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William S. Porter’s sweeping panoramic “Willimantic from Blake 
Mountain,” an 1882 view of Willimantic, Connecticut, depicts a typical 

late nineteenth-century New England mill town.  



Half village, half city, about a mile long, 1880s Willimantic nestled into a 
narrow river valley; at the center, nine tall smokestacks rose from five 
busy textile factories, pouring thick clouds of coal smoke into an 
otherwise clear New England sky. 
 



 

Smokestacks were among nineteenth-century New England’s most visible 
landmarks. Icons of industry, they towered above mills and main 
streets alike, symbolizing the region’s role as the heartland of the 
American Industrial Revolution. The history of the great stacks is the 
history of power – the technological, economic, political, and cultural 
power that built industrial America.  



SWIFT WATERS 

 



But the story of industrial power in Willimantic did not begin with steam 
and smokestacks, but rather with rivers, dams, raceways, and 

waterwheels.  



 

 In 1822, at the beginning of the Industrial Age, eastern Connecticut 
abounded with free-flowing rivers and swift-moving streams.  



Furious and foaming, swift and swirling, these rambunctious rivers 
tumbled out of steep granite hills, surged through narrow gneiss 
gorges, and quickly reached the busy ports of tidewater, such as 
Norwich and New London. (Willimantic Falls following a torrential 

rainstorm in 1938.)  

 



About a mile long, with a drop of more than 90 feet, the Willimantic 
Gorge was only 15 miles from the busy port of Norwich, a short wagon 
ride. It was an ideal spot for mills. 
 

 



 

Between 1822 and 1854, several different entrepreneurs erected cotton mills at the 

Willimantic Gorge, taking advantage of the abundant waterpower.  (The 
Windham Cotton Manufacturing Co., left, and Smithville Co., right, 
were on either side of Bridge Street.) 



 

By the 1860s, six sturdy stone dams spanned the swift-running river. (Dam 
of the Windham Cotton Manufacturing Co., near Bridge Street, in the 

1890s.)  







Diagram of dam for American Thread Company’s (formerly the 
Willimantic Linen Company’s) Mill Number Three, near Recreation 

Park, at east end of Willimantic Gorge, 1913.  

 



Diagram of dam for American Thread Company’s (formerly the 
Willimantic Linen Company’s) Mill Number Three, near Recreation 

Park, at east end of Willimantic Gorge, 1913. 



Dam of the American Thread Company’s (formerly the Willimantic 
Linen Company’s) Mill Number Two during a drought, c. 1990s. 







 

Wide, canal-like raceways carried the water from the Willimantic River’s 
mill ponds into the factories’ waiting wheelhouses, to turn the mills’ 
massive iron-and-wood wheels.  



Map of the Dunham Manufacturing Company (later the American 
Thread Company’s Mill Number Three), showing proposed canals and 
raceways, mid-1800s. 





Diagram of water wheels at the American Thread Co.,  

Willimantic, CT, 1902. 



Complex power trains snaked out from the whirring wheelhouses 
to the factory floors, to drive the mills’ thumping machinery. 

 



 



When smokestacks arrived later in the century, they 
reinforced a vertical mill architecture already in place.  



Vertical mill architecture reflected the early reliance on waterpower. The 
structures sat directly on the riverbanks, to keep the raceways short.  



Lit only by sunlight (lanterns would have posed too great a fire hazard), 
the early mills were deliberately designed to be long and narrow, with 
large, wide windows to maximize natural light.  



The mills’ narrow footprints meant building up, not out, so 

most mills rose to two, three, or four stories.  

 



The mills’ vertical bell towers were actually stanchions for 

hoisting heavy loads onto upper floors.  

 



HOT STEAM 

 



In the middle of the nineteenth century, steam emerged as a cheaper, 
more powerful, and more universal source of energy than falling 
water.  



Although the concept of steam power dated from ancient times, 
functional steam engines were not perfected until the late 1700s – and 
large, indoor steam boilers did not become truly practical until after 
1851, when the invention of the Bessemer process made steel affordable 
(older iron boilers had a tendency to blow up).  



Willimantic industry first harnessed steam in 1849, to power a 
short-line railroad that connected the city and its textile 

mills to the nearby port of Norwich.  



Possibly in the 1850s, but certainly by the 1860s, Willimantic’s 
mills began to use steam boilers for heat (before the 1850s, the 

mills were unheated, even in winter).  



Then, in the 1870s, the mills started to use steam to drive machinery, at 
first in combination with waterpower, and then, after 1900, as their 
major source of industrial energy.  



In 1899, Willimantic’s American Thread Company (ATCO) recorded 
burning 8,890 long tons of coal in its five steam boilers; in 1900 it 
consumed 10,604 tons. (Plan of ATCO Boiler House, 1907.)  



About a quarter of the steam power ATCO generated in 1899-1900 went 
for heat, while three quarters powered textile-making machinery – 
although at the same time the Company continued to use waterpower, 
and even some electricity. (Plan of ATCO Boiler House showing base of 
smokestack at top center, 1930-66.)  



Steam power meant installing tall smokestacks, to carry off the 
thick black smoke created by burning copious amounts of 
coal to fire the boilers.  



According to an old map, the Willimantic Linen Company (WLC), 

ATCO’s predecessor, had four tall, square, brick smokestacks in 1866.  



Two of the WLC’s 19th-Century stacks were attached to stone buildings 
(now demolished) that it had inherited from its predecessor, the Jillson 
Mills, which it had purchased in 1854; whether these stacks came with 

the buildings or were added by the WLC is not known.  



An engraving in the lower left corner of the map shows a third 
smokestack, square and brick, towering above Mill Number One, 

belching thick black smoke. The WLC build Mill Number One in 1857.   



This smokestack was tall enough to carry the smoke above an 

American flag flying from the top of the mill’s bell tower.  



The WLC’s fourth smokestack was shoehorned between the river and the 
Company’s stone dye house, a wing of the Company’s even larger Mill 

Number Two, built in 1864-65.  



One wing of the dye house was labeled “boilers,” while an adjacent area 
was labeled “coal bin.” In all likelihood, in 1866 these boilers were for 
heat and did not yet power machinery. 
 



Mill Number Two in winter, showing the boiler 
house and old, square smokestack, 1890s. 



By 1910, however, all five of Willimantic’s textile mills – three cotton mills 
and two silk mills (the Turner Silk Mill on Valley Street is pictured 
above) – used steam power to drive machines as well as heat their 
buildings. 



Four of these mills (including the Windham Mfg. Co., above) 
had only one stack, and hence just one boiler room.  



 

The Windham Mfg. Co. is in the foreground in this early Twentieth-
Century postcard; the Smithville Co. is in the background. Both 
smokestacks are visible. 



The fifth mill – the giant Willimantic Linen Company, which became the 
American Thread Company in 1898 – had several stacks. A large brick 
stack is visible at the west end of the Company’s large, stone Mill 
Number One, built in 1857, in this early Twentieth-Century postcard.  



The Holland Silk Mill, Willimantic, 1894. The Holland Mill used steam to 
power its machines, as well as for heat. As a result, it did not need to be 
located along the river. It was on Valley Street. 



W. H. Latham Lumber Mills, between Valley and Spring Streets, 1894. In addition 
to the textile mills, Willimantic’s lumber mills, machine shops, and electrical 

generating plants also burned coal and had smokestacks. 



Turner Silk Mill, corner of Bank and Valley Streets, 1894. 



Between 1915 and 1926, ATCO (which had acquired the Willimantic Linen 
Company in 1898) demolished several of its older, smaller, less efficient 
mill buildings (including Mill Number Three, above), along with their 
smokestacks; in most cases, these boilers had only been used to 
generate heat, not machine power.  



But a few years earlier (1900-10), ATCO had erected three new, large mill 
buildings in the mill yard adjacent to Mill Number Two, including Mill 
Number Five, shown above. These structures, too, needed power.  



The machinery ATCO installed in these new buildings was 
driven by steam, not water.  



To generate the needed power, ATCO built a large new boiler house, steam 
whistle, and smokestack next to Mill Number Two, along the river.  



Via a complex network of underground pipes and above-ground drive 
shafts, ATCO connected its new boiler house to its new mill buildings, 
to its older Mills Number Two and One, and to many of its worker 
tenements (for heat). 
 



As part of this effort, in 1908 ATCO demolished the old square brick smokestack 
at Mill Number Two and erected a newer, taller, more elegant smokestack 
(mistakenly colored red in this hand-tinted early 1900s postcard).  

 



Insurance map showing new ATCO Boiler House and smokestack, 1915. 



ATCO’s Mill Number Four, located on the 
opposite bank of the Willimantic River, 
continued to have its own boilers and 

smokestack.      
 



 



The big new stack, which now became Willimantic’s industrial icon, was 
round rather than square, made mostly of yellow-tan bricks, and 
sported a decorative pattern of brown and yellow bricks at the top. It 
towered over the city.  
 

 



 





Smokestack in 2007. 



The Age of Steam had arrived. Coal smoke filled the Willimantic skies. 





But the Age of Steam and Smokestacks, like the earlier Age of 
Water and Wheels, would be short-lived.  



The death of steam began in 1879, when the Willimantic Linen Company 
installed electric lights in its great, granite Mill Number Two, 
generating its own electricity from its dams. It was the first factory in 
the world to have electric lights!  



The next year the WLC began construction of its massive, new, state-of-
the-art Mill Number Four, shown here in 1904. Lit by electricity and 
powered by steam, not water, Number Four was the prototype of all 
modern factories. 



So that Number Four’s intricate drive system would not interfere with the 
lights, the power train was relocated from the ceiling and placed under 
the floor. No longer needing big windows and a narrow footprint, the 
new building was mostly a single story. It was not directly along the 
riverbank. It had no dams or raceways.   



A big brick smokestack carried off the coal smoke.  



As time went by, electricity gained ground. When the American Thread Company 
acquired the WLC’s mills in 1898, it began gradually to install electric motors 
on the machines. Electric motors did not have massive belts and drive shafts 
that interfered with lights. By 1940 electricity had replaced steam and 
waterpower as the predominant power source.  

 



By the end of the twentieth century, steam and smokestacks had become 
quaint relics of the past, replaced in everyday use by electricity. One by 
one, Willimantic’s great smokestacks came down. The last, ATCO’s 
iconic, elegant, yellow, brown, and tan stack, began to crumble in 2011, 
and was demolished. Ironically, the granite dams and stone-lined 
raceways of the Age of Waterpower still exist, but the landscape today 
shows little evidence that there was once an Age of Steam.  




