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30th Anniversary for a Pearl of a Museum
By Bev York

2019 marks the 30th anniversary — the “pearl anniversary” — of the
Windham Textile and History Museum (the Mill Museum), which
opened to the public in 1989. The Museum opened because
industry left. Who better to tell the story of its founding and
survival than Bev York, who has been here since the beginning.
In 1985, the American Thread Company (formerly the
Willimantic Linen Company) left Willimantic, CT, “the Thread
City,” and consolidated its operations in North Carolina. The
Willimantic Chronicle covered the move, publishing articles,
interviews with former workers, and brief histories of the factory
that over its 130-year history had produced “40,000 thread
products.” The workers’ stories inspired some of us local folks to
try to preserve their history. We also were intrigued by the
realization that the Willimantic factory was not just another “run of
the mill” industry, but had been famous for its innovative
technology, worker benefits, and more. So, as we sat around a
kitchen table in Windham Center, the idea of a museum about the
textile industries that built Willimantic and the other mill towns of
eastern Connecticut was born.

The other one was me. My early involvement with the
Museum was working with school tours. The newly
reorganized Museum struggled with maintenance,
fundraising, and mortgage payments. A community
fundraising effort and town vote led to the Town of
Windham purchasing the buildings and assuming the
mortgage. After a few months, Tom left the Museum. I was
now the “part-time” Director, a 24/7 job. (Cont’d, p. 2.)

The first developer to purchase the American Thread Company
complex was Jonathan Dugan. But without a good market, he
resold the complex in 1987. Before selling, though, he donated
two of its architecturally distinct buildings on the north side of
Willimantic’s Main Street, to the newly incorporated Windham
Textile & History Museum. Many people from the community
worked to build exhibits, collect artifacts, research history, write
interpretations, raise funds, and write grants — and the Museum
opened with great fanfare and a parade on Labor Day in 1989.
However, with overzealous plans and spending, the Museum,
under its founding Director, Laura Knott Twine (the wom- Top: One of the last workers at the
an with the perfect name!), ran into tremendous financial
American Thread Company
difficulties and closed in 1995. A local bank, which had
crossed the mill yard. Fran Funk
loaned the Museum so much money, held the buildings in photo from the Chronicle, 1985.
receivership.
Middle: Labor Day Parade in
Willimantic, 1989, celebrating the
A new Board of Directors and two staff members came
opening of the Mill Museum. We
forward to offer the Museum a second chance. One of
used to be gray.
them was Tom Beardsley, a scholar who had previously
Bottom: Tom and Bev reopen the
been hired under a grant to research and write Willimantic
Museum in 1995. Matt Suess
Industry and Community: The Rise and Decline of a
photo from the Chronicle.

Connecticut Textile City.
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Calendar of Activities
Feb. 8—Apr. 28: Special Exhibit, “Sidonia’s Thread: From Holocaust to High
Fashion.”
Apr. 7: Hanna Perlstein Marcus, author of Sidonia’s Thread, daughter of Sidonia
Perlstein, and co-curator of the “Sidonia’s Thread” exhibit, will be present in the
Museum to chat informally with visitors. 1-4 p.m.
Apr. 13: Kids’ Club. “Charlie Needs a New Cloak.” 2-4 p.m.
Apr. 20: Museum Tag Sale Fundraiser. 246 North St., Willimantic (Faith Kenton’s
house).
Apr. 27: Mill of the Month. Coast Guard Museum, Custom House Museum.
Meet at CGM, 15 Mohegan Ave. Pkwy., New London. 2 p.m.
Apr. 27: Mill Museum Spinning Bee. 10 a.m.—1 p.m.
Apr. 28: Hanna Perlstein Marcus, author of Sidonia’s Thread, daughter of Sidonia
Perlstein, and co-curator of the “Sidonia’s Thread” exhibit, will be present in the
Museum to chat informally with visitors. 2-4 p.m.
May 10—Jul. 28: Special Exhibit, “Under Cover Stories: Quilts, Coverlets, and
Fiber Fair.”
May 11: Kids’ Club. Tie-Dyeing, with Bev York. 2-3:30 p.m.
May 11: Museum Lyceum. “Celebrating Women in the Arts.” Kathy Baglioni of
the Studio Arts Quilters Assoc. 1-3 p.m.
May 17: Museum Lyceum. “A Social History of Bed Covers: Vintage Quilts and
Covers in the Mill Museum’s Collection.” Jamie Eves. 3 p.m.

May 19: Museum Lyceum: “Over There: The World War I Diaries of Dr. Jessie
Weston Fischer.” Diary readings and music by Rick Spencer and Bev York. 4 p.m.
May 25: Mill of the Month. Meet at Chamberlin Sawmill, 286 Old Turnpike Rd.,
Woodstock. 11 a.m.
May 25: Mill Museum Spinning Bee. 10 a.m.—1 p.m.
Jun. 2: Quiet Corner Fiddlers. 1:30—2:30 p.m.
Jun. 8: Kids’ Club. River Walk, with Bev York. 2-3:30 p.m.
Jun. 8: CT Open House Day
Jun. 16: Demonstration. “Quilting & Embroidery by Machine.” Chelsey Knyff of
Schiller’s Sewing Center. 10 a.m.—4 p.m.
Jun. 22: Mill of the Month. Walking tour of Willimantic Mills. Meet at the Mill
Museum. 4 p.m.
Jun. 22: Mill Museum Spinning Bee. 10 a.m.—1 p.m.
Jun. 23: Museum Lyceum. “The Journals of Ruth Bowen Smith of Chaplin, CT,
Quilter.” Catherine Smith. 4 p.m.
Jul. 27: Mill of the Month. Indian Leap & Yantic Cemetery Tour. Meet at the
Leap, 196-200 Yantic St., Norwich. 3 p.m.
Jul. 27: Mill Museum Spinning Bee. 10 a.m.—1 p.m.
Aug. 2—Sep. 15: Special Exhibit, “A 30th Anniversary History of the Mill
Museum.”
Aug. 24: Mill of the Month. Warehouse Point. Meet at East Windsor Historical
Museum, 115 Scantic Rod., East Windsor. 11 a.m.
Sep. 2: Special Labor Day Reenactment. 5 p.m. Details TBA.
Sep. 8: Fall weaving class with Peggy Church begins.
Sep. 21: Mill of the Month. Boston Freedom Trail and Other Sites. Carpool.
Meet at the Museum at 8 a.m.
Sep. 28—Nov. 10: Special Exhibit, “Nightmare on Main: Villains.”
Sep. 28 & 29; Oct. 4 & 5: Special evening performances of “Nightmare on Main:
Villains” with live actors. Our Hallowe’en exhibit brought to life … or maybe to
death!

Dates are subject to change. Additional programs may be added. There
are small fees for Kids Club and some special programs. You can
always call us in advance for more information. (860) 456-2178.
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30th Anniversary for a
Pearl of a Museum,
Cont’d
With a hand-to-mouth existence and a dedicated team of
volunteers, the Museum grew and survived many
challenges. The use of the nickname “The Mill Museum”
helped us broaden our interpretation and attract more
visitors. Our story is not only about Windham and
Willimantic, but a more comprehensive story about the
industrial and postindustrial ages in Connecticut, including
industrial working conditions, social issues, immigrants,
labor, management, unions, and making current
connections to our lives.
The Mill Museum was reorganized again in 2006. It has
had three more Directors and scores of Board members
and volunteers. The Museum’s successes include
sustaining on a bare-bones budget, and attracting
thousands of visitors to see some extraordinary exhibits. A
few of my personal favorites include maps, machinery,
ethnic groups, circuses, Civil War Willimantic, buttons,
and clothing.
We collaborate with other organizations in our community
to promote economic development and historic
preservation. Our 30th year will shine as we offer
“Sidonia’s Thread: From Holocaust to High Fashion,” and
a Labor Day celebration not to be missed. We bring
visitors to Willimantic (4,600 in 2018), tell compelling
stories, and continue to collect artifacts that record 200
years of history.

New Admission Fees
We wish we didn’t have to, but we need to raise our
admission fees. As our members know, the Mill Museum
does not have a large endowment, nor does it receive
substantial government or foundation support. We have to
pay as we go. We last set out admission fees in 2009, and
our expenses have gone up since then, especially fuel and
electricity. (Staff salaries, on the other hand, remain what
they were in 2009.) So, starting Friday, May 10, 2019, the
following admission fees will apply:
Adults: $10.00 per person. Seniors (62+) and Students:
$7.00 per person. Members and small children: Free.
General Admission will also be free on the first Friday of
each month we are open, which is new.
In addition, we have a group rate of $5.00 per person.
School tours that include programs are $6.00 per pupil.
There is no charge to do research in the Museum’s
archives. Additional fees may apply for special programs,
events, and activities.
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Sidonia’s Thread: Crafting
a Life from Holocaust
to High Fashion

Under Cover Stories:
Quilts, Coverlets,
and Fiber Fair

If you have not yet seen our special exhibit, “Sidonia’s Thread:
From Holocaust to High Fashion,” you still have a chance! The last
day is April 28. The exhibit has been very popular, with several
hundred visitors since it went up in early February. Guest-curated
by Prof. Anya Sokolovskaya of Eastern Connecticut State University
and Hanna Perlstein Marcus, the exhibit tells the story of Hanna’s
mother, Sidonia Perlstein. A Hungarian Jew, Sidonia was taken
prisoner by the Nazis during WW II and sent to Auschwitz, where
her entire family was killed. After the war, Sidonia spent several
years in a Displaced Persons camp in Germany, where she gave birth
to her daughter. She then took baby Hanna to live in the United
States, in Springfield, MA. A skilled seamstress, Sidonia survived
with her hands and an attitude of “stand up straight.” The exhibit
tells her story, and features more than 20 outfits that she sewed. It is
based on Hanna Marcus’s books, Sidonia’s Thread and Surviving

Running May 10 through July 28 this summer, the Mill
Museum’s special exhibit, “Under Cover Stories,” will
feature vintage and modern quilts, coverlets, and other bed
covers from the Museum’s collection, contemporary art
quilts, demonstrations, and partnerships with other
museums, organizations, and fiber artists. “The Mill
Museum does a quilt / fiber arts exhibit every summer,”
said Executive Director Jamie Eves. “We want Willimantic
to become the fiber arts center of Connecticut.”

Remnant.

What Was Happening 30 Years Ago?
When the Mill Museum opened its doors 30 years ago, the world
was a different place. Mill towns like Willimantic, Norwich,
Danielson, Wauregan, and Manchester were just beginning to deal
with the ramifications of deindustrialization. In many ways, change
was in the air in 1989, as a new era lay aborning. The World
Wide Web was created. The Cold War was ending. The Berlin
Wall came down. Solidarity came to power in Poland. The Velvet
Revolution overthrew communism in Czechoslovakia. South
Africa began to dismantle Apartheid. Pro-democracy protests
roiled Tiananmen Square. NASA launched the spacecraft Galileo.
Toyota introduced the Lexus. Nintendo released Game Boy. The
European Community moved eventually to ban CFCs. The Exxon
Valdez oil spill occurred. George H. W. Bush became President.
What were you doing 30 years ago? How has your life changed
since then?

This year, the Mill Museum will curate a history of bed
covers based on the Museum’s collection. Other area
museums have been invited to partner in the project,
staging exhibits based on their own collections. “The
history of bed covers is an integral part of American social
history, women’s history, and the history of textiles,” said
Eves. “We had some terrific art quilt exhibits the past
three summers. Now we want to fill in the history behind
those art quilts, to creative a historical narrative that takes
us from bed covers in a colonial Connecticut that was
much colder than it is today, from handcrafts to industry in
the 19th century, the resurgence of bed covers as crafts in
the early 20th century, and into the fiber arts movement of
today.”
Accompanying the exhibit will be a host of programs. Eves
will kick of with an illustrated talk on the social history of
bed covers. Fiber artist Catherine Smith will follow up with
a talk of her own, featuring her research into the journals
of early 20th-century quilter Ruth Bowen Smith of Chaplin, CT. There will be demonstrations on modern quilting
and embroidery machines, hand quilting, natural dyes, and
more, as well as an afternoon of “music to sew by” with the
Quiet Corner Fiddlers. “We are still working out the
schedule,” says Eves. “Watch our website and Facebook
page for more information.”
“The Legend of
Willimantic,” by C.
Susan Ferraro,
2005. Celebrating
both the legendary
and recent history
of Willimantic, this
art quilt combines
the Frog Bridge
icon with the Battle
of the Frogs legend. It was donated to the Museum
by the artist.
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Student History Projects

Museum Gift Shop

The Mill Museum often works with university, college, and
even high school students on various history projects. We
have hosted many student interns from Eastern Connecticut
State University, the University of Connecticut, and even
Central Connecticut State University. Most recently, Bev
York, the Museum’s Director of Education and Programs,
worked with Giancarlo Rivera, a student at a local high school,
on his capstone project, where he researched the history of
architecture and studied architectural styles in Willimantic,
CT. He also did some volunteer work at the Museum. Bev
had the pleasure of attending Giancarlo’s capstone presentation at his school. The photo below of Bev and Giancarlo was
sent by the school principal, Joanne Haddad.

Thanks to volunteers Diana Perkins and Suzanne LaTulipe,
the Museum’s gift shop — the Linen Company Store — has
been spruced up! We carry new and used books, memorabilia, and textile and other local craft gift items. Sit and relax with
a cup of tea in our “Tea Corner.” Pick up a book on quilting,
the latest Shetucket River Series historical novel, potholders, a
cloth bag, a bilingual children’s book by local author Delia
Berlin, a Romantic Willimantic T-shirt, a frog bridge mug or
puzzle, folk art by Mary Baum, a mill series print by A. N.
Wyeth, craft art by Nancy Hoffman, a local postcard, or
Michael Westerfield’s new history of the Connecticut poor
farms.

