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The Lower Willimantic Valley in 1882 

 



Historical ecology 

 A branch of environmental history that seeks to avoid 
being anthropocentric 

 All lifeforms (including humans) live within ecosystems 

 An ecosystem consists of a lifeform and the plants, 
animals, and nonliving features that comprise its 
environment 

 An ecosystem is a system, which means its parts are 
interdependent 

 An ecosystem is a community, which means that ecological 
historians can use ideas developed by social scientists, as 
well as by ecologists and physical scientists 

 From the perspective of historical ecology, the key 
questions are often issues of environment, technology (the 
means used to transform the environment), and 
community  



The story begins, not with people, but 
with rivers, the centers of early 
industrial ecosystems in eastern 
Connecticut. 

The Willimantic River 
at Willimantic, CT. 



Where the rivers flowed through 
narrow gorges, potential waterpower 
abounded. 

The Willimantic River during the 1938 hurricane. The river 
drops 90 feet in less than a mile as it descends through a 
narrow, steep-sided gneiss gorge. 



Adjacent to the rivers, a terrain of steep, rocky 
hills and narrow, marshy intervales predominated. 

 



Although thickly populated today, in the colonial period 
the Lower Willimantic Valley was mostly devoid of 
human habitation. The best farmland was elsewhere. 
“Scrub oak” covered the hills near the gorge. 



Small, preindustrial gristmills and sawmills served the 
colonial-era farm population. These early mills were 
usually two-story wooden structures, functioned as 
custom mills, were located on the smaller tributary 
streams, had slow-moving waterwheels, and were 
operated by the miller, his family, and maybe a hired 
hand. 



Between 1820 and 1870, entrepreneurs erected textile 
mills in the gorge. 

  Born in Mansfield in 1804 

 Moved to Hartford and sold cotton goods; 
accumulated capital and made contacts 

 In 1820s several entrepreneurs from 
Providence, Boston, and CT erected textile 
mills at Willimantic gorge 

 Teamed up with Hartford woolen 
manufacturer Lawson Ives in 1845; with 
other partners, bought and rebuilt old 
Richmond mill in Willimantic to 
manufacture cotton goods 

 With Ives and others in 1854 formed 
Willimantic Linen Company; with capital of 
$75,000 began manufacturing linen thread 
in old stone Jillson mill in Willimantic; then 
came the Crimean War…. 

 In 1857 built larger stone mill in 
Willimantic to manufacture cotton thread. 
Then came the Civil War…. 

 In 1864 built even larger mill to 
manufacture sewing machine thread 



Until the 1870s, the mills used mostly 
waterpower to drive their machines. 

Carding machine, c. 1890 



Power looms, c. 1890 



Spinning frame, c. 1890 



Winders, c. 1890 



To power the new machines, industrialists altered the 
rivers, building dams, ponds, and raceways. 

 



Dams were constructed from a combination of 

local stone, earth, and wood cribs. 

 Willimantic dams at 
low water, during 
repairs 



The ideal millstream was now a river rather 
than a brook, about 50-100 feet wide, with a 
steady flow. 

 



Dams blocked fish migration. They 
also ponded water upstream, … 

Wauregan, CT Willimantic, CT 



… diverting water from the river 
beds, …. 

Willimantic 

dam 

built  

c. 1857 



… through sluice gates, and into wide, stone-lined, funneling, 
canal-like raceways. (As the city of Willimantic grew up 
around the mills, the sewer pipe, railroad bridge, and 
automobile bridge were added.) 

Willimantic 

raceway 

built  

c.1825; 

probably 

enlarged  

later 

 



Head races carried water into the 
mills. (Grates and floating booms 
kept leaves and other debris from 
entering the mills.) 

 



In the mills’ wheelhouses, water turned 
waterwheels, flywheels, and (later) turbines. 

Flywheel Turbine 



Some wheels were immense. 

 



Power was transferred from the waterwheels and 
flywheels to the machines via vertical and horizontal 
(ceiling) drive shafts, which were connected to the 
machines by leather belts. 

 



The water exited the mills via stone-
lined, widening tail races, flowing back 
into the rivers. 

  



Raceways could be up to 20 feet wide 
and more than 10 feet deep, and lined 
with stones. 

Abandoned 

head race, 

built 

c. 1845 



The same head race, filled with water 



Riverbanks, too, were lined with stones, to prevent 
erosion. (The stones came from the earth excavated to 
make the dams and raceways.) 

Windham 

Mills State 

Heritage 

Park in 

Willimantic, 

CT. 



(This is what happened without 
the stones.) 

 



Mill buildings were tall, narrow, had large windows, 
were usually made of brick or stone, and were located 
next to the rivers. 

Willimantic Linen Company’s Number 2 Mill, built 1864 



American Thread Company’s Mill No. 2, 
shown from the river side, early 1900s 



Mill shape and construction was dictated by the need 
for light and the fear of fire, more than it was for the 
efficient movement of products. 

  



As many as five water-powered textile 
mills operated at the Willimantic gorge. 

Windham Manufacturing Company 



Willimantic Cotton Mills Corporation 



Jillson Mill, constructed 1825, later acquired 
by the Willimantic Linen Company as a 
spool shop 



Whole hillsides were excavated, to 
provide both fill and flat building space. 

Willimantic Linen Company 



The terrain around the mills was 
rebuilt into mill yards. 

Jillson Mill c. late 1800s, after acquired by 
Willimantic Linen Co. 



Office space was added. 

Willimantic 

Linen  

Company 

office 

building, 

1866 



As were barns. Animals did a lot of the heavy 
work. (19th-century cities are sometimes 
called “organic” cities.) 

Willimantic Linen Co. 

tower (1864) and barn 

(1866) 

 

 



Animals were also used for food 
and transportation. 

 



 



 



What evidence of an “organic” city can be found in this 
photograph of Main Street, Willimantic, c. 1910? 



After 1840, railroads provided 
transportation … 

Train at Willimantic, c. 1891 



… and polluted the air with coal 
(later petroleum) smoke. 

 



Willimantic became a rail hub. 

Detail from 1911 panoramic map of 
Willimantic, showing railroad station 



Wood for spools, bobbins, etc. 
came first from local farmers, then 
from Maine 

 



After the Civil War, steam and 
electricity were added. 

 



Boiler room, c. 1910 



Erecting a 
smokestack at the 
Linen Co. 

The two power 
sources, side by 
side 



New silk mills used ONLY steam power 

 



Boardinghouses were built to house 
single workers. 

 The Elms boardinghouse in 
Willimantic housed both 
female AND male workers! 



Boardinghouses offered refined, homelike living 
conditions, with parlors and dining rooms. 

Right: Mrs. Snow, housekeeper at the 
Elms, 1910 

Below: Elms parlor decorated for a 
wedding, 1910 

 



The Elms today. 

 



Row houses were for families. 

 



A Willimantic row house today. 

 



No pigs?!? 

 



These quaint Victorian “cottages,” with 
gingerbread trim, were also for families. 

Engineer’s drawing 

of worker cottage 

in the Oaks,  

Willimantic, 

CT, c. 1880 



The Oaks, c. 1880s, shortly after built. 

 



Workers arrived from many places: rural New England, 
Britain, Ireland, French Canada, Europe, the Middle 
East, the U. S. South, Latin America, etc. 

 



Mill managers, agents, and 
chemists lived in mansions. 

  



And more mansions. 

 



And … well, you get the picture. 

 



Because most of the larger mills were owned by absentee (i.e., 
Providence, Boston, Hartford, of even British) capital, the majority of 
the mill managers and agents were also employees – although very 
highly paid ones! These three were William E. Barrows, Lucius 
Barbour, and Eugene S. Boss, all of the Willimantic Linen Company. 

 



To supply workers with food, clothing, and other needs, many 
of the mills operated company stores. This company store 
was built by the Willimantic Linen Company in the 1870s. 
Today it houses the Mill Museum. 

  



The Linen Company Store had a library on the 
third floor. 

Dunham Hall 

Library, c. 1900. 

Today, Dunham 

Hall is a  

research  

library at the 

Museum. 



Mills expanded, becoming complexes of 
buildings built around mill yards. 

 American Thread Co. 

 

 

 

       Quinnebaug Co. 



To link both sides of the rivers, the 
mills built bridges. 

Once the main 

bridge spanning 

the Willimantic 

River, this bridge 

is now a park –  

the Garden on  

the Bridge. 



Villages and even small cities grew up around the 
clusters of new mills, railroad stations, worker houses, 
company stores, libraries, and bridges. 

 Willimantic, CT, in the 
early 1900s 



Cities sprang up 
where not even 
farmland had 
existed. 

 



The new mill cities had streets, … 

 



… shops and stores, … 

  



… playhouses, hotels, hospitals,… 

Opera House, Main Street, 
Willimantic, CT 

 

 

 

   St. Joseph Hospital, 
Jackson St., Willimantic, 
CT 



… post offices, … 

 



… schools, … 

  



… an educated citizenry, … 

  



… connections to the wider world, … 

 



American Thread Co. 
HQ in New York 

ATC owned 
timberland and 
sawmills in Maine 



…parks,… 

  



  



… baseball teams, … 

 



…reservoirs, farmland,… 

  



… churches, cemeteries,… 

  



… pastoral campgrounds,… 

 



… and middle class neighborhoods 
with yards. 

  



Trees lined the streets, in both residential and 
industrial neighborhoods. 

  



As the Impressionist artist J. Alden Weir noted, eastern 
Connecticut’s early textile mill villages were organic 
cities where artifice blended with nature. 

“The Factory 

Village,” by J. 

Alden Weir – 

Willimantic, CT, 

c. 1900. 

 



But the reality wasn’t quite that ideal. 

 



There were dangerous working 
conditions, … 

 



… labor unrest, … 

  



… industrial contaminants,… 

 



… floods, … 

 



… water pollution, fish kills, … 

Dyes from the dye 

vats were dumped  

directly into the rivers. 



… air pollution, carbon emissions, 
global warming, … 

 



… and fires and fire departments. 

  



Returning to where we started. 


