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The Ames Ironworks at Falls Village, Connecticut, in 1853. This works operated from 1832-1871 and here artisans manufac-
tured a variety of products, mostly heavy forgings such as axles, cranks, and tires for locomotives. Ames also fabricated a small
number of wrought-iron, rifled cannon during the Civil War. (From the L. Fagan Map of Canaan, 1853. Courtesy of the Sterling

Memorial Library, Yale University.)

Gaining Insight into New
England Iron Industry

Since early last fall Greg Galer,
Robert Gordon, and Fran Kemmish
have been studying the history of the
Ames Ironworks in  Salisbury,
Connecticut. Galer is in the midst of dis-
sertation research on the Ames family of
Easton, Massachusetts, and its industrial
operations, including this one on the
Housatonic River. Gordon and
Kemmish have been studying north-
western Connecticut industry as part of
a National Science Foundation grant.
The research draws on a wide variety of
material from manuscripts to slag analy-
sis. Sources such as extant correspon-
dence, account books, maps, land
records, and credit reports provide a rich
resource for conclusions about the lives
of workers and the complexity of man-
aging an ironworks from the 1830s to
1870.

Now, as the end of the research and
writing is coming into view, what began
as a small paper is looking more like a
short book which addresses many issues
of interest to industrial archeologists.
Perhaps the single most interesting con-
clusion is that Horatio Ames along with
his partners John Eddy and Leonard

Kinsley were the first to adapt the
British technique of puddling to the
American environment by firing their
furnaces with wood.

The difficulty of getting an enter-
prise such as this one operating and at a
continued level of profitability becomes
clear when one realizes the numerous
resources to be managed: raw materials,
water power, finances in an erratic and
immature economy, difficulty in reach-
ing distant markets, and employee-
employer relations that had yet to be
fully transformed from artisanal tradi-
tions. The research also addresses the
dangerous work environment and the
isolated social environment workers
endured, technology transfer, and tech-
nical innovation in ironworking before
trained metallurgists. Account books
provide the ability to trace worker pur-
chases, and this resource combined with
land records allows study of domestic
life.

The Amesville works produced
plates for Oliver Ames’s shovels made
in Massachusetts, bar iron for axes,
crow bars, huge shafts and cranks for
steam engines and steam ships, and
axles and tires for locomotives. The
works was involved in production of
locomotive supplies very early and built
a large following from railroads in and
beyond New England. During the Civil

This Greek Revival home is typical of
several extant homes on Puddlers Lane
(c. 1850) near the site of the Ames

Ironworks. Horatio Ames provided
mortgages of approximately $600 to
some of his more skilled artisans to
allow them to build these homes. Most
of the puddlers originated in England.
Ames hoped that married puddlers, who
had an investment in a home such as
this one, would provide a more stable
work force than the single, “rum-drink-
ing devils” with whom he had strug-
gled. Upwards of 300 men were
employed at the Ames works.



War Horatio Ames turned to develop-
ment and production of an innovative
cannon design. Unfortunately, govern-
ment officers were not convinced of the
benefits of Ames’s heavy ordnance and
few guns were ordered or made.

After the Ames works closed up
shop in 1871, the site was sold to the
Housatonic Railroad for their repair
shops. Unfortunately, that facility shut
down too and was demolished by 1904.
There are no extant buildings on the fac-
tory site, but much worker housing
remains, as do cellar holes of additional
buildings from this former industrial
community.

Galer, Gordon, and Kemmish are
working towards an interdisciplinary
examination of American industrial
development through study of this one
particular ironworks. The publisher of
this study has not yet been determined.

Greg Galer
North Easton, MA

NNEC to Hold Spring Meeting
at the Belknap Mill, Laconia

SATURDAY, MAY 17, 1997
9:00 AM

The Beklnap Mill Society will host
the Northern New England Chapter as it
holds its Spring Meeting at the historic
Belknap Mill in Laconia, New
Hampshire, on Saturday, May 17. Tours
of the Belknap Mill, Star Specialty
Knitting Mill and the Allen Rogers
wood working mill will be on the day’s
program.

The Belknap Mill tour relates to the
Norton-Prize winning article by Mary
Boswell in JA (Vol.XX Nos. 1& 2). The
Belknap Mill is the oldest unaltered
brick textile building in the United
States and the only remaining example
of architecture representing the early
stage of industrialization in this country.
The nearby Busiel Mill represents a sec-
ond stage. Both were among the first

mills in the U.S. to convert from weav-
ing to knitting.

Star Specialty Knitting is the only
remaining knitting mill in operation in
Laconia, which was once a leading
international center of that form of
industry.

Allen Rogers is a wood-turning mill
that still relies on water to power its tur-
bine to produce electricity. All mills are
within walking distance from one anoth-
er. Booklets will be provided which
include essays on Laconia’s industrial
history, biographies of the mills, and a
map.

The Belknap Mill Society is working
with the City of Laconia to convert an
adjacent lot (south of the Belknap Mill)
into a park with walking tours along the
river. It will be completed by June 21,
1997.

Anyone wishing further information
may call Dennis Howe, (603) 225-6649.

NEW MEMBERS
SOUGHT

Both the Southern & Northern
New England Chapters
are eagerly seeking

NEW MEMBERS

MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION

To apply for membership in either
the Southern or Northern New England
Chapter of the Society for Industrial
Archeology please fill out the following
form. Membership in either Chapter
automatically includes a subscription to
the Newsletter.

Telephone:

Name:

Address:

Northern New England:

Regular $10.00 U.S.

Student $3.00 U.S.

Make checks payable to: Northern New
England Chapter, Society for Industrial
Archeology, and mail to:

Walter Ryan

Tresurer, NNEC

PO Box 1321
Claremont, NH 03753

Southern New England:

Regular $10.00 U.S.
Student $5.00 U.S.
Life $100.00 U.S.

Make checks payable to: Southern New
England Chapter, Society for Industrial
Archeology, and mail to:

Jack Yerkes

Treasurer, SNEC-SIA

108 Mountain Extension Road
Tariffville, CT 06081
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