




















revivifying spent indigo dye. This was 
an invention of great importance to 
Sawyers Mills and the woolen industry, 
as indigo was the most costly dye used 
in the manufacturing process and was 
critical to the manufacture of uniform 
material begun by the Mills during the 
Civil War. A viable synthetic indigo 
dye was not invented until 1890 and 
was put into use sometime thereafter; 
efforts toward its creation were mul­
titudinous in the preceding 
decades. [13) 

During this period, Sawyers Mills 
expanded greatly, so that by 1898 it 
had reached the enormous proportions 
of a 39-set mill, employing 600 
workers.[l4) Also in this year, how­
ever, the firm went bankrupt. This was 
due to a number of reasons, some 
having to do with its peculiar status 
as a family concern. As the bankruptcy 
comni ttee reported, the family had 
been accustomed. to using the Mills as 
a bank, so that family and company 
finances had become inextricably 
linked and Byzantine in their comp­
lications. More important was the 
position of the company in the New 
England textile industry as a whole. 
Caught up in the Depression of 1893-
1897, along with the dropping of 
tariffs on imported wool which had 
been in effect since the Civil war, 
increasing southern and foreign comp­
etition, and a change in American 
taste away from heavy woolen fabrics 
to worsteds and other lighter, more 
finely finished textiles, the New 
England woolen industry went through a 
crisis in the late 1890s. The imme­
diate cause of failure was the pros­
pect of the liquidation of a number of 
Boston banks which had lent money to 
Sawyers Mills and the failure of 
Plymouth Woolen Mills in 
Massachusetts, which was owned by 
members of the Sawyer family although 
not connected in business with Sawyers 
Mills. The failure of Plymouth was 
regarded as necessarily affecting the 
credit of the Cover concern. [15) The 
experience of Sawyers Mills in 1898 is 
an example of what was happening to 
woolen mills across New England at the 
time. Arthur Cole quotes S.N.D. North 
who called the mid-1890s" ••• without 
any reservations or qualifications 
whatsoever ••• the most disastrous 
period in the history of American wool 
manufacture" in tariff hearings in 
1896. [16) 

A response was the formation of 
the American Woolen Company in March 
1899 by William M. Wood, treasurer of 
the troubled washington Mills of 
Lawrence, Massachusetts, along with 

James Phillips, Jr., and Charles 
Fletcher, each the owner of a small 
group of mills. At the outset, the 
company owned seven mills, with nine­
teen others subsequently added, ulti-
mately controlling 59 mills, all but 
three located in New England. [17) 
Under the parent company, Sawyers 
Mills stabilized in size, being listed 
in 1921 as having 32 cards and 
employing 550. [18) The flamboyant 
William M. Wood, son of a Portuguese 
immigrant, · created " ••• the largest 
manufacturer of woolen and worsted 
fabrics in the world" before his re­
tirement in 1924; rationalized the New 
England woolen industry; created a new 
town (Shawsheen Village outside 
Lawrence, MA) for the company's 
offices and management residences; and 
left enormous cash reserves (largely 
built up during the last great boom of 
the American Woolen Company in World 
War I) which enabled the company to 
survive many lean years and a succes­
sion of bad management teams until its 
ultimate demise in 1955. [19) 

Reported closed in May 1954, 
Sawyers Mills' demise was part of a 
belated effort by American Woolen to 
reorganize operations and prune un­
economic mills. The following year, 
the parent company was taken over in 
an unfriendly merger (along with 
Robbins Mills, a southern firm, which, 
however, favored a merger) by Textron, 
forming Textron American. Textron was 

a conglomerate which hoped to further 
diversify by using the still con­
siderable assets of American Woolen to 
finance acquisitions. This it did, 
liquidating all of its New England 
mills within two years of the 1955 
merger. As Dunwell suggests, Royal 
Little (founder of Textron and archi­
tect of the merger) simply delivered 
the coue de grace to the New England 
textile 1ndustry. [20) 

The history of American Woolen 
Company is the story of the decline of 
the woolen industry in New England, 
and Sawyers Mills clearly represents 
the fortunes of the company and the 
industry. Acquired in 1899 as one of 
the original mills, Sawyers never grew 
beyond its size at that time. Aside 
from improvements to the power plant 
with consequent alterations to the 
engine room and construction of a 
metal oil-storage building, the phy­
sical plant remained unchanged during 
the final half-century of Sawyers 
Mills. The Mills' final closing at a 
time when the merger battle with 
Textron was already underway, rep­
resents economic realities catching up 
with the New England textile industry. 
Bad management, outdated equipnent, 
high labor costs and apathetic city 
governments combined to push the 
industry and the capital else­
where. [21) Ironically, the rather 
bleak industrial history of Sawyers 
mills under the control of American 

Aerial view of the Upper Mill complex; 
Sawyers Mills; Cover, NH. Photographer 
facing SE. Mill housing flanking 
Charles Street in foreground; •The Ten 
Commandments" rowhouse in background 
center. Photo by Closs Planners Inc. 



WOolen had the effect of preserving 
intact the Mills as they had evolved 
by 1a92 under the leadership of 
Jonathan Sawyer and his son, Charles 
H. Sawyer. 

Thus, the unique circLUnStances of 
a mill complex built up laterally 
(rather than vertically) over a period 
of two decades by one family, economic 
collapse in 1a9a in response to 
industry-wide conditions and the 
Depression of la93-la97, and the sub­
sequent "caretakership" by American 
WOolen during the long decline of the 
New England textile industry --all 
combined to preserve this extra­
ordinary monument to the energy and 
ability of the Sawyer family and its 
particular vision of a woolen mill at 
the peak of the industry. 

The Upper Mills complex has re­
cently been converted to apartments, 
while the Lower Mills building cont­
inues as a manufacturing facility 
under separate ownership, as is the 
remarkable Italianate rowhouse known 
as "The Ten Commandments," between the 
two buildings. As abovementioned, 
eight of the ten houses remain on the 
street leading up to the front of the 
Upper Mills. In addition, much later 
nineteenth century mill housing 
remains in the immediate area, notably 
on Monroe Street. The Jonathan Sawyer 
Mansion, which stood on the site now 
occupied by Burger King Restaurant, 
was demolished in the 195~s. Its ex­
tensive grounds extended up the hill 
and are now covered with twentieth 
century housing. Remaining in that 
area, however, is the circular brick 
reservoir and wool-storage building, 
converted to a house. Although the 
Sawyer Mill complex has been bisected 
by the Spaulding TUrnpike, the visitor 
can gain a good idea of its plan by 
following the major landmarks and 
noting the location of the railroad, 
which remains. Continuing up the hill 
from the front of the Upper Mills, one 
will find the Dover Cemetery, where 
prominent monuments memorialize 
Jonathan Sawyer and other family 
members. 
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NEW MEMBERS 
SOUGHT 

Both the Southern & Northern 
New England Chapters 

are eagerly seeking 
NEW MEMBERS. 

are All members 
ENLIST NEW 

NOW. 

asked to 
PEOPLE 

If each current member were to 
bring in one new member 
OUR ROLLS WOULD 

DOUBLE. 
Dues are 

ONLY $5.00 PER YEAR. 
There isn't a better bargain 

ANYWHERE! 
IT WOULD MAKE A NICE GIIT 

for that 

hard-to-shop-for person. 
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MEMBERSIDP APPUCATION 

To apply for membership in either 
the Southern or Northern New England 
Chapter of The Society for Industrial 
Archeology please fill out the follow­
ing form. (Members must also belong 
to the national Society for Industrial 
Archeology.) Membership in either 
Chapter automatically includes a sub­
scription to the Newsletter. 

Southern New England: 

____ Regular 

____ Student 

Northern New England: 

____ Regular 

____ Student 
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$5.00 u.s. 
$3.00 u.s. 

$5.00 u.s. 
$3.00 u.s. 

Make checks payable to: Southern New 
England Chapter, Society f or Indus­
trial Archeology and mail to 

Fred Roe 
Treasurer, SNEC-siA 

837 Winter Street 
Holliston, MA 01746 

or 

Northern New England Chapter Society 
for Industrial Archeology and mail to: 

Vic Rolando 
33 Howard Street 

Pittsfield, MA 01201 

Name:-----------------------------------------------------------

Address: __________________________________ ~---------------------
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