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Introduction

In 1917 the Pinkerton Detective Agency sent twenty-three-year-old Dashiell Hammett to help break a miners’ strike against the Anaconda Copper Co. in Butte, Montana. Hammett—who would later gain fame for his hardboiled detective fiction, such as The Maltese Falcon—had worked for two years for Pinkerton, tracking stolen property, transporting prisoners, and shadowing suspects. He later said he’d had no political consciousness when he was sent to Butte. But he did discover that he didn’t like strikebreaking.

The Butte strike was sparked by a mine fire that killed 178 miners. It was led by the radical, syndicalist union, the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW)—the romantic organizer of down-and-outs, miners, lumberjacks, oil-field roustabouts, and immigrant textile workers. The union’s slogan was “One Big Union” in a day when most union “brotherhoods” defined themselves along craft lines and seemed more like fraternities than the embodiment of the cooperative commonwealth. The IWW’s symbol was an arched-back black cat, yowling at the viewer—an image associated with sabotage and machine-breaking in the name of militancy and worker solidarity.

In Butte, the IWW’s man was Frank Little, a one-eyed, part-Indian whirlwind of an organizer. Known as the “hobo agitator,” he had been at the center of worker struggles in Fresno, San Diego, Duluth, and most of the major IWW conflicts. An Anaconda executive offered Hammett $5,000 to shoot Little—or so Hammett later said—but the young Pinkerton agent declined. No matter. In short order, vigilantes apprehended Little and lynched him at a railroad crossing along with three other perceived troublemakers.

Hammett decided he’d had enough, quit the detective agency, and joined the U.S. Army.1 But he never forgot Butte, which he later immortalized as “Personville” (nicknamed “Poisonville”) in his first novel,  Red Harvest, a crime fiction classic. “The city wasn’t pretty,” he wrote. “The smelters whose brick stacks stuck up tall against a gloomy mountain to the south had yellow-smoked everything into uniform dinginess. The result was an ugly city of forty thousand people, set in an ugly notch between two ugly mountains that had been all dirtied up by mining.”2  But the biggest stain on Butte, in Hammett’s eyes, may well have been the Anaconda Copper Co. itself.

Created at the turn of the twentieth century by a charismatic Irishman named Marcus Daly, Anaconda was soon involved in suspect dealings. Standard Oil directors James Stillman, William Rockefeller, and Henry H. Rogers bought the company with borrowed money, renamed it, and quickly resold it to gullible investors, pocketing a profit of $36 million.3  Another early owner was George Hearst, father of newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst. The company passed through various corporate hands and by the 1920s held a virtual monopoly over the mines in and around Butte. The town, once known for gold and silver mining, grew prosperous thanks to the area’s abundant copper, which was increasingly in demand for electrical wiring. Butte attracted workers from around the world—and became known as a wide-open Sin City. Its red-light district, “The Line,” featured hundreds of saloons and houses of prostitution.

But contrary to this image of freedom and licentiousness, Butte was in fact locked down—totally under Anaconda’s thumb. In Red Harvest, Hammett captures the spirit of the town: “For forty years old Elihu Willsson . . . had owned Personville, heart, soul, skin, and guts. He was president and majority stockholder of the Personville Mining Corporation, ditto of the First National Bank, owner of The Morning Herald and  Evening Herald, the city’s only newspapers, and at least part owner of nearly every other enterprise of any importance. Along with these pieces of property he owned a United States senator, a couple of representatives, the governor, the mayor, and most of the state legislature. Elihu Willsson was Personville, and he was almost the whole state.”

Hammett’s Willsson was likely a fictional amalgam of many rough-hewn executives of the day. But it’s possible that the author had in mind  John D. Ryan, a former department store clerk who succeeded Daly and ran Anaconda until his own death in 1933.

Anaconda remained hugely powerful not only in the town but across Montana, so much so that in 1946, when reporter John Gunther published his celebrated panorama of American life, Inside U.S.A., he observed, “For years the company dominated both parties, and controlled almost all elections, if necessary by dragging in the ‘cemetery vote.’” Gunther painted a picture of Anaconda as greedy and stingy—keeping other industry out of the area so labor remained cheap, removing far more riches from Montana than it ever put in. “Aside from one threadbare little park . . . it has never given the city of Butte, from which it has extracted a roaring Golconda of wealth, anything,” he wrote.4
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It is companies like Anaconda and the experience of towns like Butte that have tainted a term familiar to us all: company town. To those who like to think of the United States as a sweet land of liberty, the very words sound un-American. A company town seems necessarily to be a place where one business exerts a Big Brother-like grip over the population—controlling or even taking the place of government, collecting rents on company-owned housing, dictating buying habits (possibly at the company store), even administering where people worship and how they may spend their leisure time.

It’s true: Company towns are un-American—and they are the essence of America.

The United States has a unique experience with company towns. With its vast expanse of virgin land and a government that has generally taken a laissez-faire attitude toward business, the United States has provided a greater opportunity for developing such settlements than other countries. The United States also has a tradition of social experimentation: If the Pilgrims could construct their ideal City on a Hill, so too could American businessmen create their own communities, from Lowell, Massachusetts, to Pullman, Illinois; Morris Run, Pennsylvania; and Valsetz, Oregon. By one estimate, more than 2,500 single-enterprise towns once dotted the country.

Trace America’s economic evolution, and you get a tour of company towns—from early textile sites such as Lawrence, Massachusetts, and Manchester, New Hampshire, to today’s company campuses in New York state and California. Along the way, you’ll have to take note of coal towns in Pennsylvania, Ohio, Colorado, and Appalachia; steel towns in the Monongahela River valley and Illinois; Texas and Oklahoma oil camps; shipbuilding centers in Connecticut and California; meatpacking burgs in Iowa, South Dakota, and Minnesota; and the government company town of Oak Ridge, Tennessee.

Some of America’s seminal industries have faded from the scene—and along with them, the towns they were associated with have fallen into decrepitude or even disappeared. Hard times are irrevocably associated today with Lowell; Gary, Indiana; the former textile villages of North and South Carolina; and such once-proud meatpacking towns as Ottumwa, Iowa.

But company towns are not simply a phenomenon of the past: In an age of transnational corporations and exurban sprawl, company towns remain a basic part of American life. They are as near as Corning, New York, and Hershey, Pennsylvania, their products as familiar as Tabasco Sauce, Spam, and Kohler bathroom fixtures.

And maybe even as familiar as Google. For in a remote part of Oregon along the banks of the Columbia River, that company recently built a large industrial complex mostly in secret. The facility, known as Project 02, stretches over several acres, with electric-power equipment much in evidence. Given Google’s business, it can hardly be surprising that the prime residents of the campus’s three large buildings are computer servers—perhaps tens of thousands of inexpensive processors and disks—necessary to keep Google’s search engines and Web services humming. But a few humans are needed, too, if the effort is to be completed and maintained. “The project has created hundreds of construction jobs, caused local real estate prices to jump 40 percent, and is expected to create 60 to 200 permanent jobs in a town of 12,000 people,” wrote the  New York Times in 2006.5 That means that fundamentally, what may be coming together in The Dalles, Oregon, is a contemporary—and lowemployment—version of the company town.

Such towns generally tend toward one of two models, although many fall in between. In this account, I will refer to the Butte model as “exploitationville.”  Perhaps the apotheosis of such towns may be found in Appalachian coal country, home of the likes of Lynch, Wheelwright, and Coal Run, Kentucky. The logic behind such places is simple and familiar. It rests on the thinking of every bean counter: Business exists to make a profit, not to coddle employees. Society as a whole benefits most when enterprises are cost-effective, productive, and profitable. The very ruthlessness that surfaced in these places seems less like an inevitable outgrowth of such logic than a willful expression of malicious personalities.

But another model regularly shows up in the United States, recurring across the decades: ideal communities backed by companies that promise to share their bounty with workers and their families. These utopian towns were and are characterized by modern public buildings, libraries and facilities for leisure, education, and cultural enrichment, and comfortable dwellings for managers and workers. A paternalistic attitude may be present as well—sometimes resulting in a watchfulness toward the citizenry on the part of the company overlords: Such guardians have tended to favor tidiness in housekeeping, sobriety, and oftentimes regular religious observance.

Although one might expect idealistic experiments to fade as industrial society matured, instead the utopian model has resurfaced again and again. For example, in Pullman, Illinois, the eponymous railroad-car maker in the 1880s erected a model town where “advanced secular Gothic buildings” lined tree-shaded streets. Scotia, California, founded by Pacific Lumber as a rustic forest camp in the 1880s, evolved into a pin-neat, saloon-free Shangri-La amid redwood forests; workers got low rent, full medical benefits, college scholarships for their kids, and more. Hershey, Pennsylvania, built by chocolate man Milton S. Hershey in the early 1900s, featured electrified, centrally heated homes, a free playground and zoo, and a model school for orphan boys supported by a foundation that held a majority of his company’s stock.

At around the same time, companies began erecting such “industrial satellite towns” as Firestone Park, Ohio (Firestone Tire & Rubber Co.), Alcoa, Tennessee (aluminum producer Alcoa), and Kohler Village, Wisconsin (plumbing-fixture maker Kohler Co.). Such eminent figures as planner Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. and architect Irving Gill promoted modernist aesthetics in Torrance, California. But ultimately, the successful model would emulate Britain’s carefully planned garden cities, with  their wide, attractive boulevards and balance of space devoted to park-land, residences, and industry. Evoking preindustrial villages, such settlements were very different from the grimly functional early company towns with their strict gridiron of streets and rows of cookie-cutter housing. In general, corporations in this period made a major effort to house their employees: By 1916, a thousand companies were providing housing for 60,000 employees—roughly 3 percent of the U.S. population.6

In the 1930s, government began to play an ever greater role in housing development, and New Deal figures questioned the propriety of company towns, particularly in the southern textile belt, running from North Carolina down into Georgia. Nevertheless, company-built utopias continued to sprout—notably during the 1940s, when wartime demand led Henry J. Kaiser to transform the bayside village of Richmond, California, into a major shipbuilding area. Kaiser became a pioneer in providing inexpensive, universal health care to his workers with a program that was the forerunner of today’s vast Kaiser Permanente health plan.

Today, the ideal lives on in such model communities as Columbus, Indiana—home of Cummins Engine and “a veritable museum of modern architecture,” according to Smithsonian Magazine—and Corning, New York—home base of the global high-tech corporation Corning Inc. Such companies openly argue for doing well by doing good—and while a bit of this is intended as public relations and corporate branding, it’s hard to deny that there is also an element of genuine good-spiritedness.

Most recently, the utopian company town has taken a new form—that of the corporate campus. Both Pepsico’s Purchase, New York, campus and the Googleplex in Mountain View, California, are company town- like in that most all human needs are provided for: gourmet food, barber shops, laundry service, exercise facilities, and even nap rooms at Google. This velvet-glove approach is not without its downside, captured in Douglas Coupland’s 1995 novel, Microserfs, in which snack-addicted, servile geeks willingly labor as twenty-four-hour-a-day vassals of Microsoft seigneur Bill Gates. (One worker rhapsodizes: “Bill is wise. Bill is kind. Bill is benevolent. Bill, Be My Friend . . . Please!”) Employees need never leave such a cosseting environment—or ever truly end a working day.






CHAPTER 1

A City on a Hill

Unfitted to some extent for the purposes of commerce by the sand-bar
 at its mouth, see how this river was devoted from the first to the serv-
 ice of manufactures. . . . It falls over a succession of natural dams,
 where it has been offering its privileges in vain for ages, until at last
 the Yankee race came to improve them. Standing here at its mouth,
 look up its sparkling stream to its source . . . and behold a city on each
 successive plateau, a busy colony of human beaver around every fall.
 Not to mention Newburyport and Haverhill, see Lawrence, and Low-
 ell, and Nashua, and Manchester, and Concord, gleaming one above
 the other. When at length it has escaped from under the last of the fac-
 tories it has a level and unmolested passage to the sea, a mere waste
 water, as it were, bearing little with it but its fame.

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU, “A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers”1

 

 

 

 

“Whoever says Industrial Revolution says cotton,” observed British historian E. J. Hobsbawm.2 And in the United States, at least in the early going, whoever said cotton mills said water power.

Postrevolutionary America had no shortage of rivers ripe for industrial exploitation. The first to be utilized for textile production were in Rhode Island, beginning in the 1790s. One observer found: “The manufacturing operations of the United States are carried out in little hamlets, which often appear to spring up in the bosom of some forest, around the water fall which serves to turn the mill wheel.”3

Americans were determined to go their own way in creating models for industry and society, just as they had created their own political system. But there were two powerful British influences.

First, the Rhode Island mills employed technology appropriated from the Brits by this country’s most famous intellectual-property pirate, Samuel Slater. Apprenticed as a lad in England to the firm of Arkwright and Strutt and rising to the rank of overseer, Slater made a careful study of that company’s innovative equipment. Then, in 1789, he boarded a ship for America—he concealed his textile experience from the ever-watchful British port officials and traveled in the guise of a simple country fellow. Once in the United States, Slater gained employment at the mercantile firm of Almy and Brown, where he and his assistant built a working water frame, similar to the one that spun yarn in the Arkwright factory. Establishing the template for Rhode Island mills, Slater’s first operation was on a small scale, a factory in a rented building next to the Blackstone River at Pawtucket. His workforce: seven boys and two girls, ages seven to twelve.4

Another key British influence was negative. The creators of the U.S. industry repeatedly invoked images of the foreign city that embodied all they wished to avoid: Manchester, England.

Francis Cabot Lowell, a wealthy Boston merchant visiting Britain in 1811, wrote to a friend that “we found the manufacturing towns very dirty” and later remarked on “the great corruption of the highest and lowest classes, and the great number of beggars and thieves.”5 Manchester drew numerous visitors, some perhaps seeking a squalor-induced frisson like what draws today’s tourists to New York and Mumbai. Others, such as Friedrich Engels—whose descriptions written a few years after Lowell’s still have the power to startle and repel—had reform in mind. To Engels, the city seemed to be “an outgrowth of accident” rather than the result of any plan. Amid the “knotted chaos of houses,” he found himself repeatedly subjected to “filth, ruin, and uninhabitableness, the defiance of all considerations of cleanliness, ventilation, and health.” Engels provides his readers with a tour of various working-class neighborhoods in the city. His conclusion: “In such dwellings, only a physically degenerate race, robbed of all humanity, degraded, reduced morally and physically to bestiality, could feel comfortable and at home.”6

Manchester’s size multiplied tenfold between 1760 and 1830, by which time it housed 180,000 citizens. Aside from the slums, few could help noting the “hundreds of five- and six-storied factories, each with a towering chimney by its side, which exhales black coal vapour.”7 Another report described “an inky canopy which seemed to embrace and involve the whole place.”8

None of this was right for the New World, concluded the founders of America’s textile industry.

New England workers, its magnates decreed, would be youth drawn from rural soil—borrowed for a short time from their pastoral lives, not destined to become a permanent and degraded proletariat. By 1815 there were 170 small-scale factories in Providence alone. Hundreds more would sprout in the 1820s and ’30s. The typical southern New England mill village—Slatersville (Rhode Island), Phoenixville (Connecticut), or Ware Village (Massachusetts), for example—contained only one mill employing one hundred or fewer workers, primarily children, and these hands and their managers probably supplemented their factory work with agricultural labor.9

But more ambitious capitalists saw that larger scale enterprise could mean greater profits—without requiring the immiseration of the worker. Unlike Manchester, larger developments could be bright and airy, marked by stately brick factories and dormitories built alongside sturdy and inspiring churches. Nor would the skies be dark—America, which had an ample supply of coal, as yet lacked the transportation network necessary to bring it to the East Coast. Of necessity, New England’s mills would run on the ultimate renewable resource: kinetic energy from falling water.

Even a less-than-torrential river might do. The group of Boston capitalists who became known as the Boston Associates demonstrated this by building a fully integrated factory at Waltham, Massachusetts, its water wheel and machinery driven by the gently rolling Charles River. All steps of production, from “bale to bolt,” could be carried out at the Boston Manufacturing Co.’s facility, avoiding the inefficiencies of the Rhode Island “putting out system,” in which storekeepers arranged “outwork” on cottage industry handlooms. Waltham’s labor force consisted of young women fresh from the farm, housed in company boardinghouses, and the superintendent’s mansion was close by.

Despite these differences in scale and organization, the Waltham mill-works shared one striking similarity with Rhode Island: intellectual piracy. It was with an eye to constructing an American textile industry that Lowell made his pilgrimage to Manchester, where he studied the machinery. Britain prohibited the export of its manufacturing technology and kept a sharp lookout for any sketches or representations of it. Twice the authorities searched Lowell’s luggage—but he had strong powers of memorization. By 1814, he and Massachusetts mechanic Paul Moody had produced a version of the Manchester power looms for Waltham.10

The three Boston capitalists behind the Waltham development were Lowell, Nathan Appleton, another wealthy merchant, and Appleton’s brother-in-law, Patrick Tracy Jackson, who would become the on-site superintendent. In contrast to many other mills, which were owned by individuals, this and the later enterprises of the Boston Associates were structured as limited-liability corporations. Lowell and Jackson put up the greater part of the outfit’s initial capitalization of $400,000. According to Appleton, Lowell (who died in 1817) was “the informing soul, which gave direction to the whole proceeding.”11

Although U.S. textiles prospered during the War of 1812 embargo, the peace of 1815 saw the return of foreign products to the U.S. market, proving ruinous to many Rhode Island manufacturers. But the Waltham operation prospered, thanks to the productivity of its power looms. By 1820, three mills were operating at Waltham, producing a half-million yards of cloth. Within its first seven years—by 1819—the operation earned back its initial capitalization. Dividends averaged over 19 percent a year between 1817 and 1821 and rose to more than 27 percent in 1822.

The third mill exhausted the water power available at Waltham. In search of another place where a similar operation could be erected, Appleton traveled to New Hampshire, where he inspected a falls on the Souhegan River. Shortly thereafter, he learned through Moody of a site at East Chelmsford, Massachusetts, with a falls of thirty feet on the Merrimack River.

In November 1821, with a light snow covering the ground, Appleton, Jackson, Moody, and three others traveled to that sparsely settled location, where no more than a dozen houses stood. But there was some infrastructure development, particularly two canals: the Pawtucket,  which circumvented the falls to make the river navigable, and the Middlesex, through which horse-drawn barges pulled freight down to the Mystic River and Boston beyond. The visitors “perambulated the grounds and scanned the capabilities of the place,” as Appleton recalled. They quickly arranged for a quiet purchase of the available, surrounding lands and of the company that owned the canals, the Proprietors of the Locks and Canals. They also immediately petitioned the Massachusetts legislature for an act of incorporation in the name of the Merrimack Manufacturing Co., with shares held by Appleton, Jackson, Moody (rewarded for “his agency in the discovery” but also key to the enterprise due to his proven mechanical ability), and John Boott and his brother Kirk, who was appointed treasurer, the title the Associates gave those who functioned as chief executive officers, with an annual salary of $3,000. The company’s initial capitalization of $600,000 eclipsed that of Waltham.12

Such was the beginning of America’s first large-scale planned industrial community: Lowell, Massachusetts.
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The America in which Appleton, Jackson, and the others lived was, of course, only a few decades removed from revolution and the invention of a new political culture and set of political institutions. Questions of economics and development were very much on the national agenda as Americans grappled with just what sort of society they hoped to construct.

As foreign as the idea of founding a town in addition to a business may sound today, to the generations of early Americans, such a notion did not seem so outlandish. In 1791, for example, the nation’s first Treasury secretary, Alexander Hamilton, was among the founding members of what would now be called a startup backed by venture capital: the Society for Establishing Useful Manufactures (SEUM). Hamilton and his colleague Tench Coxe believed that a purely agrarian America, as championed by Thomas Jefferson and others, would always remain subordinate to Europe, easy prey for Continental bullying and manipulation. Spawning manufacturing in America, Hamilton believed, would require various tactics, including pilfering Britain’s technological advances. Another key ingredient: the construction of a manufacturing hub—a town  where goods from sailcloth to stockings, blankets, and beer might be produced. Investors in the town’s enterprises would benefit from both the sale of such goods and the rising value of the town’s real estate. Looking for a site that combined affordable land, water power, and proximity to existing urban centers, the Treasury secretary and his colleagues decided upon an area near the Great Falls of the Passaic River in New Jersey. It would be named Paterson, in honor of that state’s governor.

In little over a year, Paterson had begun to take shape, with the SEUM’s directors giving the go-ahead to construction of a textile mill and textile-printing plant, spinning and weaving operations, and worker housing. The founders retained Pierre Charles L’Enfant, the architect who had just laid out the plans for the nation’s new capital, to compose a similar plan for Paterson. But the stars were not favorably aligned: The spinning, weaving, and printing operations commenced, but L’Enfant’s plan proved both too ambitious and somewhat misguided, and soon he withdrew from the field. By 1796, the New Jersey project had been abandoned. But it was a workable idea—as the revival of the development in the 1840s would prove, after which Paterson became an industrious mill town.13

The period was also rife with technical and engineering marvels that seemed to encourage the most high-flown visions of what was possible. The stream of inventions ranged from Eli Whitney’s cotton gin and weapons made with interchangeable parts to Oliver Evans’s highpressure steam engine and Robert Fulton’s steamboat. The Erie Canal, completed in 1825 and linking the Great Lakes with the Hudson River, seemed to demonstrate that no geographic hurdle was too great to defeat modern engineering prowess.

On the frontier, land developers appealed to investors, offering to let them in on the ground floor of what were certain to be metropolises in years to come. Many who were drawn into these schemes got skinned, as they discovered that their newly purchased plots of ground were in fact plots of swamp. But urban centers from Detroit to Cincinnati and Indianapolis did demonstrate astonishing growth. St. Louis, home to 3,500 souls in 1818, ballooned to 6,000 in 1830. Over the same period, Louisville, Kentucky, doubled in size, while Cincinnati’s population almost quadrupled, from 6,493 to 24,831.

In 1820, the country contained only five cities of note: New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Boston, and New Orleans. By 1870, these would be joined by St. Louis and Chicago, while forty-five other cities with populations between 25,000 and 250,000—including San Francisco, Buffalo, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, and others—grew up in their shadow.14

With the nation exhibiting that sort of urban growth, who was to say that entrepreneurs shouldn’t build their own towns along with their factories?
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It took two years to get the new Merrimack River textile center up and running. Kirk Boott became the primary architect of the project. An unusual character, in one existing portrait now at Lowell’s city hall, the handsome, dark-haired oligarch appears half-smiling, as if privy to some secret between him and the painter—at his ease but also eager to tackle the bundle of documents that lie on a table near his right hand. Harriet Robinson, a millworker who later compiled a memoir of her time in Lowell, recalled: “Boott . . . was a great potentate in the early history of Lowell, and exercised almost absolute power over the mill-people. He was not popular, and the boys were so afraid of him that they would not go near him willingly, for many of them had known what it was to have his riding-whip come down on their backs.”15

Haughty and dictatorial, Boott was born in the United States but went to Britain to attend school at Rugby and military college at Sandhurst. He bought a commission in the British army, served under Wellington in the Peninsular Campaign against Napoleon, and returned to the United States only when his unit was about to be sent to America to fight in the War of 1812. He was unemployed when he was hired by Appleton and the others to become treasurer of the nascent project.

Boott applied his engineering skills: laying out streets and designing the mills and boardinghouses, recruiting thirty Irish laborers for construction, and overseeing the building. It was determined that the Merrimack mills would be situated so as to benefit from the whole of the thirty-foot falls. The Pawtucket canal, not much used for years, was enlarged to become a feeder for yet-to-be-built power canals, and a new  canal connecting it to the river was built. Thus the area where mills were built was bounded on one side by the Merrimack River and by a series of canals on another.

Legal provision was made allowing the Merrimack Co. to utilize the patented machinery of the Boston Manufacturing Co. Another early consideration for the town: a church for the mill employees and other citizens, since the new village’s residents could not be allowed to become as heathenish as Europe’s degraded proletariat. Jackson and Boott were appointed to erect a suitable house of worship “built of stone and not to exceed $9,000 in cost.” As Boott was an Episcopalian, he deemed that St. Anne’s Church would be of that denomination, regardless of the preferences of any who might attend. An additional $500 was dedicated to establish a circulating library.

The Merrimack Co.’s first water wheel was set in motion in September 1823. The moment prompted in the generally unsentimental Boott something akin to a worshipful response. “After breakfast, went to the factory and found the wheel moving round his course, majestically and with comparative stillness,” he wrote in his diary. Honoring the spirit of the enterprise, the founders felt the settlement needed a new name. The Anglophile Boott wanted it to be Derby. Appleton—the proper gentleman, respectful of his elders—overruled him: It would be Lowell, Appleton dictated, in honor of the Boston Manufacturing Co.’s founder. 16

Waltham had manufactured cheap cloth that competed well against imported British fabric. The Merrimack Co. focused on a more expensive fabric, printed calicoes. The product was an immediate success, and the Boston Associates followed up by further expanding the town. All of the land and water power not being used by Merrimack was sold to the Locks and Canals Co. in 1824—a company that was owned by virtually the same group of capitalists, the Boston Associates. But the Locks and Canals Co. would serve as the town-development mechanism, selling land, leasing water power rights, and constructing mills, boardinghouses, and textile machinery for new firms.

Shortly, multiple new firms emerged and built mills on the Lowell site: the Hamilton Corp. (1825), the Appleton and Lowell corporations (1828), the Suffolk, Tremont, and Lawrence corporations (1830), the  Middlesex Corp. (1831), the Boott Corp. (1835), and the Massachusetts Corp. (1839). The Lowell Machine Shop, headed up by Moody and incorporated as an independent entity in 1845, designed and constructed machinery for the plants, and ultimately locomotives, turbines, and steam engines. Although the corporations’ boards consisted mostly of the same men, creating new companies allowed fresh capitalization and a slow expansion of the circle of key players. Meanwhile, interlocking directorates ensured concentrated power and allowed policies to be coordinated: The companies would pay identical wages (and simultaneously announce wage cuts) and have identical working hours and regulations for their operatives. Their management structures—with the treasurer as chief officer, the agent as the on-site chief (Boott assumed both of these roles for Merrimack, but thereafter they were filled by two persons), a superintendent overseeing production in the various departments, and a clerk who managed accounts—were identical. And they marketed their cloth via the same Boston commission houses.

The textile firms were hugely profitable, as was the Locks and Canals Co., which averaged annual profits of 24 percent from 1824 to 1845. The mills built in the 1830s were redbrick affairs, four to six stories high with regular rows of windows, each “capped with a little white belfry,” in the words of visitor Michel Chevalier. There was plenty of light inside but little circulation of air, since companies nailed the windows shut to maintain the humidity the fabric needed. Like college dormitories, the mills were grouped around landscaped quadrangles, and as anyone who visits Lowell today realizes, they were built to last. Like America’s political Founding Fathers, Lowell’s builders seemed to feel they were setting up institutions that would last many lifetimes.

Different operations occupied different floors of the mill buildings, with the most basic tasks (carding and spinning, whereby the raw cotton was cleaned and drawn into yarn) near the bottom and the most skilled operations (dressing, or preparing the yarn for the weaving process, and weaving on power looms) occupying the top floors. By 1850, forty mill buildings lined the river for almost a mile, powered by six miles of canals and a system of gates and flow-measuring devices that regulated the water flow and diverted excess water back into the Merrimack. English-born engineer James Francis was a primary architect of the complex hydraulics— valuable intellectual property that was in time marketed to the builders of other mill towns.

As the factories got ever larger over the course of the 1830s, the workforce soared to more than 10,000. Most workers lived in the boardinghouses, which stood close to the mills. Initially made of wood, in time they became imposing brick edifices that conveyed the solidity and benevolence of the enterprise, thus serving as a draw to workers and a reassurance to their families. Boott’s imposing mansion stood, like the man, somewhat aloof yet nearby enough to allow him to keep watch. Less important executives lived in smaller but equally dignified dwellings.

The town’s population ballooned from 2,500 at the town’s incorporation in 1826 to 18,000 in 1836 and then to 33,000 in 1850, by which point it had become the second largest city in the state. A middle class appeared, occupied chiefly in supplying the needs and wants of the workforce. For these, separate zones arose in the town—areas of shops and middle-class housing the companies never sought to control. By the middle ’20s, against the wishes of the class-conscious Boott, who felt that education was a frivolous indulgence for the working rabble, five schoolhouses had been completed. Twenty-six churches appeared in three waves of construction, with most completed by the mid-1840s. The poorest part of town was “New Dublin” or “the Acre,” home to hundreds of little shanties that housed the Irish construction workers who’d built the place.17
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There were two distinct groups of employees in nineteenth-century Lowell. From the 1820s into the 1850s, workers came from the pool originally targeted by the Boston Associates: young Yankee women just off of farms in the surrounding area. But for various reasons, this labor pool was soon exhausted, and Lowell employers turned more and more to immigrant labor, first from Ireland and then from French Canada and elsewhere.

The early group of female workers drew a great deal of publicity and favorable attention to Lowell. In Appleton’s words: “The contrast in the character of our manufacturing population compared with that of Europe has been the admiration of the most intelligent strangers who have  visited us.” And the visitors were not only intelligent, but they were celebrated and well-connected as well. Michel Chevalier, sent by the French government in 1834 to inspect U.S. public works but staying on to observe and write about the New World more generally, found the girls well-paid and a far cry from the European industrial workers who were afflicted by drunkenness and prostitution. Charles Dickens, after an 1840 visit, contrasted the place with Britain’s “great haunts of desperate misery” and reported that he could not recall “one young face that gave me a painful impression, not one young girl whom . . . I would have removed from those works if I had the power.” The mill girls, he went on to say, had access not only to pianos and circulating libraries, but they also produced their own literary periodical, the Lowell Offering, filled with poems, essays, and stories of the mills and those who worked in them.

Today the poetry and many of the tales in the Offering seem formulaic, derivative, and sentimental, but a glimmer of journalistic truth peeks through in the reflections on life in the factory and boardinghouses. An 1845 piece by Josephine L. Baker titled “A Second Peep at Factory Life” complains about pay cuts and “the practice of sending agents through the country to decoy girls away from their homes with the promise of high wages, when the market is already stocked to overflowing.” In “Almira’s” 1841 “The Spirit of Discontent,” two mill girls debate the virtues of life in Lowell versus that in the country—one asserts “I won’t stay here and be a white slave”—before agreeing that “since we must work for a living, the mill, all things considered, is the most pleasant, and best calculated to promote our welfare.”

That magazine, which Dickens said “will compare advantageously with a great many English Annuals,” was the subject of favorable reviews in the Times of London and the Edinburgh Review. It also drew comment from Harriet Martineau, another English visitor and chronicler of 1830s American life, who effused about the boardinghouse arrangements and the operatives’ ample earnings, and noted that “all look like well-dressed young ladies. The health is good.”18

The paternalistic Waltham/Lowell system that drew such praise contained several key ingredients. Since workers were to be recruited from a wide area, few would be able to live at home and most would have to stay in boardinghouses, as at Waltham. But Lowell’s hundreds  of boardinghouses had to provide more than shelter: After all, families needed to know that the young women—most of whom started work as mere teenagers—would not only be safe and well-looked-after, but that they would reside in an atmosphere of civility.

The older women who served as boardinghouse keepers provided supervision and made sure the girls were in by 10 p.m. The presence of such cultural totems as pianos and libraries reassured families that, as management often stated, they were not surrendering their daughters to a lifetime of toil. No, whatever time elapsed in Lowell was more akin to a period of preparation for later life, perhaps even for marriage. Lowell would not threaten middle-class aspirations: The girls could read and discuss the latest literature and poetry, even write their own compositions, continue their musical studies, and come of age in refined surroundings. Circulars that survive suggest a lively intellectual and cultural scene, with elevated amusements including lectures by such luminaries as Ralph Waldo Emerson. In a society given over to the headlong pursuit of wealth, nineteenth-century American women were required to become counterbalancing agents of culture and moral sensitivity. Lowell would help them fulfill those roles.

Operatives were required to attend church (paying a “pew fee” to support the institutions), and their morals were the object of close scrutiny by a “moral police” system in which the boardinghouse keepers and even the other operatives played a key part. Companies had the power to fire anyone charged with immoral conduct, including consuming alcoholic beverages or even attending dancing classes. Operatives’ contracts required them to commit to one year of service and to give two weeks’ notice before quitting. Anyone who fell afoul of the moral policing or failed to serve out her term of work would be denied an “honorable discharge” upon leaving—and would be blacklisted from employment in the area. (The corporations, of course, offered no guarantee regarding the length of employment or steadiness of wages.) Such in loco parentis, observed historian Norman Ware, was capable of “being turned into a very effective and harmful despotism.”19

And despotism there was, in the form of still more regimentation: Bells, bells, bells rang all day. The factory bell woke workers at 4:30 a.m. and another summoned them to work at 4:50. A bell announced when  it was time to begin and end each meal, and another rang at 7 p.m. to signal the close of the workday. Finally, a 10 p.m. bell announced the curfew. The tocsin governed a twelve-hour working day, six days a week, with only three annual holidays.

Then there were the incentives: Unlike the Rhode Island system, where companies paid operatives with credit at company stores, in Lowell the operatives received their wages in cash. Workers there had no say over their wages or hours of work. But the pay—$12 to $14 a month in the 1830s—compared well with other alternatives, especially farm labor or domestic service, and it was six or seven times the average teacher’s salary. Although some operatives doubtless sent money home, many saw Lowell as a way out—a means of escape from family dependency—and in time used their savings as a dowry or for college tuition. For older daughters, possibly encouraged to leave home to ease the burden on their fathers, emigration to Lowell was akin to the westward migration chosen by many young men.

Most of the operatives—75 percent in the 1830s—did live in boardinghouses. The food seems to have been plentiful and pretty good, with meat served twice a day and such treats as apple pie and plum cake regularly featured. But ventilation was poor and the places were crowded, with twenty-five women per house and as many as six per bedroom, two per bed. Privacy was unknown. Familiarity must have bred at least some discontent, with the women working and living together every hour of the day. Still, Lowell offered a lot that was unknown back on the farm, including the lectures, library books, and stylish clothing from the town’s stores.20

The system had its critics: Some intellectuals likened factory labor to slavery, concentrating their fire on Waltham/Lowell rather than Rhode Island’s laissez-faire system, which offered little care for its workers, including the “little half-clothed children” who made up a large part of that state’s textile labor force. The Boston Daily Times—aligned with the Democratic Party as opposed to the factory-owner Whigs—staked out a position of opposing the entire factory system, which it saw as robbing operatives of their dignity and independence. The 1841 pamphlet  Corporations and Operatives, written by a “Citizen of Lowell,” charged that workers had only fifteen minutes for meals, were made to  live in vermin-infested housing, were subjected to regular wage cuts, and even experienced outright theft of their time, as factories added more minutes to the working day each year. (Charges that management cheated workers of their free time arose regularly: Writing to the reformist  Voice of Labor in 1846, one Lowell mechanic alleged that the mill clock was “fixed,” slowing down to add minutes to the working day, then speeding up at night to summon the operatives earlier. In Pawtucket, citizens raised $500 to purchase a town clock that would not be subject to the manipulation suspected of the factory clock. )21

But Lowell operatives demonstrated that they were hardly slaves by engaging in two dramatic work stoppages, in 1834 and 1836. In the first of these, falling prices for textile products prompted management to announce a wage cut. In response, the workers circulated a petition “pledging not to enter the factory” on the day of the wage reduction, and eight hundred stayed out. One-sixth of the workforce paraded through the Lowell streets, expressing their independence as “daughters of freemen.” They saw the wage cuts as an attack on the independence of spirit that lay behind their very decisions to migrate to Lowell. Although shocked, the Boston directors refused to yield, and the walkout came to a quick end.

The 1836 actions were even more pronounced and, coming at a time of high demand for textiles and labor shortages, disrupted production considerably. When the companies raised the room and boarding fees, about 2,000 operatives, or one-third of the total workforce, “turned out.” Many may have left the city, as several mills were forced to run at less than full capacity for months. Some of the boardinghouse increases, at least, were revoked. 22

In general, the late ’30s and early ’40s were hard times. As new mills in other towns ramped up production, oversupply followed. Lowell mills ran part time and hundreds were laid off. In an attempt to restore profits, the corporations sped up the machinery, assigned workers once responsible for two machines to as many as four machines, lengthened the workday to thirteen hours from eleven, and cut piecework rates. Moreover, supervisors who got the greatest production out of their workers got cash bonuses. Once again, the Yankee mill girls’ bid for self-sufficiency and independence was threatened, and in response they pressured the Massachusetts legislature to enact statutes limiting the workday to ten  hours. Yearly petitions from Lowell received thousands of signatures from operatives. The Voice of Industry, a pro-worker Lowell newspaper whose editorial committee included former operative and Offering contributor Sarah Bagley, was a leading voice favoring reform. In contrast, the Lowell Offering, which had come into existence with the intent of bettering factory conditions, became a corporate defender, opposing reform and steering clear of criticizing the companies.23

In the 1850s, the Whig Party, strongly supported by the Boston Associates and hewing to management’s side in the ten-hour agitation, lost electoral control of the statehouse to a coalition of Democrats and Free Soil Party members. While this may have seemed a positive sign for reform, dark clouds loomed on Lowell’s horizon.

The companies’ original paternalistic orientation was waning, reflecting a broader ownership of company stock and a generational shift in top management. And the labor force was changing. The Yankee girls had never stayed for long in Lowell: the average period of employment was around three years. Now, despite the best efforts of labor recruiting agents who patrolled Vermont and New Hampshire, such women increasingly were turning elsewhere—to westward migration and to other professions that offered better pay and more independence. Meanwhile, beginning with the potato-famine-inspired migration of the 1840s, immigrants, primarily from Ireland, were eager for mill employment and disinclined toward militancy despite three cuts in piece wages during the 1850s. Increasingly, Lowell was moving toward a family-labor system like that of old Rhode Island, employing adults and children alike. By 1850, the companies had abandoned requirements that workers live in company-owned housing and attend church. Ever more employees lived in private housing, especially since the construction of company housing had not kept pace with the expansion of mill capacity.24

The days of enormous profits were also coming slowly to an end. The Lowell companies tended to pay out much of their profits in the form of dividends to investors; during the 1820s, these generally ran around 10 percent of investment, increasing to nearly 15 percent in the 1830s. But in that decade, the cost of erecting new mills fell sharply, resulting in the appearance of more and more competitors—even as the Boston Associates expanded. Most new outfits were small. The Boston Associates themselves  built new factories in Chicopee, Massachusetts, Manchester, New Hampshire, and Saco, Maine. Then in 1845, they decided upon an ambitious new development at Lawrence, Massachusetts, making the Essex Mills the first to rival the scale at Lowell. In 1847, a similarly ambitious plan was announced for what became Holyoke, Massachusetts.

Even with the U.S. market growing in the West and South, there was too much production. By the late ’40s, the country entered an economic depression. In 1857, five of the Associates’ now numerous companies failed, including the Middlesex Co. And with the outbreak of the Civil War, the supply of cotton from the American South was cut off and most of the Lowell mills shut down. (The exception was Middlesex Mills, which produced woolen cloth used in Union troops’ uniforms.) Ten thousand Lowell workers lost their jobs.

Nathan Appleton, a president or director of twenty-two textile companies, was active in management until his death in 1861. But much of the founding generation was long gone—Kirk Boott had died in 1837—and a third generation of management was in charge. Critics charged these new managers with nepotism and incompetence, even callousness toward the workers. In general, the later generations of the Associates were preoccupied with a wide range of businesses, including railroads, banking, and insurance. Philanthropic missions, including the Boston Athenaeum, Massachusetts General Hospital, the McLean Asylum, and educational foundation the Lowell Institute, also occupied their attention. It is fair to say that the idea of Lowell as a model town no longer held its original fascination for the businessmen. 25

The original experiment was all but dead, even though Lowell mills continued to operate well into the twentieth century.
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Enormous changes were apparent when the mills reopened after the Civil War. For one thing, steam power was slowly replacing hydraulics, and by 1880 the city of canals relied more on steam than on water power. This shift, which was being made all across the U.S. textile industry, benefited other textile centers more than Lowell, particularly Fall River and New Bedford, Massachusetts, which were located on the coast and could get  their coal shipments via oceangoing transport. Another profound change in Lowell: The transition to immigrant labor, begun in the 1850s, was now complete. No longer needed to house the Yankee mill girls, the companies gradually sold off their boardinghouses to private owners, who turned them into tenements.

With the arrival of the Irish beginning in the mid-1840s, immigrants came to Lowell in waves, precipitating a political struggle that reflected changes in the town’s composition. Slowly the political dominance of the mill managers gave way, with the first Irish Catholic mayor being elected in 1882. After the turn of the century, middle-class reformers, agitating against ward-heeler machine politics, got the city charter rewritten to provide for citywide elections. But it wasn’t long before Irish Catholic politicians regained control of the city.

Following waves of immigrants included French Canadians in the 1860s and ’70s, then Greeks, Poles, and forty other national groups in the 1890s and 1900s. Neighborhoods tended to be segregated by nationality, and each one established its own separate institutions, including churches. And as would be common elsewhere, the companies pitted one group against another, using the more desperate newcomers to undermine efforts to limit the working day legislatively and to serve as strikebreakers.

Numerous strikes occurred in the late nineteenth century. In 1867, skilled mule spinners struck three mills in an unsuccessful attempt to limit the workday to ten hours. The same group again struck in 1875, this time in protest of a wage cut. They were locked out and fired. Three years later, female operatives struck over another wage cut, and they too were fired.

The first citywide strike came in 1903, when skilled operatives walked out in pursuit of a 10 percent wage raise. All the mills but one immediately closed down, reopening two months later with Portuguese, Polish, and Greek workers taking the place of the strikers. Then in 1912, several unions united in a walkout as they sought a 15 percent pay increase. (The companies agreed to a rise of 6 percent to 8 percent.) This militant effort was led by the radical Industrial Workers of the World, fresh from their legendary victory at Lawrence, where they had overcome national divisions by reaching out to workers in various languages and where a  highly publicized campaign for strikers’ children had drawn emotional public support across the eastern seaboard. Manufacturers in other cities had already granted more than the Lowell companies were offering—and after a few weeks, the New England Association of Textile Manufacturers criticized Lowell for not offering 10 percent. The Lowell companies capitulated, and the unions accepted the offer.

But Lowell’s very slow decline continued. Prosperity during World War I gave way to numerous mill closings thereafter. Among the disappearances: Middlesex, Bigelow Carpet (formerly Lowell Manufacturing Co.), Hamilton, Tremont, and Massachusetts. Appleton mills moved to South Carolina, and the Lowell Machine Shop, now called the Saco-Lowell Shops, relocated to Maine.26

The late 1920s and the 1930s were a very difficult time in the city. The New England textile industry was already depressed when the Great Depression hit, and shortly 40 percent of the town’s population depended on government relief. Reporting for Harper’s Magazine, left-leaning writer Louis Adamic visited Lowell along with other New England mill towns in 1930. He found that two-thirds of Lowell’s population was either unemployed or employed only part time. The town’s devastated streets were dominated by eight enormous mills with tall unsmoking chimneys, “all idle for years,” and in the main business district, only the five-and-ten stores seemed to be doing any trade. Butchers told him they sold only the cheapest cuts of meat; doctors, that their patients couldn’t pay their bills; and dentists, that they conducted a disproportionate number of extractions instead of preventive care. Charity, he reported, was the biggest industry in Lowell. Rather than applauding his findings, the Lowell city fathers trashed Adamic: He was denounced in scores of editorials and condemned in city council resolutions. 27

Of the original mills, by 1940 only three were still in operation—Merrimack, Boott, and Lawrence—and the first two would close in the 1950s. There was a brief rise in textile production during World War II, but soon thereafter millwork all but disappeared in the city that had pioneered it.

There was a twofold spur behind the closings and exodus: wages and technology. First, while management perceived labor in Lowell and elsewhere in the East as relatively costly, these same managers had allowed the  town’s mills to become technologically obsolete. The South had cheap labor, and its mills, which didn’t really get going till late in the nineteenth century, featured modern high-speed machinery.28

Bear in mind, though, that there was another side to Lowell—one independent of the mills. As in any other city, there were professionals and middle-class citizens who must have known about the plight of industry, but whose lives weren’t wholly shaped by it. For example, Beat writer Jack Kerouac was born and reared in Lowell as part of a middle-class French Canadian community. Kerouac’s portrayal of the local scene in his 1950 first novel, The Town and the City, makes Lowell (fictionalized as “Galloway”) seem much like any other New England small town—and life for young people there seem focused on the usual run of school, sports, romance, and nature. “She lived in the southern part of Galloway,” he writes of one character, “in an old ramshackle farm-house on the banks of the Concord River there . . . with its vines over the porch and its drooping trees, with the dark river beyond, and the aura of pastoral simplicity all around, it never failed to cast a spell of fearful enchantment.”29

The town has recovered somewhat in recent decades, with the slow population decline reversing. In the early 1970s, local government and business labored to transform the former mill district—or at least what remained of it after some demolition—into what became the first urban national park in 1978. Hundreds of thousands of visitors tour the site each year. Moreover, the local branch of the University of Massachusetts has tried to attract high-technology enterprise. But that sector has shown itself to be as vulnerable as any other: Computer maker Wang Laboratories expanded into Lowell in the 1970s, but by 1990, that company was extinct.
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A very great deal has been written on Lowell, much of it emphasizing the specialness and impermanence of the town’s early years. For example, historian John Coolidge has written, “Nothing of Francis Cabot Lowell’s utopia has stood the test of time.” He asserts that the textile cities of central New England, including Lawrence and Manchester, were “sports  in the general line of American industrial evolution, transitory as ideal communities, unimportant as models.”30

Coolidge is one of the most insightful of Lowell’s chroniclers, and his  Mill and Mansion stands as a model of architectural history and social and economic analysis. But these statements are not altogether accurate. Certainly, further Lowell-like major industrial hubs arose later, including Gary, Indiana, founded by U.S. Steel in 1906 on Lake Michigan swampland, and Ford Motor Co.’s giant River Rouge facility in Dearborn, Michigan.

If Coolidge has in mind simply the use of workers drawn from the countryside and housed in dormitories, where they became the object of a watchful paternalism, he is largely right: That part of the Lowell experience was driven by a labor shortage that became less pressing after 1850, when waves of immigrant laborers started coming to the United States. Still, neither corporate paternalism nor the capitalist utopian impulse disappeared. These would remain themes throughout following decades and even into the twenty-first century.

One thing is certain, though. There can be no such utopias without prosperity. Once the New England textile industry entered a period of decline, and its corporate masters began seeking ways of squeezing the labor force, they abandoned utopian ideals. It would not be long before they resurfaced elsewhere.






CHAPTER 2

Utopia

At my feet lay a great city. Miles of broad streets, shaded by trees and lined with fine buildings. . . . Public buildings of a colossal size and architectural grandeur unparalleled in my day raised their stately piles on every side. Surely I had never seen this city nor one comparable to it before.

—EDWARD BELLAMY, Looking Backward (1888)

 

 

 

 

By the late nineteenth century, American cities were growing at a vertigo-inducing pace. In 1850, around 30,000 people lived in Chicago; by 1870, there were 300,000. New York’s 1875 population of just under 1 million made it the world’s third-largest city; over the next twenty-five years, that population would double.1 Civic activists grew concerned, not merely due to this population explosion but also because of the accompanying, very visible division of society into extremes of wealth and poverty. “The rich are richer, and the poor are poorer in the city than elsewhere,” wrote Reverend Josiah Strong in Our Country: Its Possible Future and Its Present Crisis, an 1885 pamphlet that sold 130,000 copies among concerned churchgoers. “Is it strange that such conditions arouse a blind and bitter hatred of our social system?” he asked. In The City: Hope of Democracy, urban reformer Frederick C. Howe observed: “The humanizing forces of to-day are almost all proceeding from the city.” Yet, he continued, “along with the gain there is . . . a terrible lost account. The city has replaced simplicity, industrial freedom, and equality of future with complexity, dependence, poverty and misery close beside a barbaric luxury  like unto that of Ancient Rome.”2 The confluence of such factors might lead to the degradation of the populace, if not to social revolution.

For many social reformers, the new class of Gilded Age capitalists was composed of prime villains. So it is a surprise to find that many industrialists shared the concerns of Strong and Howe and were themselves moved to take action.

The first whiff of social revolution came in 1877, as a massive railroad walk-out turned into a national conflict. When the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad cut wages for the second time in a year, a strike of company workers broke out in West Virginia and, after federal troops intervened, the insurrection spread. Within days, crowds of workers were fighting state militias in the cities of Maryland, Pennsylvania, and Ohio, with at least forty-five people killed in Pittsburgh. Soon 100,000 men from numerous industries were on strike as far away as Chicago; St. Louis; Kansas City; Galveston, Texas; and San Francisco. It took federal troops armed with Gatling guns two weeks to quell the uprising. The upper classes were deeply alarmed. “Any hour the mob chooses it can destroy any city in the country—that is the simple truth,” wrote Assistant Secretary of State John Hay to his father-in-law.3

Chicago newspapers reported events in articles headlined “Horrid Social Convulsion” and “Red War.” Department store mogul Marshall Field suggested that the danger of further riots required a large standing army to be permanently on guard. Field and his friend, railroad sleeping-car magnate George Pullman, felt the squalor that underlay the working-class uprising was due to workers’ own profligacy and intemperance.4  Within a few years, Pullman would take steps to change things.

Pullman was a prototypically American self-made man. Born on a farm in western New York state in 1831, he took his first job, in a country store, at age fourteen. By seventeen, he was a cabinetmaker’s apprentice, and it was there he gained an appreciation for elaborately carved wood and woven fabric. Three years later, he was helping to move buildings out of the path of the expanding Erie Canal. These house-moving skills would prove essential to his first business success as an adult, when in the late 1850s he led the way in showing how Chicago buildings might be raised above the water level and thus avoid having their cellars flooded with Lake Michigan water. Of average height and possessed of a youthful  appearance accentuated by his round face and bright eyes, Pullman was simultaneously bold and cautious in business matters—striking the perfect balance of capitalist instincts.5

In 1853, a punishing overnight train trip between Buffalo and West-field, New York, made clear to Pullman that there was much room for improvement. He determined to enhance sleeping cars by installing actual beds in them. And by the 1860s, the project of transforming cross-country train travel from a dirty, jolting misery into a pleasurable, middle-class outing had made him a rich man. Both ornate and comfortable, the Pullman Palace Car Co.’s sleeping cars contained plush carpet, brocaded fabrics, carved and polished wood, and hinged berths that could be folded away during daylight hours. The “Pioneer,” first built in 1864, came with shock-absorbing coiled springs and cost five times the price of an ordinary railcar.

Many railroads resisted what seemed like an extravagance. They also resented that Pullman refused to sell the cars to the railroads. Instead, he leased them, providing them with separate crews and maintenance, while collecting 50 cents from every fare. In a brilliant if cynical marketing flourish, Pullman arranged for his car’s debut to occur on the last leg of Abraham Lincoln’s funeral-train procession, which was met by crowds everywhere as it made its way from Washington, D.C., to Springfield, Illinois.6 Test runs on the Michigan Central Railroad proved hugely successful as passengers jammed the Pullman cars on every trip. Generous profits followed, allowing the Pullman Co. to pay its shareholders a dividend of 8 percent from its first year of operation.

The sleeping cars weren’t Pullman’s only product. He also constructed dining, passenger, freight, and refrigerator cars, along with streetcars, but the company was primarily identified with the opulent sleepers. Pullman believed that not only would his luxurious vehicles command higher fares from the public, but also that their beauty would have a civilizing influence upon even the roughest of customers. And as experience seemed to bear this out, he came to believe that civilized surroundings would also have an “ennobling and refining” effect on his workers.7

To that end—and because land prices within Chicago were becoming prohibitive—in 1880, Pullman decided to build a model factory town fourteen miles out of the city in an area free of “all baneful influences.”  He began secretly buying up 4,000 acres along Lake Calumet’s west bank. In four years’ time, he transformed the swampland into the site of a giant production works with a population of 8,000, about half of them employees. Working with architect Solon Spencer Beman and landscape designer Nathan F. Barrett, he designed an “all-brick city” that would become a showpiece for the company and a must-see curiosity for visitors to the area. The company’s office and production facilities—including a foundry, wood shop, engine room, lumber storehouses, and more—sprawled over thirty acres and were able to turn out forty Pullman cars per day.

Across a major boulevard from the manufacturing works lay the residential area, consisting of a dozen detached homes, block upon block of two- to five-family row houses, and ten large tenements. All houses came with natural gas and running water, and the larger homes had bathrooms. Near the residential area was a large market complex, with a public hall and stalls selling meats and vegetables. Also close by was the most spectacular of Pullman’s edifices—the Arcade Building, which housed thirty retail shops, a bank, a Moorish-style theater of 1,000 seats, and a library with 6,000 volumes donated by Pullman himself. Completing the picture were a handsome hotel—which contained the otherwise-dry town’s only bar—a school, parks, and playing fields. Altogether, there were more than 1,500 buildings in Pullman, all owned by the company, with an estimated worth of $8 million.

What passed for government was firmly in company hands—a theme common in other company towns. The town clerk and treasurer were both officers of the Pullman company, as were most members of the board of education.8 There was no elected government and no newspaper.

Visitors taking the 30-minute train ride out to Pullman could not resist commenting on the town’s appearance. Economist Richard T. Ely, writing in Harper’s Monthly, found “the newness of things” to be “a little distressing, as is also the mechanical regularity of the town.” Yet, with its “advanced secular gothic” public buildings and “Queen Ann-style” hotel, the development was as attractive as any “wealthy suburban town,” he concluded.9

No one should imagine, though, that Pullman was a do-gooder where his workers were concerned. Instead, the town was “a business venture pure and simple,” as explained by a later officer of the Pullman Co.:  “Stockholders would get a return, fortunate employees would work harder, and the company would be the beneficiary. Pleasant working conditions would draw out the workers’ qualities of loyalty, honesty, and perseverance.” In Pullman’s words, the employees would work out “valuable and well-rounded lives in proportion to their opportunities.”10

In taking this approach, Pullman was echoing the business community’s prevailing wisdom that due to “natural law,” it did no good to offer men charity—that morality and business must be held separate, and that the best philanthropy was the payroll and incentives that encouraged people to help themselves. 11

Pullman wasn’t alone in announcing that the model town was creating a new type of dependable worker. But already by the mid-1880s, there were critics. Although the living quarters were desirable, residents were unable to buy their homes, only to rent. (Rents varied from $4.50 per month for the cheapest flats to $100 per month for the largest private houses.) Every organization, including churches, was compelled to rent rather than to own its building, and any tenant could be evicted with a notice of only ten days. Others questioned the atmosphere in town, especially the use of “company inspectors,” who day and night kept an eye on Pullman resident-workers to make sure that both their opinions and their habits were acceptable. Some like Ely challenged the total control of the company and the absence of elections and representative government, concluding that the very “idea of Pullman is un-American. . . .It is benevolent, well-wishing feudalism.”12

By 1893, the Pullman Co. had experienced years of a near-monopoly over sleeping-car transportation. With 14,000 employees across the United States, it had record earnings of $11 million. But as the country entered a serious economic depression, layoffs followed wage reductions. Within a year, the average wage at Pullman fell by 28 percent. (The average wage reduction across the country was closer to 12 percent.) Meanwhile, the company refused to lower its rents in the town, which were generally higher than rents paid by working people elsewhere. As the company told the  Chicago Herald in 1894, it could not cut rents because profits on housing had already dipped under 4 percent, which was “a manifestly inadequate return upon the investment.”13 However, once rent was deducted from workers’ paychecks, some were left with only pennies.

In the spring of 1894, Pullman workers organized. They affiliated with the American Railway Union (ARU), led by Eugene Debs, who would in time become the preeminent advocate of socialism in the United States. The company refused demands for either a return to earlier wage levels or a reduction in rents, so the workers went on strike. And when after two months the company still refused to negotiate, ARU’s national convention called for a nationwide boycott of Pullman. The action spread rapidly, as trainmen refused to work on any trains from which Pullman cars had not been detached—and the boycott turned into a great strike involving 50,000 men, with mobs barricading and sabotaging tracks and attacking trains.

The disruption of U.S. mail delivery allowed an antilabor President Grover Cleveland to intercede. Attorney General Richard Olney obtained a federal injunction prohibiting strike leaders from organizing the boycott and sent in federal troops to clear the tracks. Striker casualties mounted: In a Fourth of July confrontation in Chicago, thirteen strikers died and fifty were wounded. The general strike was broken, and its leaders, including Debs, were prosecuted for civil contempt and jailed.

By July, the strike in Pullman itself was at an end. Forced to resign from the ARU, 1,900 Pullman workers returned alongside 800 “replacements.” Many of Pullman’s prestrike workers had left the area, but 1,000 remained unemployed. 14

The model town that had seemed to stand for progressive labor relations had become notorious, associated worldwide with industrial strife, blacklists, and managerial repression. One often-overlooked irony: Out of the failed utopian experiment of one man, George Pullman, came a very different utopian perspective—the scientific socialism of Eugene Debs. Celebrating his fortieth birthday in the Woodstock, Illinois, jail, Debs read Karl Marx’s Das Kapital and works by German socialist Karl Kautsky. He emerged from imprisonment disillusioned with the possibilities of trade unionism but hopeful about overthrowing the capitalist system via the ballot box. Debs was also now a celebrity, who would garner millions of votes in five subsequent presidential campaigns. 15

Pullman died in 1897, and eulogists largely repudiated the idea behind his personal utopia. A year after his death, the Illinois Supreme Court ruled that the Pullman Co. charter did not permit the holding of  real estate beyond what was required for its manufacturing business. The town entered a period of slow decline, with the city of Chicago assuming municipal functions in 1899 and the company gradually selling off its town properties beginning in 1904.16
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After the events at Pullman—which were widely reported and commented upon throughout the United States—one might expect that the day of industrial utopianism was done in America. But the impulse toward social perfectionism was strong in the late nineteenth century. The greatest manifestation of that urge was the reception given to a novel written by Edward Bellamy, Looking Backward: 2000-1887. Published in Boston in 1888, the book follows a Rip Van Winkle scenario: Julian West, a man of the late nineteenth century, awakens after a 113-year sleep to find society entirely transformed. That millenarian vision proved so compelling that Looking Backward sold nearly a half-million copies over the next few years, became an international best seller translated into several other languages, and inspired some fifty imitative works over a few decades. Even more immediately, the book became the manifesto of a national movement, the Bellamy Clubs, which had chapters in twenty-seven states.

Of course, Bellamy’s vision was hardly a celebration of company towns, even in their most ideal form. In fact, when the author wrote that, in industry, “feudalism still survives in its pristine vigor,” his reference point was his own hometown of Chicopee Falls, Massachusetts, a settlement filled with textile mills and plants making everything from bicycles to agricultural implements.

Chicopee’s factory workers lived in row after row of dreary tenements, not far from the white-clapboard, middle-class house where Bellamy, the son of a Baptist minister, grew up. The young man settled on a career as a writer after attending college in New York state and traveling in Europe—and after a very brief career as a lawyer, which he termed “the dirty trade of a local pettifogger.” Among his early literary efforts were editorials penned for the newspaper of Chicopee’s neighboring town, the Springfield Union. In one of these, he inveighed against the miserable living  conditions of Chicopee’s immigrant poor. Particularly worrisome, he thought, were the “ragged and meager” children who worked in the mills. “The mere sight of them; so old and worn and miserable to look at, yet so young, is proof enough that a great wrong exists somewhere among us,” he wrote in an 1873 Union editorial. “Civilization does not deserve the name in any land, if it cannot run its business enterprises of whatever kind . . . without such a sacrifice of human rights and well being.” Since the Boston Associates owned one of the Chicopee mills, Bellamy’s words read as an indictment of Francis Cabot Lowell’s own utopia gone wrong.

In contrast to such a hell, Looking Backward envisions a coming golden age, realized by the year 2000, in which all individual companies are replaced by a socialist government that operates all enterprise—in which the nation becomes “the one capitalist in the place of all the other capitalists.” As part of an all-encompassing industrial army, every citizen does the work he or she is best at (women, now liberated, play a significant role), and all receive identical remuneration. There are no rich and no poor, but everyone benefits from efficiencies in production and distribution and the elimination of war and criminality. In the words of Dr. Leete, the character who explains everything to Julian West, “The brotherhood of man, which to you were but fine phrases, are, to our thinking and feeling, ties as real and as vital as physical fraternity.”17

Bellamy’s novel often strikes us now as mechanical and dull—a social blueprint masquerading as literature. But Bellamy, who had written four previous novels and numerous short stories for such top literary magazines as Scribner’s and the Atlantic Monthly, knew how to engage readers of his day. For the romantic-minded, Looking Backward contained a love story with a heartwarming conclusion; for fans of progress and technical gadgetry, he supplied telephones that, radiolike, delivered music to homes and an apparatus to shield sidewalks from inclement weather.

And the true brilliance of Looking Backward lay in its ability to persuade the reader that its ideal society is also the ultimate in practicality. Nineteenth-century captains of industry may have said they favored efficiency, but Bellamy judged that their society was built on waste and fraud. “Their system of unorganized and antagonistic industries was as absurd economically as it was morally abominable. Selfishness was their  only science. . . . Combination is the secret of efficient production,” Leete instructs. But Bellamy was not altogether consistent on this point.

Where might nineteenth-century readers have caught a glimpse of this level of efficiency? Leete observes: “You used to have some pretty large textile manufacturing establishments, even in your day, although not comparable with ours. No doubt you have visited these great mills in your time, covering acres of ground, employing thousands of hands, and combining under one roof, under one control, the hundred distinct processes between, say, the cotton bale and the bale of glossy calicoes.”18

The picture could hardly be clearer: Through Leete, Bellamy is describing the Waltham/Lowell manufacturing scheme. Although Bellamy denounced contemporary capitalist civilization and the Boston Associates’ contribution to it, at the same time he recognized the utopian elements inherent in Francis Cabot Lowell’s manufacturing scheme. Indeed, Bellamy had difficulty describing his own utopia without referring to Lowell-like manufactories.

With the success of Looking Backward, Bellamy made himself into a public speaker for the Nationalists and an activist for the People’s Party, as the Populist organization of the 1890s was known. But his health was poor, and he died in 1898 at age forty-eight, a victim of tuberculosis. Nevertheless, he was far from alone in his attempt to translate his feelings for the brotherhood of man into a real-world community.19
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Like both Pullman and Bellamy, Milton Hershey was a man with major reservations about contemporary urban life. In the 1880s, as a wavy-haired, mustachioed twenty-six-year-old proprietor of a New York City candy store, he came into frequent contact with the criminal gangs and appalling squalor of the Hell’s Kitchen area. “Cities never seemed natural to me,” he reflected later, “and I never learned to like them.”20

Although his New York store failed, within a decade Hershey had become a successful candymaker and wholesaler as head of the Lancaster Caramel Co.—the country’s number-one caramel maker—based in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. Then, on a trip to the World’s Columbian Exposition, held in Chicago in early 1893, he paid several visits to an exhibition  of chocolate-producing machines owned by the J. M. Lehmann Co. of Dresden, Germany. At the time, few Americans had even heard of chocolate, and those who had knew it as an expensive European delicacy. Nevertheless, Hershey shortly decided that public demand for caramels would soon fade and that he should become a chocolatier. He bought the Lehmann machines, imported skilled chocolate workers from as far away as Switzerland, and began producing cocoa powder, baking chocolate, and chocolate coatings for candy. He also began years of experimentation aimed at creating his own unique recipe for milk chocolate. In 1900, he sold his lucrative caramel business for $1 million to concentrate on chocolate, and shortly thereafter he introduced a line of five-cent Hershey’s Milk Chocolate Bars. By 1901, his chocolate enterprise had more than $620,000 in annual receipts, and profits grew steadily thereafter. 21

The Chicago trip, along with later journeys to England, had another major impact on Hershey. By 1903, he was laying the plans for construction of his own model town, somewhat in the mode of Pullman, which he may have seen, and of Bourneville, the English model town erected by British chocolate company Cadbury.22 First he obtained 1,200 acres of real-estate options in Derry Church, Pennsylvania, near his birthplace. Then he hired surveyors to create landscape maps and arranged for an architect to design the factory and public buildings to come. When newspapers began to report on Hershey’s intentions to build a town in the area, some expressed wonder that he would choose such a remote, amenity-bereft place. But Hershey saw in the site one major virtue: dairy farms that would supply the milk needed for his milk chocolate. There was also no shortage of clean water, and the local industrious folk would provide a reliable workforce.

Like Pullman in the early days, Hershey was widely described in the press as a philanthropic, morally superior person—quite unlike the “malefactors of great wealth” President Theodore Roosevelt would shortly excoriate. How could such a welcome food’s producer—the Chocolate Man—be otherwise? Although Hershey himself offered few reflections on his motivations for building the town, the inspiration appears to have come from several sources in addition to Pullman and Bourneville. First, there were his mother’s religious principles—she was a fervent Mennonite, a member of a sect similar to the Amish that emphasized Bible study, community service,  and abstemious living in pastoral surroundings. Hershey’s planned village, with its clean-living, prosperous workforce, nicely echoed Mennonite values.

Perhaps more important, creating the town was something of an adventure. And Hershey had always been drawn to the audacious ways of his profligate father, a man who was ever ready to take a flyer on bold enterprises, from berry farming to the invention of a perpetual-motion machine. Finally, Hershey disliked urban squalor and the labor unrest that it bred. He could hardly have been unaware of the nationwide railroad strike connected with Pullman or of a bitter 1897 strike in nearby Lattimer, Pennsylvania. There, in an altercation with sheriff ’s deputies, scores of strikers were killed or wounded. In contrast, he would build a city—echoing Bellamy—where, as he declared, there would be “no poverty, no nuisances, no evil.”

Such a place would serve as a standing advertisement for the Hershey Co., its wholesome values, and its products. In short order, thousands of visitors would arrive via trains and trolleys to admire Milton Hershey’s community.

The houses that began appearing in Derry Church in 1904 were modern affairs equipped with indoor plumbing, central heating, even electricity. Hershey decreed that his town should be free of any industrial atmosphere: Consequently, he demolished an initial group of residences he thought were too uniform, and the ones that followed had landscaped yards. Unlike those in the town of Pullman, these homes could be bought for between $1,200 and $1,500. There were also one hundred lots available to those who wanted to build their own houses, although these came with detailed restrictions both on the construction and future use of any buildings.

As for chocolate making, Hershey’s new factory was spread over eighteen buildings, including a two-story executive wing and a power plant with two giant boilers that made electricity for the plant and for the town. Cocoa beans arrived at the plant by rail and then moved through the facility to be cleaned, roasted, shelled, ground, and turned into the liquid that became candy, cocoa powder, and cocoa butter. Milk from the region was condensed and mixed with cocoa, and the combination was dried and molded into bars. The factory, which was graced by two enormous brick smokestacks inscribed with the word HERSHEY, tripled in size within a few years, supporting 1,700 workers by 1911.

Hershey and his admirers wasted less rhetoric than Pullman on the civilizing impact of his town upon its workers. Moreover, the Pennsylvania town—which was nameless in the beginning and won its appellation via a contest in which the public suggested various ideas—was slow in development. Financed with the company’s considerable profits, there were soon parks and a zoo, numerous public buildings, a public library, a swimming pool and golf course, an extensive trolley system, a medical clinic, free schools, and athletic teams. There was abundant greenery, including the ornamental shrubbery that spelled out the words HERSHEY COCOA in ten-foot letters.

For himself, Hershey built a twenty-two-room colonial mansion, dubbed High Point, that sat on a hill overlooking the factory.

The trade-offs for town residents followed what would become a familiar pattern in model company towns. Workers got a cornucopia of benefits, including insurance, medical coverage, and a retirement plan. There were no local taxes, jobs were abundant, and services such as garbage pickup and snow removal were a given. The company donated property and buildings for local schools, including a junior college with free tuition for town residents. Each of five local churches received a $20,000 endowment. But the town remained unincorporated and had no elected officials. Milton Hershey served as its mayor, constable, and fire chief. Moreover, he was his own “moral police,” riding around town and taking notes as to which homes were not being maintained and receiving reports from private detectives as to which employees were too fond of alcoholic refreshment.

Milton Hershey’s paternalism came to include one very unusual feature, though: Beginning in 1909, one of the town’s most significant sites was the Hershey Industrial School, a residential institution for orphan boys that was thought up by Milton’s wife, Kitty. It was but one of dozens of such institutions founded during this period, but Hershey’s school was unrivaled in its gifts. After Kitty’s early death in 1915, the chocolate magnate donated his entire estate to the institution in her memory. All of his company stock, which was valued at $60 million, would be held by a trust that supported the place. Although this latter provision was certainly charitable, it also offered a means of keeping Hershey stock closely held by a party unlikely to disagree with Milton Hershey about the direction of his company.

The Hershey Industrial School was, and in some ways remains, a study in contrasts. The childless and poorly educated Milton Hershey lavished his fortune on the institution, setting up a well-appointed library, auditorium, and gymnasium. The students received a splendid education—Milton wanted them to have everything he had missed—and after graduation each got $100, a wardrobe, and help finding a job or a full college scholarship. But the students were housed on nearby farms, where they had to perform chores—planting, milking cows, and harvesting grain—all of which were thought to be wholesome and character-building. Students were never left in doubt about the identity of their benefactor, who frequently dropped by the institution and once a year invited the students to his mansion for a special breakfast. (The school is still in operation today, with standards and facilities that rival the likes of Choate; 80 percent of its graduates, who no longer perform farm work, go on to college.)

In the town harmony reigned. As seems fitting in a Never-Never-Landish spot where Chocolate Avenue intersects with Cocoa Avenue, neither a funeral home nor a cemetery was allowed within Hershey, Pennsylvania. A precursor to Disneyland, Hershey Park was drawing 100,000 visitors a year by 1913. Tourists came to see and smell the chocolate-scented town, to ride on its miniature electric train and merry-go-round, and to listen to popular orchestras in the Hershey dance hall. The village had become such a sensation that little other marketing was needed—and the company ceased its print advertising.

That same year, the company staged a vast tenth-anniversary celebration of its move to the area, complete with parades, bands, fireworks, and an air show with James B. “Birdman” McCalley exhibiting his biplane. And there was oratory: In a pretelevision age, stemwinders from politicians such as William Jennings Bryan or evangelists such as Aimee Semple McPherson provided enlightenment and bombastic entertainment. (Abraham Lincoln once observed, “When I hear a man preach, I like to see him act as if he were fighting bees.”) Thus Hershey’s celebration required a keynote address, here delivered by Omar Hershey, a famous orator unrelated to Milton. “If Big Business adopted the Hershey idea” there would be less labor unrest, he noted. “Where simple justice and plain, ordinary common sense prevails, some of the problems quickly  adjust themselves,” he concluded. The company founder was presented with a silver cup, inscribed to the town’s “beneficent Jove.”23

The company and the town prospered: Within a decade, sales of the candy bars and such new products as the Hershey’s Kiss rose to almost $8 million. By the 1930s, Hershey, Pennsylvania, had reached maturity, with the construction of sports venues, a community center, a theater, and a monumental, 170-room hotel helping to build a tourist trade. Built atop a hill overlooking downtown, the community center and Hotel Hershey were traditional Italianate and Spanish rococo structures. Much more daring was the new modern office building downtown—constructed without windows and with a uniform controlled environment.

But while the new construction was intended partly as a Depression-era make-work project, hard times inevitably led to layoffs and reduced work hours in the chocolate factory. Meanwhile, from 1930 to 1936, the Hershey Chocolate Co. made more than $37 million in after-tax profits—or ten times its annual payroll. A more sophisticated, ethnically diverse workforce also resented company efforts to control off-the-job behavior, ranging from marital infidelity to carpooling, and there were accusations of favoritism in promotions.

In 1937, a whirlwind organizing campaign by a new union federation, the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), resulted in recruitment of 80 percent of the company’s 3,000-odd production workers. Initial talks between the CIO’s United Chocolate Workers and management seemed to augur well, with the company agreeing to raise wages. But then came layoffs of several union militants and production speed-ups. The result was a sit-down strike that paralyzed the factory.

A startling outburst of violence followed. Four days after the strike began, several thousand local farmers who depended upon selling their milk to Hershey attended a parade in support of the company. They delivered an ultimatum to the strikers: Leave the plant or be forcibly ejected. After an exchange of taunts with the strikers, the army of farmers and pro-company employees armed with rocks and pitchforks stormed the facility. Outnumbered four to one, the strikers were bloodied—several were brutally beaten—and evicted.24

The incident left a suddenly divided town and a mark on Hershey’s reputation. Within two years, federally conducted union elections resulted  in recognition of the conservative, craft-oriented Bakery and Confectionary Workers Union as a bargaining representative for the workers. Union contracts meant that, going forward, it would not be up to one man to make every decision about life in Hershey, Pennsylvania. The town was becoming a more mature—and more complicated—place to live.

Milton died in 1945, and his company drifted for several decades. Generations of his successors were punishingly slow to act, seemingly frozen by the question of “What would Milton do?” It was years before Hershey Chocolate Co. took on such modern corporate functions as marketing and research and development. There was no Hershey advertising until 1970.

But beginning in the late 1970s, the enterprise instituted many changes. Having become Hershey Foods Corp., with such noncandy products as pasta and Friendly Ice Cream, management placed all operations on more of a business footing. Most significant, Hershey was redefining its relations with the town.

Among the first changes was the appearance of a new Pennsylvania State University medical center, founded in 1963 with a $50 million donation from the company. As that institution matured, it brought a new element into the community: a large number of medical personnel.

The park, which began as a free recreational facility for the townsfolk, had long been evolving toward something else. A simple merry-go-round was replaced in 1912 by an elaborate carousel with fifty-three carved animals. In the ’20s, more rides including a Ferris wheel and airplane swing were added, and in the ’30s came a penny arcade, a “mill chute” ride, and more, so that by the late ’40s the park contained more than two dozen rides. But in 1970, it was closed—and reopened as Hersheypark, a Disney-style theme park with daily admission charges. 25

Finally, many of the town’s historic buildings were repurposed. In 1977, Milton Hershey’s High Point mansion was turned into a suite of offices for top corporate officials. In 1980, the company closed the community center and transformed it too into offices.26 Like Lowell before it, Hershey, Pennsylvania, was surrendering many of its quirks—and perhaps its unique identity.
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In the West, the exploitation-minded, smash-and-grab side of the American personality reached its fullest expression. The area’s very bounty seemed to prompt a rapacious stripping of resources and only a tenuous relationship with any given place. As early as 1871, Mark Twain observed of the gold-mining territory around Sacramento, California: “You may still see, in places, its grassy slopes and levels torn and guttered and disfigured by the avaricious spoilers of fifteen and twenty years ago. You may see such disfigurements far and wide over California.”27

The lush forests of the Northwest encouraged just such an approach. Logging camps arose in Oregon, California, Washington state, Idaho, and Montana to cut stands of spruce, cedar, fir, and redwoods. Crews were ever on the move to virgin woods, so these camps were never more than temporary homes. Some featured barracks to which wheels could be easily attached for relocating, and in others cabins were constructed as barges for easy flotation down rivers.

Timber-mill towns were more permanent affairs. The first such community was likely Port Gamble, established in 1853 by the Puget Mill Co. on Washington Territory’s Kitsap Peninsula. With a second mill constructed five years later, the town had a workforce of 175. Like many of the mill men who built the Northwest’s timber industry, Port Gamble’s founders were transplants from the Northeast, primarily from Maine. With its growing number of small frame houses, the town looked every bit a New England village. To be sure, not all the workers were considered members of the family: Port Gamble employed many American Indians whom it segregated into a separate outpost, a town called Little Boston on the other side of Gamble Bay from Port Gamble.

Operations in Port Gamble continued into the twentieth century, as did production at such places as Valsetz, Oregon; Sappho, Washington; and McCloud and Samoa, California. But many mill towns were short-lived. Wanton cutting was followed by abandonment of the settlements. The Manley-Moore Lumber Co. town of Montezuma, Washington, for instance, was left deserted after that company shuttered its mill in the early twentieth century. As giant corporations took over other companies and their towns, owners showed little interest in maintaining the towns or in maintaining family-like relations with workers. 28

The clearest example to the contrary—and, perhaps, of utopian promise on the West Coast—was Scotia, California, the Pacific Lumber town in the Northern California redwood forests that was established in 1882 as Forestville.

Up to that time, the prospect of harvesting the mammoth redwood forests had seemed daunting. Some redwoods were as much as a thousand years old, hundreds of feet tall, and fifteen feet in diameter. Moreover, in pre-automobile days, it was difficult simply to get access to such trees. But with America’s eastern forests and their stands of smaller trees increasingly logged out, there were few alternatives.

By the late 1880s, Pacific Lumber founders A. W. McPherson and Henry Wetherbee had three hundred employees living in Forestville. The settlement contained little more than a church, post office, and telegraph station. Reflecting the presence of many emigrants from Canada’s eastern coast, the town’s name was changed to Scotia. Pacific Lumber had become the largest producer of lumber in Humboldt County.

In the early 1890s, the company was purchased by Simon Jones Murphy, who’d made a fortune lumbering in Maine and in Michigan real estate, mining, and timber. It was the beginning of a long Murphy family association with Pacific Lumber. Although an 1895 fire destroyed the town and all of the company’s facilities, Pacific Lumber quickly rebuilt and expanded. By 1920, the company had 1,500 workers and owned 65,000 acres of forest.

If left to its own devices, Pacific Lumber might not have become an environmentally progressive company. Both tax benefits and pressure from San Francisco conservationists encouraged the tendency. But for whatever reason, Pacific Lumber became a trailblazer in forest conservation: In the 1920s, it sold the largest remaining contiguous holding of old-growth redwoods—over 9,000 acres—to the Save the Redwoods League, becoming part of Humboldt Redwoods State Park. Moreover, in the following decade the company announced it was abandoning the industry standard of clear-cutting—or taking down everything in a given area—in favor of “selective cutting.” No more than 70 percent of the mature trees in a stand would be felled, with younger trees left to hold the soil and reseed. Finally, the company began harvesting on what it called a “perpetual sustained-yield basis”: Never would it cut more trees than its forests could regrow in  a year. Hiring some of the industry’s first foresters, Pacific Lumber began its own nursery that would plant up to a million seedlings a year.29

More to the point, Pacific Lumber became renowned for its humane employment practices. “We’re a paternalistic company,” president Stanwood Murphy told a journalist in 1971. “I know that’s a dirty word,” continued the red-haired, craggy-featured executive, “but it’s accurate.” Tiny, picturesque Scotia included attractive wood-frame bungalows, with low rent, free water and garbage removal, and regular maintenance by the company. The town also included a range of stores, a school, a forty-bed hospital, a skating rink, a Catholic and a Protestant church, an administration building, a fancy directors’ cottage (for overnight use by corporate directors), and the ornate, all-redwood Winema Theater. Pacific Lumber gave its workers pensions, free life insurance, and bonuses, and their children got college scholarships. Every Labor Day, everyone in town gathered at the bank of the Eel River for a holiday blowout.

Labor at Pacific Lumber was difficult, sometimes dirty, and frequently deafening. Out in the woods, loggers felled the huge trees, then trucked them into Scotia and either stacked them at the “cold deck” or plunked them into the ten-acre millpond. In Scotia’s three huge mills, men operated cranes, conveyor belts, rollers, and a variety of saws. Seventy-ton logs would be stripped of their bark, then sliced into a variety of lengths and widths. Then the lumber was sorted by grade and size, stored in warehouses for a lengthy drying period, and perhaps even kiln-dried.

Generation after generation of workers found the package to be a good deal. There were trade-offs, of course. Although Pacific Lumber paid better benefits and higher wages than rivals, it fought hard to keep unions out. Up until World War I, Scotia featured a “safety valve” called the Green Goose—a combination brothel, saloon, and gambling parlor. But with Prohibition, Scotia became a dry town—and it stayed that way. Afterward, social life in town centered on the volunteer fire department and a little-used, YMCA-like Scotia Men’s Club, where card-playing was allowed but no gambling. (To be sure, gambling and drinking continued in establishments right across the Eel River, in the town originally known as Wildwood and later as Rio Dell.)30 All in all, life in Scotia was pretty calm—at least until the 1980s.

In that decade, with Scotia seemingly frozen in time and Pacific Lumber holding 70 percent of the remaining privately owned old-growth redwoods, corporate raider Charles Hurwitz moved to take over the company. The company’s physical property—including a new headquarters building in downtown San Francisco—its cash position, and its absence of debt made it an appealing target. Hurwitz’s Maxxam Inc. quietly obtained just under 5 percent of company stock. Then in October 1985, after an initial offer of $797 million, or $38.50 per share, Maxxam persuaded initially resistant Murphy family members to give in. The final purchase price was $868 million.

But the buyout, organized by Wall Street takeover specialists Drexel Burnham Lambert, meant taking on lots of debt. To pay this down, Pacific Lumber’s new owners announced they would be ending the company’s pension plan, absorbing $60 million in “overfunding,” and selling off the company’s non-forest assets. They also announced a doubling of their redwood harvest. For a short time, Scotia’s workers were raking in the overtime pay, and its mills were running extra shifts. But the aggressive new tree-cutting inflamed California’s environmental activists, prompting almost two decades of struggle that featured protest marches, confrontations with pepper-spray-brandishing police, “tree sits”—in which protesters actually lived for months in the high branches of threatened redwoods—and a car bombing that nearly killed two activists from the Earth First! organization.

Moreover, within three years of the buyout, the insider trading scandal broke, in which it came out that Drexel junk-bond kingpin Michael Milken and trader Ivan Boesky had engaged in a series of bets on corporate takeovers based on inside information. Among the deals on which they wagered and Milken helped finance: Maxxam’s buyout of Pacific Lumber. The Milken-Boesky activities violated federal law, and when their shenanigans were revealed, both men were sentenced to prison terms. Boesky was fined $100 million and barred from the securities industry. Moreover, Los Angeles stockbroker Boyd Jefferies was accused of having “parked,” or clandestinely purchased, 539,600 shares of Pacific Lumber stock on Hurwitz’s behalf. The shares were key to Maxxam’s Pacific Lumber takeover effort.

What had happened to the idealistic company, its sheltered workers, and the model town? Buyouts such as Maxxam’s were then—and are today—justified on the grounds that new owners streamline operations  and maximize a company’s value. But in the case of Pacific Lumber, to all appearances the new owners brought little other than a fresh rapaciousness, and their very aggressive pursuit of profit, not to mention the Drexel scandals, damaged Pacific Lumber’s reputation. Despite a 1988 announcement of a voluntary moratorium on clear-cutting of virgin redwood forests, Pacific Lumber regularly fell afoul of California forestry regulations and faced court injunctions issued to stop its logging. As if in divine judgment against the turn of events, in April 1992, three major earthquakes struck the Scotia area within eighteen hours. Sawmills and homes were badly damaged, and the local shopping center was destroyed.31

It took seven more years to negotiate, but in 1999 Pacific Lumber sold to the U.S. Interior Department what remained of the old-growth-rich Headwaters Forest—about 7,500 acres—for $480 million in federal and state funds. Then in 2007 Maxxam filed for bankruptcy. Pacific Lumber was taken over in June 2008 by yet another group of outsiders, the Donald Fisher family, owners of The Gap, Banana Republic, and the Mendocino Redwood Co. They reorganized Pacific Lumber’s mill-and-forest holdings as Humboldt Redwood Co. Mendocino partner and former PALCO creditor the Marathon Structured Finance Fund now owned the town and all of its buildings. Pacific Lumber—the company and the all-embracing way of life—ceased to exist.

Humboldt’s owners have pledged to take a conservative approach to logging, letting the forest regenerate at twice the rate it harvests. Environmentalists, who point to Mendocino Redwood’s Forest Stewardship Council-awarded green seal, say the new owners are credible.

Scotia is now home to what the company calls a “state-of-the-art sawmill,” where computers position logs for cuts that command the best prices and that match consumer demand. The cut lumber is also graded and sorted by computer. Some of Pacific Lumber’s paternalistic policies, including its college scholarships, are still in place. But as of 2009, there are only a few hundred workers—more than one round of layoffs has hit the workforce—and Marathon’s attempts to sell parts of the town are a source of unease. The grand Scotia Inn, with its wood-relief carvings and twenty-two cozy rooms, has been assigned a price tag of $2.5 million. A major obstacle to the sale of Scotia real estate: The entire four hundred-  acre town exists as one tax parcel and must undergo various zoning and environmental hurdles before it can be subdivided.

With all of that, many locals are relieved to see the back of Maxxam and are hopeful about the future. The company’s new owners “may put the town back to where it used to be, honoring its roots,” butcher Mel Berti told the Santa Rosa Press Democrat. “People here are concerned about the roots.”32
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In Pullman, the defining characteristic proved to be its restrictions. For Hershey, it was a benevolent one-man rule joined with an increasingly quaint philanthropy. And at Scotia, a paternalistic legacy gave way to a ruthless late-twentieth-century capitalism defined on Wall Street. All three—and Lowell, for that matter—shared one thing: an initial vision and daily existence articulated and elaborated by a capitalist father figure. Each place outgrew that plan. Today, Pullman is a down-at-the-heels urban area, Hershey features a diverse service economy that includes a Disneyland-like theme park, and Scotia is an isolated but lovely town in the woods struggling to maintain its legacy.

No discussion of ideal company towns would be complete if it failed to include a singular type: the domicile of the high-tech company. Such places include Schenectady, New York, long associated with General Electric; Redmond, Washington, home to Microsoft—and Corning, New York, home base for Corning Inc. Neither a purpose-built model town like Pullman and Hershey nor a single-enterprise village like Scotia, Corning developed as a country crossroads and railroad town, with a growing concentration of glassmaking enterprises. As Corning Inc. became the area’s preeminent glass concern, it emerged as the town’s benefactor—and savior. Its philosophy was also different from those of the three other enterprises in this chapter—a modern “corporate welfarism” that, executives said, in no way conflicted with the company’s primary goal of making money.

Like most high-tech outfits, Corning Inc. came of age in the 1940s and 1950s. The specialty-glass maker has experienced an unsteady, boom-and-bust-prone life ever since. Perhaps its happiest period began in 1959, with the release of Corning Ware, the Sputnik-age cooking products  made from a material also used in rocket nose cones. The decade that followed would be an unusual period of prosperity and self-assurance for Corning Glass Works, as it was known until 1989, since the company enjoyed near-monopoly control of the highly lucrative television-tube market. Further high-tech glass products such as fiber-optic cable would follow. During the 1960s and 1970s, the company made its most pronounced commitment to the town of Corning, New York.

Corning Inc. traces its existence back to the mid-nineteenth century, and especially to 1868, when the proprietor of the Brooklyn Flint Glass Works, Amory Houghton Sr., arranged to relocate his operation to Corning, an agricultural town of 7,000 souls on the Chemung River in upstate New York. He moved his furnaces, pots, molds, and other equipment up the Hudson River and on to Corning via canal. Two years later, the company came close to folding, but a bank bailout led to its revival. Thereafter, focusing on such items as railroad signal lenses, thermometer tubes, and lamp chimneys, the glassware company grew slowly along with the town whose name it adopted. It also long maintained a dynastic organizational structure: Except for a few intervals, a member of the Houghton family was at the company’s helm through the late twentieth century. Common stock was not sold to the public until 1945.

A signal event was the decision by Thomas Alva Edison to purchase glass globes for his lightbulbs from Corning Glass Works, beginning in 1880 and continuing with the organization of General Electric Co. in 1892, ensuring the ongoing health of the glassworks. The development also indicated the company’s future course—electronics and scientific applications of glass, as opposed to, say, the making of bottles or window glass.

During this period, the town of Corning was evolving from an agricultural trading center into a manufacturing burg that included glassmaking operations, several foundries, stove makers, farm-implements factories, and more. Companies such as T. G. Hawkes & Co. and J. Hoare & Co. produced intricate and popular cut-glass wares. Even more significant, the town was becoming a railroad hub through which passed the Erie Railroad; the Blossburg, Corning, and Tioga Railroad; and the Delaware, Lackawanna, and Western Railroad. In 1891, 12,000 trains passed through Corning. Hundreds of local men worked on these railroad lines, while Corning Glass Works employed between  270 and 780 workers, variously. With a population approaching 10,000 in 1890—the year in which Corning, New York, was incorporated—the town supported seven churches, fourteen hotels, thirty-four saloons, eighteen barbers, fifteen boardinghouses, twenty-seven dress-makers, ten tailors, and an opera house that hosted touring theater companies, meetings, and minstrel shows. The village was also home to two daily newspapers of opposing political viewpoints, the Corning Democrat  and the Corning Journal.33

In 1908, the town built a large park with pavilions, a wading pool for children, a bronze fountain, and a ball field. It was named Denison Park for the businessman who contributed most of the land. Only several years later, in 1916, did the glassworks contribute to public facilities, when the Houghton family conveyed to the town a plot of land north of the Chemung River, which became Pyrex Park, named for the company’s popular glassware.34

However, Corning Glass Works was becoming an ever more important employer and physical presence. By 1913, it had three large plants in town, arrayed along the river and marked by what would become a town landmark: a 187-foot tower in which molten glass was stretched for thermometer tubing. Stenciled on the outside of the tower was the blue-on-white silhouette of “Little Joe” the lightbulb blower.

The company’s two notable products after the turn of the twentieth century included the clear glass kitchenware Pyrex—adapted from battery jars—and lightbulbs. (Corning was also responsible for the art-glass productions of Steuben, an independent company it absorbed in 1918.) A round of department-store demonstrations in 1915 kicked off a Pyrex marketing campaign, and by 1917, the product had annual sales of $460,000. Lightbulbs were hand-blown, as if they were art glass, into the twentieth century: Corning demonstrated no urgency about developing a mechanical electric-bulb-making machine, but by 1913 it operated five such devices. During World War I, Corning increased its production of scientific glassware, a product once supplied largely by Germany. Although mechanization led to some layoffs and deskilling of workers, the glassworks had 2,000 workers by 1916, a year in which bulb sales reached $1.7 million. The area’s second-largest employer, compressor-maker Ingersoll Rand, employed around 800.

Like many other corporations, Corning Glass Works adopted a number of so-called corporate welfare programs in the 1920s, intended to build loyalty among employees and to enhance the company reputation among the general public. Innovations included a company hospital and clinic, health and accident insurance for all workers, and a factory upgrade to reduce chemical hazards, which had killed four workers in 1910. There was also a Corning band, a baseball club, and service awards handed out to longtime employees. At the same time, the glassworks was openly antiunion: In the 1910s, when the American Flint Glass Workers Union attempted to organize a local, the company dismissed two hundred of its five hundred glassblowers.35

The Great Depression initially resulted in a large number of layoffs and wage cuts, along with price cuts in such key products as Pyrex glassware. But the company’s fortunes turned around quickly, and the new joint venture with Owens-Illinois Co., Owens-Corning Fiberglass, brought sizable revenues. Corning initiated a so-called company union (discussed at great length in later chapters) in 1933, called the Industrial Council; its joint labor/management committees discussed a variety of workplace issues and announced reforms that included paid vacations and guaranteed minimum wages. And in the larger community of Corning, New York, the company formed the Corning Realty Co. to expedite home-building and to construct a centrally located apartment complex.36

A growing, mature sense of community within the company led to a changed relationship with workers, stakeholders, and with the town on the Chemung beginning during World War II. In 1944, the company acknowledged the inevitability of unionization and facilitated a union election that was won by the Flint Glass Workers over the more militant United Electrical Workers. (The latter would shortly become the bargaining agent for employees at Ingersoll Rand.) In 1945, as the war approached its end, management realized that it would need new capital for postwar expansion—and that a public offering of shares could serve as an incentive to employees as well as allow a market for the holdings of the increasingly numerous Houghton heirs. As a result, the company put up for sale 412,340 shares, representing 15 percent of its equity. Finally, the company backed various development schemes in the town, ranging from new apartments and houses, donation of land on which the War  Memorial Stadium would be constructed, and, in 1951, opening the Mies van der Rohe-designed Corning Glass Center (later renamed the Corning Museum of Glass). Constructed in only a year and embellished with a panoply of glass surfaces, the center housed a historical collection of glass objects, a science hall, a factory for Steuben art glass, and a large auditorium that would become the venue for touring theatrical presentations including that year’s Happy Birthday, starring Hollywood actress and Academy Award nominee Joan Blondell.37

Corning Glass Works was now anything but a one-town company: As early as 1917, it had begun moving production out of its cramped hometown. Over the years, its operations were increasingly far-flung, from Pennsylvania to Ontario. In 1954 it completed a five-year plan of plant construction running to $48 million. Altogether, it had 12,250 employees. Such joint ventures as Owens-Corning also multiplied to include a glass-block enterprise with Pittsburgh Plate Glass Co. and a silicone-products venture with Dow Chemical that became Dow Corning Corp. But Corning Glass Works did not neglect the town of Corning, where it had more than 3,000 employees by 1959: In an area north of the Chemung River, it built a new complex known as Houghton Park that included a nine-story office building, and it purchased four hundred acres in the nearby town of Erwin, where it constructed a research-and-development center, Sullivan Park, named for the company’s longtime research chief. In 1960, the Corning Foundation offered a $4.5 million grant to jumpstart construction of Corning Community College, where in time employees would be able to take courses for which the company largely footed the bill.

And in that decade, company management seemed to realize that if the town of Corning were to avoid the fate of other, increasingly down-at-the-heels upstate burgs, Corning Glass Works would have to be a prime mover. At the urging of Amory Houghton Sr., who had retired as company president in 1941 but remained much involved, the company began a community projects department to oversee its efforts in the town, contributing $9 million to the $39 million needed for various buildings including a new library, a two hundred-unit apartment complex, new recreation facilities, and more. It also became a vocal champion of revitalizing the eight-block downtown core.

Much of this was made possible by two hugely successful products: Corning Ware and television tubes. Known to generations of yard-sale aficionados as the indestructible casserole dishes embellished with a blue-cornflower pattern, Corning Ware was invented by accident when a scientist inadvertently jacked up the temperature of a laboratory oven. While the company did sell the resulting Pyroceran to the Defense Department for missile nose cones, the glass was far more profitable when made into cookware that could go from the freezer to the oven without breaking. Memorable magazine advertisements showed a Corning Ware casserole dish half immersed in a block of ice—and half sticking out into the flames of a blowtorch. In 1959, its first year on the market, consumers snapped up $15 million worth of Corning Ware.

The product was also advertised via Corning’s favorite medium: television, on such popular programs as Cheyenne and The Lineup. As the exclusive supplier of bulbs for U.S. television-set manufacturers, Corning Glass Works was responsible for the guts of over 11 million sets sold in 1965, both black-and-white and color. Not that these were Corning’s only wares: According to its annual report, that year the company produced 43,000 different products in thirty-seven manufacturing plants. By 1970, it would have international sales of $166.7 million.38

The Glass Works’ community-development efforts would escalate even further following a 1972 flood that left four feet of water standing in the downtown area and 6,000 townsfolk homeless. Amid rumors that the disaster could prompt the company to leave Corning, Amory Houghton Jr., who’d become company chairman in 1964, went on local radio to assure employees that their jobs were secure and that the company intended not only to rebuild but to expand operations in town. With major help from the company and its foundation, the business district and its central thoroughfare, Market Street, got a complete facelift and became home to a new city hall, an open-air skating rink, a shiny new Hilton Hotel (now a Radisson), and a new office building for the Flint Glass Workers local. Other additions would include a spiffy new corporate headquarters, built on the site of the original plant, and the Glass Innovation Center.39

These developments, however, coincided with a violent swing in company fortunes. With its sale of television tubes in decline—the Japanese were eclipsing U.S. television makers—Corning in 1975 closed five domestic  plants, ended the manufacture of black-and-white bulbs, and reduced employment by 40 percent. In the early 1980s, it sold its remaining lightbulb plants.

Then an unexpected savior appeared in the form of the Reagan Justice Department: In 1982, the feds announced the breakup of AT&T. That company would be forced to divest its Baby Bell companies and to accept the end of its monopoly over long-distance telephone service. This was Corning’s opportunity to deploy a new technology.

Since the 1960s, Corning scientists had been working on a new kind of cable to carry voice transmission—thin strands of optical glass that could transmit higher-quality voice signals than the much-used copper cable. Although Corning felt its years of unremunerated effort and an investment of $100 million had resulted in a technological breakthrough by 1970, AT&T never supported the Corning efforts, being engaged in its own fiber-optic research. The ill winds that buffeted AT&T in 1982 resulted in a windfall for Corning: Later that year, MCI, backed by junk-bond money from Wall Street, placed an order for 100,000 kilometers of Corning’s cable—a $90 million purchase. Sprint Communications followed with a similar order the following year. 40

Such good fortune seldom lasts—and at times it presages ruin. To meet these orders, Corning had to make its biggest investments in company history: $94 million in new plants and equipment. By 1986, this meant profitable growth with more than $220 million in sales. But by the following year, there was a glut in fiber optics, with new competitors entering the field and the major trunk lines complete. Sales rebounded a bit with orders from local phone companies—and in 2000, the company had $7 billion in sales and a market value of $100 billion. But by 2001, after the company took on huge debt to build more capacity, fiber-optic sales tanked for good. Sales fell by half, and company stock plummeted 95 percent. Corning, which had a workforce of 40,000 in 2000, laid off 19,000 workers, including 3,500 in its hometown. CEO James Houghton, who’d retired in 1996 after thirteen years at the helm, was drafted to return and help revive the company. His personal stockholdings, once worth $129 million, had plunged to $1 million in value.

After a rousing speech at the company’s annual meeting, Houghton sold the company’s precision lens business, exited telecom photonics—which  expedite the movement of light through fiber via lasers and amplifiers—and closed four of the company’s five fiber-optic plants. By 2004, Corning Inc. announced it had cut its debt in half, to $2.7 billion and, rather than losing money, had earned $163 million in the first half of that year. It has been in the black ever since.41

By 2009, Corning had placed a new major bet—on liquid-crystal display glass for an ever-growing list of consumer products including lap-tops, digital cameras, navigation systems, video games, and personal digital assistants. It is still involved with fiber optics, along with materials used in emissions- and pollution control and more than 150 other materials. Company employment in the town as of 2009 stands at just under 5,000, with almost 3,000 spread between Corning headquarters and its research center, and the rest in production of materials for auto and truck catalytic converters. Corning Inc. is still much involved in downtown renovation, helping develop deteriorated buildings into retail and residential properties. Its community development wing, Corning Enterprises, and the foundation also participate in local school district programs and spend $2 million a year on child-care facilities, where half of the six hundred-odd slots go to kids of employees.

No one claims that such initiatives are purely philanthropic—clearly having a pleasant, resource-rich downtown and good schools helps Corning Inc. attract and retain employees. Its startlingly modern headquarters buildings, sited next to the picturesque Chemung River, also serve notice that this is a cutting-edge operation. In the eyes of professionals such as Corning’s research-and-development scientists, the town with its amenities and low cost of living even compares favorably with places like the San Francisco Bay Area, observes former chairman James Houghton. “What we’re doing in Corning is totally in our self-interest,” he told me. “It’s smart business.” The business-district rejuvenation and the glass museum—support for which runs to $20 million each year—help build Corning’s brand name and public goodwill. Some might say these efforts qualify for that dirty term “gentrification.” But one only has to compare Corning’s business district with that of atrophied upstate burgs to see that gentrification isn’t always something to sneeze at. 42

[image: 012]

Another group of company towns emerged in the early twentieth century, defined by a different sort of idealism—once again motivated by corporations’ desire to escape from urban wilderness and often the necessity of locating close to natural resources. These “industrial satellite” towns, however, were different from earlier company utopias in one key way: They were the province—and experimental playthings—of architects rather than of visionary capitalists. It is an approach that seems much more modern today, as we are accustomed to the notion of the architect as visionary (thank you, Ayn Rand). At the same time, the architectural style exhibited in most of these towns was anything but avant-garde.

One of the first of these was U.S. Steel’s Fairfield, Alabama, located close to the iron ore, limestone, and coal needed for production in the Fairfield Works steel plant. (The town, first called Corey, was originally owned by Tennessee Coal and Iron, a company the J. P. Morgan interests dramatically absorbed in 1907 largely to stave off a stock market panic.)43  Fairfield was part of a group of company towns that seemed to deny their industrial purpose. Here, planner George Miller and architect William Leslie Walton erected a series of craftsman-style homes in a sylvan setting. Like several British company towns inspired by England’s “garden city” movement, the reigning aesthetic was preindustrial.44

Indian Hill, a suburb of Worcester, Massachusetts, built for the Norton Co., resembled a colonial New England village, complete with cottages, leafy streets, steepled churches, and a town square. In Tyrone, New Mexico, one of several company towns built for copper-mining company Phelps Dodge, architect Bertram Goodhue adopted a rococo motif, with mansions, a school, and a hospital reminiscent of buildings in coastal Spain.45 The streets of Atco, Georgia, built by the American Textile Co., were lined with modest clapboard bungalows evocative of nineteenth-century Southern country villages.46 Aluminum maker Alcoa built settlements with similar structures in both Alcoa, Tennessee, and Massena, New York.47 Lynch, Kentucky, built in 1917 in Harlan County by the U.S. Steel subsidiary U.S. Coal and Coke Co., featured a sandstone-block commissary, post office, theater, hotel, hospital, churches, and schools; workers lived in single and double houses with asphalt shingles.48

Altogether, around forty new industrial towns were constructed from 1900 to 1920, in which single-family homes came in numerous varieties— but in which the repetitive looks and gridiron pattern of earlier company towns were “obsessively avoided,” in the words of architectural historian Margaret Crawford. The factory, mill, or mine was consistently out of sight of the residences.49

It was in this same period that American modernist architecture began to make its mark. By the final years of the nineteenth century, celebrated Chicago architect Louis Sullivan was already developing the modern sky-scraper with such edifices as the Carson Pirie Scott department store in the Windy City and the Guaranty Building in Buffalo, New York. By 1900, thirty-three-year-old Frank Lloyd Wright was recognized as the chief practitioner of the Prairie School of modern homes, marked by flowing lines, open space, and a functionalist absence of fussiness. Observers celebrated Wright’s Larkin Soap Co. administration building in Buffalo for its radical use of plate-glass windows, built-in furniture, and air conditioning. But in the midst of such developments, the new company towns seemed to draw aesthetic cues from another place—possibly from Agatha Christie or the New England novels of Harriet Beecher Stowe. Modernist touches were rare: Torrance, California, was virtually alone in making such aesthetic choices. In that oil-refining center, working-class residents were turned off by architect Irving Gill’s spare, streamlined houses, which seemed only to connote austerity and poverty. Instead, they opted for California bungalows, with their gardens, privacy, and associations with the British Empire and rural life. From the late twentieth century on, many model company towns would face daily life in disguise, pretending to be something other than what they truly were.

But for a number of companies, aesthetics—and the comfort of the workers housed—was a matter of little concern. Such companies focused only on the bottom line and saw their employees strictly as a means to the end of profit, perhaps as something less than full-fledged members of the human race. They seemed almost to take delight in exploiting their workers, to the point of justifying the most extreme claims of political radicals. These were the enterprises that flourished in the kingdom of coal.
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