills of their
neighbors. The Products of Industry of 1860 mentioned
only six mills in North Kingstown (see Table 2).

Three of the mills no longer were identified by their
name but by the names of their owners. Robert Rod-

man was still listed as one of the owners. His water-
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and steam-powered mill employed thirty-seven people
and produced Kentucky jeans, as did Davis, Reynolds
& Company, which operated a water-powered mill
that employed thirty-three people. Syria H. Vaughn
produced cotton warps at his water-powered mill and
employed fifty-two people. His older brother Owen
Vaughn was in charge of the Sanford Mill, which was
Ezbon’s Annaquatucket Mill. It was a water-powered
mill and the smallest at the time, employing only thir-
teen people. Walter B. Chapin was the agent for Shady
Lea Mills, which produced cotton warps and “cas-
simeres” [cashmere].”® The mill still was owned by
Charles Allen at the time. The mill had switched from
water to steam power and was one of the largest mills,
employing seventy people. Hiscox and Pierce’s Silver
Spring Mill now was identified as the Kersey Mills. It
was steam- and water-powered and produced kersey,
cotton, wool, and warps. Kersey was a heavy, coarse
fabric made from wool or wool and cotton and used for
work clothes; it was considered a “Negro cloth.” With
ninety employees, the mill employed the largest work-
force of the mills listed in North Kingstown in 1860,
and the laborers were the best paid, with the men and
women having equal wages, both earning approxi-
mately $27.78 a month.

By 1860, the population of North Kingstown had
increased slightly to 8,104. Approximately 862 people
had their profession listed. Two-hundred-thirty-two
people were identified as farmers, fifty-four as farm
laborers, and thirty-seven as farmhands.”” Eighty-
six people had a profession associated with the tex-
tile industry, which was only 29 percent of the number
of people listed as working in the textile mills in the
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Product of Industry of 1860. Eight men identified them-
selves as manufacturers, all of whom were involved in
the textile industry.” The number of jobs associated
with the textile industry in North Kingstown became
much more specific. People were listed as working in
cotton mills (six), cotton spinners (three), or spin-
ners (three). John Slocum was listed as an agent for a
cotton mill, and Cyrus Dyer as an agent for a woolen
mill. Twenty-three women were identified as weavers,
Rowland Perry as a wool dyer, John Ritson as a dyer,
and Lorenzo Stone as a woolen cloth finisher. John H.
Mines, originally from England, was listed as a carder.
According to the 1860 census, twenty-eight minors
worked in the textile mills; the youngest person was
an eleven-year-old girl who was employed as a weaver.
The number of people of color, Black or “mulatto,” in
North Kingstown had declined by 1860 to eighty-nine,
one of whom was described as a factory hand, which
was Joseph G. Potter, who also is mentioned above.
The other three Black mill workers who showed up in
the wage and time book and the 1850 census, Timothy
and Isaac Rodman and George R. Roame, no longer

appear in the 1860 federal census for North Kingstown.

Timothy and Isaac Rodman do show up in the 1860
census for South Kingstown, where their professions
are listed as factory laborers, and George Roame may
have moved to Worcester, Massachusetts.™

An interesting shift in the nationalities in general
and of those working in the textile industry in North
Kingstown took place by 1860. According to the 1850
census, most people living in North Kingstown were
born in the United States. Eighty-five were born in
Ireland, twelve in England, and nine in Canada. Of
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Unnamed Robert Rodman Kentucky jeans ‘Water & steam 17 | 20 $344 $318
Unnamed Davis, Reynolds & Company | Kentucky jeans Water 15 | 18 $325 $315
Unnamed Syria H. Vaughn Cotton warps Water 27 | 25 $433 $387
Sanford Mill Owen Vaughn Cotton [&] spinning Water i 6 $137 $78
Shady Lea Mills | W.B. Chapin Agent Cotton warps Cassimers [sic] Steam 50 | 20 | $1,200 $4.00
Kersey Mills [ Hiscox & Peirce [sic] Kersey cotton, wool, and warps | Steam & water 45 | 45 | $1,250 | $1,250

| |

TABLE 2: 1860 Products of Industry

the seventy-one people involved in the textile mills

in North Kingstown in 1850, sixty-five were born in
Rhode Island, one in Massachusetts, one in New York,
one in England, one in Ireland, and one in Scotland.
In 1860, eighty residents of North Kingstown were
born in Canada, seventy-five in Ireland, and thirteen
in England. Of the eighty-five individuals involved in
the textile industry, twenty-six were born in Canada,
eleven in Ireland, and one in England. An explanation
for this increase can be found in immigration num-
bers during the second half of the nineteenth century.
Between 1840 and 1930, roughly 900,000 French Cana-
dians emigrated to the United States, leaving their
native Quebec in search of better living conditions.?°
The agriculture in Quebec was in decline and industry
undeveloped. Some of them found employment in the
textile industry in New England, which rapidly would
expand in part due to the Civil War. As for the Irish,
they had long been fleeing British oppression, and a
large number came after the potato famine of 1845. In
1860, there were 1.6 million Irish in the United States
of a total population of 31 million.?! Initially, most were
too poor to move inland, so they congregated in cities
along the East Coast near their port of entry. Scores
ended up working as unskilled laborers in the textile
industry in New England.

The mills the Sanford brothers had built remained in
operation in 1860. When Daniel Chase Hiscox passed
away in 1861, William Pierce became the sole owner of
Joseph C.’s old mill, which by then was known as the
Narragansett Mill. After Hiscox’s death, Pierce leased
the mill to Robert Rodman for ten years.!? Ezbon had
leased the Annaquatucket Mill to Owen Vaughn on
September 9, 1860.82 The indenture for Ezbon’s mill
gives a fairly detailed description of the property and
the buildings that were part of the complex, such as
a grist mill, a dye house, and several dwelling houses,
as well as the water, waterpower rights, and privileges
that went along with the mill. The grist mill suggests
that this remained a diversified operation. Vaughn’s
lease of Ezbon’s mill was confirmed by the 1860 Prod-
ucts of Industry 2* Interestingly, the mill was described
as a cotton spinning mill producing warps instead of
a woolen mill. It appears the mill still produced fabric
because Vaughn placed an ad for a dresser tender in
the Providence Journal the following year to dress col-
ored warps.®® Ezbon passed away on July 19, 1864, but
the mill initially remained in possession of the San-
ford family. The lease to Vaughn must have expired
after five or six years because, in March 1866, Abbie
Sanford, Ezbon’s oldest daughter, and her young-
est brother (who also was called Ezbon) leased the

57




RHODE ISLAND HISTORY

property to Syria Vaughn and Asa Sisson. The inden-
ture described the property as containing approxi-
mately 50 acres, a cotton factory, a dye house, five
dwelling houses, two barns, a carriage house, a [corn]
crib, and other improvements.®®
By the next decade there seems to have been a
recovery in the textile industry in North Kingstown
because according to the 1870 Products of Industry,
eleven textile mills were in operation (see Table 3).
Robert Rodman was listed in connection with the
Lafayette Mill, the Silver Spring Mill, and the Nar-
ragansett Mill. The first two produced doeskin and
cotton warp®” The three mills combined employed
the largest workforce of men, women, and children
in North Kingstown and spent the most on annual
wages 38 The Narragansett Mill remained one of the
smaller mills in North Kingstown, in the size of its
labor force and production, producing 600,000 yards
of warp. S. A. Edmonds & Co. was listed in connec-
tion with the Shady Lea Mill, producing “Fancy Cas-
simeres.” The S. A. Edmonds & Co. was a partnership
between Samuel A. Edmonds and Alexander A. Ells-
worth. They had owned Shady Lea since at least 1868
because in that year William A. Harris filed a peti-
tion against them at the Clerk’s Office of the Supreme
Court for the sum of $1,269.41 for labor and materi-
als for construction, repair, and improvements at the
“Shady Lea Factory estate.”® They must have sold
the mill not long after the census was taken by June of
that year because according to J.R. Cole, Robert Rod-
man purchased the mill in 1870.2° J. P. Campbell & Co.
operated the Belleville Mill. In 1864, it had leased the
mill from William E. Pierce and later purchased the

58

property?! John M. Davis and Henry Sweet still ran
the Davis Mill producing Kentucky jeans. G. W. Reyn-
olds & Co. operated a water- and steam-powered mill
that also produced Kentucky jeans. This probably was
the woolen mill at Sand Hill that a “D. Tillinghast”
had sold to George Washington Reynolds (1822-1904)
and Allen Reynolds (1826-1909) in 186022 W. E. Peirce
[sic] & Co. operated a water-powered mill that pro-
duced plain and twilled kersey. It is not clear which
mill this might have been since Rodman leased the
Narragansett Mill and John Campbell the Belleville
Mill. Vaughn & Greene Manufacturing operated the
Hamilton Mill and the Annaquatucket Mill. Both were
water- and steam-powered cotton mills. The Ann-
aquatucket Mill was one of the smallest textile oper-
ations in North Kingstown, equipped with only 1,404
spindles and producing no more than 97,000 yards
of yarn. The last mill that was listed was the Water-
side Mill. The mill had been constructed in 1865 by
the American Bobbin Company in the village of Wick-
ford 93 Tt initially produced woolen and cotton bobbins
and spools, undoubtedly some of which supplied the
local textile mills. Seven of the eleven mills were still
producing material that had been known as “Negro
cloth” before the Civil War.

By 1870, the population of North Kingstown had
increased to 8,568, and approximately 1,530 people
had their profession listed. Three-hundred-and-one
were identified as laborers; 275 as farmers; 125 as ser-
vants; sixty-two as domestic servants; forty- eight as
farm laborers; and forty-one as mariners, among other
professions. Two-hundred-and-seventy-five were
associated with the textile industry, still more than

Lafayette Mill
Silver Spring Mill
Narragansett Mill

| Shady Lea Mill
Unnamed
Unnamed

Unnamed

Unnamed

Hamilton Mill
Annaquatucket Mill

‘Waterside Mill

Owner /Agent
Robert Rodman
Robert Rodman
Robert Rodman
S.A. Edmonds & Co.
J.P. Campbell & Co.

Davis & Sweet

G.W. Reynolds & Co.

W.E. Peirce & Co.
Vaughn & Greene
Vaughn & Greene

Unnamed

Product

Doeskin; Cotton warps
Doeskin; Cotton warps
Warps

Fancy cassimeres
Fancy cassimeres
Kentucky jeans
Kentucky jeans

Plain & twilled kersey
Cotton manufacturing
Cotton manufacturing

Cotton; waste cloth

Power Source

‘Water & steam

Water & steam

Water & steam

Steam

‘Water & steam

Water

‘Water & steam

Water

Water & steam

Water & steam

Steam
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Female Workers

41

45

16

20

46

15

Children and Youth

10

10

Annual Salary

$24,000
$24,000
$8,000
$23,000
$41,000
$11,650
$5,613
$6,250
$42,745
$6.390

$6,674

TABLE 3: 1870 Products of Industry

200 fewer than the number mentioned in the Prod-
ucts of Industry. Seventeen men identified themselves
as manufacturers, ten of whom can be linked with the
textile industry through the Products of Industry®* The
types of occupations were more varied than during
the previous census, and it is apparent from the types
of jobs that the industry was expanding. People listed
their positions as clerks in the woolen mill or engi-
neers, overseers, and superintendents. There were, of
course, still carders, dresser tenders, dyers, and spin-
ners. There were forty weavers, nine men and thirty-
one women. People also specified if they worked in a
woolen mill or cotton mill. Despite the predominantly
generic job descriptions, some entries provided more
insight into the kind of machinery used in the textile
mills, such as the man whose profession was listed as
“mule spinner.” The mule spinner, or spinning mule,
originally had been invented by Samuel Crompton in
1779.%% The spinning mule combined elements from
James Hargreaves’s spinning jenny and Richard Ark-

wright’s spinning frame. It produced a higher quality
thread and allowed the cotton yarn to be spun simul-
taneously onto a much larger number of spindles than
before. Some spinning mules could hold up to 1,320
spindles and be 150 feet long. The number of minors
who were working in the textile mills had more than
tripled to ninety-seven, with the youngest being an
eleven-year-old boy working in a cotton mill. The
number of people of color, on the other hand, had
further decreased in North Kingstown, down to sixty-
five with only one person, Abby A. Brown, a thirty-
five-year-old Black woman, listed as working in a
woolen mill.
As in the previous decade, many textile work-
ers were born outside Rhode Island. Thirty-five were
born in Ireland, thirty-two in Canada, twenty-eight
in England, three in Scotland, and one in Switzer-
land. Of the twenty-eight people born in England
and working in the textile mills, fifteen of them were

working in a woolen mill. Some of them were working
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in the mills in family units, such as James Bedford (57)
and his two daughters, Emiline (20) and Mary A. (18),
who were all born in England and listed as weavers in
mills. Some were boarding together. Owen and Mary
Conly were born in Ireland. Owen is listed as work-
ing in a mill. They had five boarders, four of whom
were young Irish women, all of whom were weavers in
a mill. Even though the 1870 federal census does not
refer to specific addresses or mill villages, the way the
census was recorded suggests that people were living
in specific clusters, based on profession, and in some
cases on their national background as well. The cen-
sus taker recorded numerous dwelling houses in sue-
cession where the heads of household worked in a mill
or woolen mill, including with some of their family
members and boarders, suggesting that these were
mill villages.

The threat of fire was a constant and serious dan-
ger for textile mills during the nineteenth century.
The combination of flammable cotton and fabric dust
and the grease that was used to lubricate the machin-
ery saturated the wooden floors and created a high
risk for conflagration. Workers often smoked, and
in those mills that relied on steam power, the coal-
fueled steam boilers added a further risk. So perhaps
it was no surprise when the Annaquatucket Mill suc-
cumbed to fire on October 5, 1874. A newspaper report
in the Providence Journal described the building as the
“Annaquatucket Cotton Mill” formerly known as the
“Esbon Sanford Mill.”¢ According to the article, the
mill was a small, two-and-a-half-story wooden build-
ing belonging to Syria H. Vaughn and used to produce
cotton warps and yarns. The fire engine from Wickford
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arrived too late, and the entire building, including the
machinery and stock, were consumed by the fire. The
building was insured in the Queen’s Office in London
for $4.,000.

The exact sequence of subsequent events is unclear.
What is evident is that the mill was quickly rebuilt and
perhaps at a larger scale than before because in June
1875, the property, then identified as the Ezbon San-
ford Manufacturing Property, was offered for sale in
the Providence Journal®” The advertisement described
it as a new mill, 40 by 130 [feet], with a lapper build-
ing, a Collins Turbine Wheel, and six houses in good
repair. Perhaps awaiting the sale of the property,
Edwin Rhodes Gardiner, his wife Abbie Sanford Gar-
diner, and Ezbon Sanford III leased the property to
James A. Greene on August 2, 1875.%% Greene and Syria
H. Vaughn had dissolved their partnership in 1873.%°

A rich source of information on the actual structure
of the new Annaquatucket Mill comes in the form of a
Barlow’s Insurance Survey conducted on October 25,
1876. As mentioned above, fires posed a great threat
to textile mills and other industrial buildings during
the nineteenth century. Insurance companies created
maps for entire cities as well as individual properties
as a tool for insurance company underwriters. The Jef-
ferson Insurance Company of New York was the first
to sponsor the production of detailed fire insurance
maps in the United States in the 1850s.'°° Perhaps the
best-known maps are the Sanborn fire insurance maps.
Daniel A. Sanborn began producing fire insurance
maps for the Aetna Insurance Company but set out
on his own in 1866.1°! While Sanborn predominantly

focused on entire cities, other companies produced

a series of individual insurance plans for commercial
and industrial buildings, one of which was Barlow’s
Insurance Surveys of New York. Barlow’s survey forms
included a colored isometric view of the property

and a plan, as well as detailed information describing
the buildings, the occupants, and the fire risk. Three
buildings were on the site. The main building measured
40 by 135 feet. The colored isometric drawing shows
that it was a rectangular, one-story, banked building
with a low-pitched gable roof. It had a stone-and-brick
lower floor and a frame upper story. A rectangular
brick chimney was located against the west elevation,
near the south (front) gable end. Located on top of

the roof, near the front-gable end, was a small deco-
rative pyramidal-roofed cupola with double round-
arched openings in each of its four sides. A covered
bridge on the east elevation of the main building con-
nected the upper floor with the one-and-a-half-story
picker house, which measured approximately 18 by 4.0
feet. Located roughly 35 feet north of the main build-
ing was a freestanding cotton and waste house. The
building measured about 22 by 50 feet and was con-
structed entirely out of stone. The plan shows a small
trapezoidal-shaped shed against its east gable end.
The description of the property mentioned that the
upper story of the main building was used for carding
and spinning and that it had the capacity for eighteen
carding machines. A furnace was located in the base-
ment of the main building, and light was provided by
kerosene lamps. The mill operated an average of eleven
hours a day, and waste was removed daily to the waste
house. There was no watchman or sprinklers, but there
was a medium-sized Fales & Jenks rotary pump in the
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basement of the main building and hydrants on both of
its floors as well as in the picker house.

In July 1877, Gardiner, his wife Abbie, and her
brother Ezbon sold the property to Joseph Warren
Greene (1798-1888) of Brooklyn, New York.!%? Greene
was the father of James A. Greene, who had been leas-
ing the mill since 1875. Joseph W. had set up his son in
partnership with Syria H. Vaughn in 1866 at the former
Bissell Mill Estate, which was downstream from the
Annaquatucket Mill where the river empties into Bis-
sell Cove. The reason Joseph W. purchased the Ann-
aquatucket Mill in 1877 was perhaps not so much to
diversify his operations as to ensure the protection of
water rights for his much larger operation downstream.

A new census law passed in March 1879 created a
more specialized record for the various businesses and
industries.'® The number of general economic ques-
tions was expanded to twenty-nine, and specialists
were assigned to conduct the census for specific indus-
tries. One of these designated areas was the manufac-
turing of cotton, woolen, and worsted goods. These
experts were paid at a rate not to exceed six dollars
per day plus expenses, whereas the regular census
takers were only paid fifteen to twenty-five cents for
each establishment they recorded.'** Unfortunately,
the records for North Kingstown reporting on the tex-
tile industry have not survived.'®® However, general
figures can give an insight into the continuing impor-
tance of this industry in Rhode Island. According
to the 1880 Report on the Manufacturers of the United
States, Rhode Island ranked second after Connecti-
cut in New England with 115 cotton manufacturers
and 21,474 people employed.'°® The number of cotton
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manufacturers in New England (the Eastern states)
was almost three times as many as in the Southern
states, 439 versus 161.1%7 It appears that the manufac-
turing of woolen goods played a less important role in
Rhode Island. Out of thirty-five states that reported
having wool manufacturers, Rhode Island came in
fourteenth.108

By 1880, the population of North Kingstown had
once again increased, this time to 3,949. The 1880
census for North Kingstown was divided into two dis-
tricts, one covering the northern part (155) of the
town and one the southern part (156). There were 255
farmers, 151 farm laborers, forty-two servants, and
thirty-seven domestic servants, and only forty-nine
people who identified themselves as laborers. The
largest employer at the time was the textile industry,
with approximately 720 people working in the mills in
North Kingstown. Unlike in the previous federal cen-
sus, most of these people were simply listed as work-
ing in a cotton or woolen mill. Weavers and spinners
no longer were mentioned, and the only specialized
occupation was that of dyer in a woolen mill. William
E. Peirce [sic] identified himself as a manufacturer
of cotton yarn, and James M. Davis and Henry Sweet
as retired wool manufacturers. The census also still
reflected the diverse national background of'its citizens
and those working in the textile industry. The largest
non-American group was the Irish, with 165, of which
sixty-five worked in the textile industry. There were
142 Canadians, and little more than half (seventy-two)
worked in the textile mills, most of them in the cot-
ton mills. Eighty-eight people were born in England,
and forty-seven of them worked in the textile indus-
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try. Twenty-one people were born in Scotland, nine of
whom worked in a woolen mill. The number of minors
who worked in the textile mills had almost doubled

to 165, with the youngest being a nine-year-old boy,
Archie D. Nichols, who worked in a woolen mill. There
still were sixty-five people of color living in North
Kingstown, one of whom identified as Filipino. None of
them worked in the textile mills.

The role the Sanford brothers’ mills played in the
1880s slowly declined. In 1885, the Hamilton Web
Company was incorporated, and a new brick mill was
constructed at the Bissel Cove site. Downstream from
Ezbon’s old mill, it measured 145 by 224 feet, oper-
ated eighty looms, and manufactured webbing.!?® The
company maintained ownership of the Annaquatucket
Mill, but the mill no longer appeared in the records.
As for Joseph C.’s old mill, the partnership between
William Pierce and his son-in-law Philogene Nich-
ols was dissolved in September 1889, and about three
weeks later, a mysterious fire caused the Narragansett
Mill to burn to the ground.'® A newspaper article esti-
mated the loss of the mill at $30,000, which would be
approximately $890,227 in today’s money.'"! Accord-
ing to the newspaper report, the mill consisted of an
older frame part and a newer brick section, each about
80 by 4.0 feet. The headline identified the mill as a
seine twine mill, indicating that it produced a tightly
twisted yarn used for warp. The report also mentioned
that Pierce had a bad heart condition; the shock of the
fire may have led to his early death about three weeks
later.”? The Narragansett Mill was not rebuilt, and the
only remaining part is a stone arch, which was part of
the raceway that channeled the Annaquatucket River

Village

Belleville Bellville Woolen Mill — Closed
Davisville | Davisville Woolen Co.
Davisville Davisville Woolen Co. ‘Woolen yarn
Hamilton Hamilton Web Co. Narrow fabrics
Worsted suitings
Shady Lea | Rodman Mfg. Co. Cotton yarn

‘Wickford Coronet Worsted Co. — Closed

|
. Lafayette Rodman Mfg. Co.
|
|

Jeans and cassimeres

FORGOTTEN TEXTILE MILLS OF NORTH KINGSTOWN

Male Workers | Female Workers Bays Girls
under 16 | under 16
17 8 o :
11 9 o R
100 55 5 ;
104 88 o p
48 30 1 2

TABLE 4: 1907 Thirteenth Annual Report of Inspections of Factories, Mercantile Establishments, and Workshops

underneath the Post Road. Pierce also owned the
much larger woolen mill at Belleville that was located
just upstream, so there may not have been a necessity
to rebuild Joseph C.’s mill.

Unfortunately, the census records for 1890 for North
Kingstown no longer survive. Most of them were lost
in a 1921 fire that destroyed much of the Commerce
Department building where they had been stored.™?
Other sources that could have shed some light on the
textile industry in North Kingstown at this time are
surprisingly vague. For instance, the Fourth Annual
Report of the Commissioner of Industrial Statistics listed
occupations by age and place of birth of the parents
for North Kingstown residents.'** None of the textile-
related occupations mentioned in the previous census
records are part of the list. Twenty manufacturers were
living in North Kingstown, and there were 269 mill
operatives, which after farmers (294) was the largest
employment sector. Some of these likely were working

in the textile mills. According to the Census Bulletin,
Rhode Island saw a decline in the number of cotton
manufacturers from the previous decade, from 115 to
94, but it still came in second in New England and
third nationwide.!'* Whereas cotton manufacturing
had declined, the number of wool manufacturers had
increased in Rhode Island from 62 to 91.M6

By 1900, the population of North Kingstown had
increased to 4,194.7 North Kingstown was again
divided into two districts: the northern (234) and
southern (285) parts of town. A portion of the records
for District 235 are challenging to decipher, making
an accurate analysis difficult. The records still men-
tioned specific occupations associated with the textile
industry, such as dyers, spinners and weavers, mule
spinners, beamer tenders, card tenders, and dresser
tenders. By 1906-07 only five mills remained in opera-
tion in North Kingstown (see Table 4)."*®

The Belleville Woolen Mill was closed, as was the
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Coronet Worsted Company in Wickford.™® The Davis-
ville Woolen Company operated two mills in Davisville,
one that produced jeans and cassimeres and one that
produced woolen yarn, employing twenty-five and thir-
teen people respectively.

The Hamilton Web Company produced narrow fab-
rics and employed 100 men, fifty-five women, five boys,
and seven girls under sixteen. The Rodman Manufac-
turing Company operated two mills. The Lafayette
Mill produced worsted suitings and employed the larg-
est workforce of the surviving mills in North Kings-
town, with 104 and eighty-eight women. The Shady
Lea Mill also was owned by the Rodman Manufac-
turing Company and produced cotton yarn, employ-
ing eighty-one people (including one boy and two girls
under sixteen).

The Annaquatucket Mill had been more or less
mothballed by the Hamilton Web Company. The
inspection report of factories in North Kingstown done
between January 1906 and January 1907 no longer
mentioned the mill.'*° The mill was permanently shut-
tered in 1915 and by 1925 was torn down with only the
cotton and waste house spared.'?! By 1944, the cotton
and waste house were equipped with a fireplace and
used as a “country camp.”'?? All that remains now are
parts of the foundation of the main building and the
shell of the cotton and waste house.

After more than a century of operation, the textile
industry in the United States fell into decline during
the first half of the twentieth century. Some described
it as a “sick giant” that had overexpanded and was
overproducing.'?® Increased foreign competition, the

Great Depression, and labor strikes led to a steady
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decline that ultimately reached the textile mills in
North Kingstown. A newspaper article in the Provi-
dence Journal of October 1936 reported on the tem-
porary closure of the Lafayette and Shady Lea Mills,
causing 250 people to be unemployed, and the Bel-
leville Mill reducing its workforce to 25 percent.!?*
Only the Hamilton Web Company was not affected at
the time.

Ultimately, the remaining textile mills in North
Kingstown fell into decline during the twentieth cen-
tury, unable to compete with some of the new mills
being built in the South and abroad. The Lafayette
and Shady Lea Mills closed in 1952 and were sold at
auction.'?® The Belleville Woolen Mill had ceased reg-
ular operations by the late 1960s and burned to the
ground in 1969.'26 The Hamilton Web Company Mill
was the lone survivor, having carved out a niche for
itself'in the narrow-weave fabrics market, but it ulti-
mately closed in 1978. The textile industry had played
an important part in North Kingstown’s economy
for more than a century, but on a much smaller scale
compared with other parts of Rhode Island and New
England. Its owners did not gain the national renown
of people such as Samuel Slater, in Pawtucket, Rhode
Island, or Francis Cabot Lowell, in Massachusetts,
or the Hazard family in neighboring South Kings-
town. And whereas other areas in Rhode Island had
been susceptible to mill strikes, this does not seem
to have been the case in North Kingstown. There are
no records to suggest that the workers ever united
to demand better wages and fewer hours or that mill
owners organized to stave off unrest among its labor

force.’” For some North Kingstown families, the tex-

tile industry was their life’s work, one that was passed
from one generation to the next. For instance, the clo-
sure of the Lafayette and Shady Lea Mills brought an
end to more than a century of textile manufacturing by
eight generations of the Rodman family. The Greene
family were the last owners of the Hamilton Web Com-
pany and had been in the textile business since 1794..
Joseph C. Sanford and Ezbon Sanford were perhaps
representative of a different type of mill owner during
the nineteenth century that existed along the margins.
Their lives suggest they saw textile mill ownership as
a strategic investment, not a way of life worthy of their
full attention and passing down to the next genera-
tion. None of their siblings appear to have joined them
in their ventures, and although some of their children
were involved at an early stage, most of them moved
away and sought other forms of employment.'?® The
only exception was Ezbon Sanford’s son, Ezbon San-
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ford III (184.4.-1908), who worked for Vaughn & Greene
at the Hamilton Mill from 1869 until 1892, after which
he worked for the Hope Webbing Company in Paw-
tucket until his death.'?® Although next to nothing sur-
vives of the Sanford brothers’ mills, both men were

an important part of nineteenth-century life in North
Kingstown and Rhode Island and contributed to the
nation’s Industrial Revolution. Their lives and labors,
and those of the workers they employed, deserve last-
ing acknowledgment.
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