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During the early nineteenth century, settlers were drawn 
to the Ohio River Valley and beyond mainly by the agricul- 
tural promise of the West. “On our seaboard,” an easterner 
named Hamilton Smith explained, “land . . . is dear and un- 
productive; the hills of New England, the sandy plains of the 
Carolinas, and the worn out soil of Virginia, offer few 
inducements to the generations rising upon them. The eyes 
of all are turned westward. . . .”I Yet the western future 
that excited Smith was not agricultural but industrial. His 
vision was shared in the middle 1840s by other wealthy, trans- 
planted New Englanders. “Is the manufacture of cotton to 
be confined chiefly to the rugged hills of New England?” one 
asked and proceeded to answer his own question: “The day 
is coming when the valley of the Ohio will . . . bear the same 
[manufacturing] relation to New England that New England 
now does to Great Britain.”2 These men visualized a planned 
industrial city on the banks of the Ohio: Cannelton, Indiana, 
a fledgling coaling stop for river steamers, would soon be 
larger and more impressive than bustling Lowell, Massa- 
chusetts. 

Lowell and New England’s other textile cities drew power 
from rushing water-a power the Middle West lacked. In 
1840, however, Scottish manufacturer James Montgomery 
published a notable and influential study of cotton manu- 
facturing in the United States in which he judged waterpower 
inadequate, subject as it was to interruption by winter freezes 
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and summer droughts. When coal became available at a 
reasonable price, Montgomery concluded, steam-powered mills 
would quickly take over the cotton i n d ~ s t r y . ~  

Smith, one of Cannelton’s planners, amplified Mont- 
gomery’s assessment: “Water power must be taken as it is 
and where it is,” while steam was “infinite in its capacity for 
expansion.” Furthermore, steam allowed flexibility in manu- 
facture: “You can select your spot where all you require is 
either at hand or can be had at  the smallest expense.”* Smith 
and his associates predicted that their chosen spot, Cannelton, 
would soon be bursting with cotton mills powered by steam 
and fueled by coal from nearby beds “of inexhaustible abund- 
a n ~ e . ” ~  Although overlooked “when the last maps and ge- 
ographies were published,”6 Cannelton would lead the way in 
industrial development for the South and the West and would 
provide a model of steam manufacturing so that “the lower 
Ohio in a few years will have the most flourishing cotton 
manufactures in the w ~ r l d . ” ~  Cannelton’s mills would provide 
disenchanted New Englanders with opportunities no longer 
attainable in the crowded East: here “the employed of today” 
would become “the employer of tomorrow.”s Cannelton would 
become a “school in which thousands will be taught to manage 
and direct . . . a cotton mill,” Smith pred i~ ted .~  

The hopes of Cannelton’s promoters were never fulfilled. 
They did succeed in building the largest textile factory west 
of the Alleghenies, an imposing four-story structure some 
280 feet long.1° But the efforts to create a model mill town 
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collapsed in 1851, four years after the initial plans had been 
drawn. Suffering from severe financial pressures, a strike, 
and technical problems with steam power, the original mill 
company abandoned its plans. 

The “Lowell of the West,” as the enterprise was touted 
by its promoters, fell to forces which crushed many other 
mills. In the most general terms, the four years from 1847 to 
1851 were an unfortunate time to begin a manufacturing 
enterprise. By 1851 advocates of both water and steam power 
concurred that cotton mills were in a serious economic slump. 
A recent study of the New England textile industry demon- 
strates the economic realities behind the failure to attract 
investment capital to Cannelton.ll Notwithstanding Smith’s 
initial optimism, the struggling mill was caught up in national 
industrial trends. The cost of raw cotton was very high, and 
yet rapid growth in the number of textile mills meant that 
inexpensive cotton goods were flooding the market.12 

Beyond the cost-price squeeze, Cannelton promoters failed 
to copy the Lowell pattern successfully repeated at  Nashua 
and Manchester, New Hampshire, and Lawrence, Massa- 
chusetts: the parent corporation prospered by selling land, 
power, and machinery to new manufacturing  enterprise^.'^ 
The American Cannel Coal Company and the Cannelton Cotton 
Mill Company were distinct entities on paper only, and both 
were dependent on the production of a single, coarse grade 
of cloth and its negligible earnings ratio. Not copied either 
was the success of the Lowell corporation in obtaining large- 
scale financing-an achievement that distinguished the mills 
a t  Lowell from others across New England.14 After 1851 
new owners operated a moderately successful cotton mill a t  
Cannelton along conventional industrial lines for over a 
century. But from 1847 through 1851, the enterprise there 
was a grand and visionary design for an industrial future 
for the West. 

This proving ground for theories about steam power and 
western manufacturing was a tiny coal mining village 125 
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miles southwest of Louisville, Kentucky, on the Indiana side 
of the Ohio River. Several unsuccessful attempts had been 
made during the 1830s to mine and settle the area, but a fire 
in 1839 destroyed almost everything. In 1841 a group of 
investors, mostly Bostonians, took over the land and the 
mines of the American Cannel Coal Company (founded in 
1837) and began to encourage development of the nearly 
deserted village. The company fenced in two hundred small 
plots and built log cabins for miners and their families. A 
mule-drawn tramway carried coal down from the hills to 
supply the Ohio River steamers. A saw mill, a tannery, a 
general store, and a shoe shop appeared as the population of 
Cannelton grew from only five families in 1840.to about 
five hundred people in 1848.15 

One of the stockholders in the coal company was 
Hamilton Smith, a wealthy Louisville lawyer. Born in 
Durham, New Hampshire, in 1804 and graduated from Dart- 
mouth College in 1829, Smith then became head master of a 
boys school in Washington, D.C.-soon “the most profitable 
one in the district. . . .”16 Having resolved at  Dartmouth “to 
enter upon public life in some future year,”17 Smith studied 
law in Washington, keeping a neat list of the important men 
he met; and although he never entered politics, he would later 
use these contacts to promote his business venture in the West. 

Smith married in 1832 and moved to Louisville. He set 
up a commercial law office, mainly representing eastern 
businesses in debt collections and bankruptcy cases arising 
from the financial chaos of the 1830~.~*  The practice proved 
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lucrative: in 1837 alone Smith’s income was reported to 
exceed $30,000. After 1841, he invested in the new American 
Cannel Coal Company.19 Smith remarried in 1846, soon after 
the death of his first wife. Financially secure, he turned his 
attention to the future of the lower Ohio Valley. His interest 
was no longer merely monetary: by his second marriage 
Smith became a brother-in-law of attorney Elisha Mills 
Huntington, an Indiana judge who owned a large estate five 
miles from Cannelton.20 Naturally interested in the develop- 
ment of the area, Huntington encouraged Smith’s investments. 

In 1846, when the American Cannel Coal Company moved 
its business office from Boston to Louisville (reflecting the 
western ties of its newer stockholders as well as a desire to 
be close to Cannelton), Smith became one of its directors. 
Smith went East that year to visit several New England 
cotton mills and to attend the National Exhibit of American 
Manufacturers in Washington. He spent the following months 
studying the information he had gathered, calculating costs 
and profits, and considering Montgomery’s ideas about coal- 
fired steam mills. Late in 1847, along with his brother, 
Thomas, his brother-in-law, Huntington, and other stock- 
holders and officers of the American Cannel Coal Company, 
Smith formed the Cannelton Cotton Mill Company-the first 
of three manufacturing companies he planned for Cannelton.*l 
“This mill,” Smith wrote, “will to a considerable extent in- 
fluence the industrial pursuits of the people of the central 
West.”22 

Smith was particularly intrigued by the planned in- 
dustrial development of Lowell. He read with great interest 
Henry A. Miles’ Lowell As I t  Was, and As I t  I s ,  which de- 
tailed the corporate and social organization of the Massa- 
chusetts mill town.z3 In addition to Miles’ book, Lowell had 
been the object of a good deal of favorable attention. After 
a visit in 1834, the Frenchman Michel Chevalier wrote glow- 

19 Smith to Jenks, February 14, 1848, ibid. 
20 De la Hunt ,  Perry  County ,  126-29; Leander J. Monks, ed., Courts 

and Lawyers  of Indiana (3  vols., Indianapolis, 1948), I ,  411. 
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ingly of the “snug . . . comfortable” wooden houses, the large 
number of churches, the canals, bridges, banks, schools, and 
libraries. He found “the peaceful hum of an industrious 
popu la t i~n .”~~  Charles Dickens’ American Notes also included 
a most favorable description-based on his 1842 v i s i h f  
“Lowell and Its Factory System,” which relied on clean, 
healthy, well-dressed and well-mannered young New England 
farm girls. Dickens was surprised by the culture and refine- 
ment he had witnessed: interest in education, music, and 
literature was everywhere evident.25 Like Miles, Chevalier 
and Dickens were impressed by the moral tone of Lowell, well 
supported by a number of rules governing conduct in the 
mills and company-owned boarding houses and by a “moral 
police force”-the girls themselves. In all, these observers 
agreed, this American model was a fa r  cry from factory life 
and factory labor in England and Europe. 

To carry out the ambitious plans at Cannelton the infant 
mill company selected General Charles T. James, a New 
Englander and a leading advocate of steam manufacturing. 
James contracted to build the first Cannelton mill, which 
would produce coarse cloth, and to put i t  in “full operation” 
with men and machines in exchange for a share of the com- 
pany’s profits. James, a major-general in the Rhode Island 
militia, was a natural choice. The son of a Rhode Island 
farmer, he had trained as a carpenter before working his 
way up to superintendent of Samuel Slater’s steam-driven 
cotton mills in Providence. He quickly rose to “the head of 
his profession,” building, expanding, and overhauling mills 
in New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Pennsyl- 
vania, New Jersey, and New York. During the 1840s James 
was responsible for starting twenty-two steam mills, in addi- 
tion to the one at Cannelton. Between 1847 and 1851 he was 
involved in the construction or conversion of a dozen mills.26 
General James had the company’s confidence because of both 
his engineering and his entrepreneurial skills. The Cannelton 
Economist predicted that he would “make here the most 
productive mill in the world-a mill that shall be his ad- 
vertisement. . . . He risks the reputation he has been twenty 
years in making.”27 
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Smith’s first action as the mill’s secretary was a cam- 
paign to attract investors to Cannelton. In a pamphlet sent 
to eastern businessmen and politicians, Smith boasted that 
the town’s advantages as a cotton manufacturing center in- 
cluded “ample, cheap, and certain power; cheap food; facilities 
for transporting man and matter; proximity to the market; 
a position particularly healthy; the best and cheapest build- 
ing materials; [and its location] in a free state.”28 The 
pamphlet stressed not only the company’s determination to 
make Cannelton “the chief seat of cotton manufacturing in 
the world,” but also that the “advantages to iron masters, 
glass workers, ship builders, etc.” were “nearly equal to those 
offered to cotton manufacturers.” He asked various experts 
in each field to read his pamphlet and requested their support 
“in the form of a letter for publ i~at ion.”~~ 

Smith placed great importance on such endorsements. 
“I would rather have your influence and aid,” he confided 
flatteringly to one prospective investor, “than all the money 
the stock would bring.”3o The plans Smith outlined to in- 
dustrialists in Massachusetts, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania 
emphasized that Cannelton would be a replica of Lowell. 
Following its model, the American Cannel Coal Company, as 
parent organization, would charter manufacturing companies, 
such as the Cannelton Cotton Mill Company. It  would supply 
them with land (for one dollar in the case of Smith’s first 
mill), building materials, and cheap fuel from its mines. The 
parent company would also build streets, wharves, and rail- 
roads; donate land for churches, schools, and workshops; 
and even pay “Lowell So close were the planned 
similarities, in fact, that Smith felt i t  necessary to apologize 
to Miles for “quoting so freely” from Lowell As I t  Was, and 
As Is I t  in his own pamphlet.32 Smith’s desire for testimonials 
reveals the somewhat self-conscious stance of a New Eng- 
lander gone West. Both manufacturing experience and the 
pattern for success lay in the East, particularly in Lowell: 
Smith had even tried asking Abbott Lawrence, New England’s 

28 Cannelton Cotton Mill Circular, dated January 1, 1848, in ibid., 
April 28, 1849, p. 8. The last “advantage” was subsequently dropped 
from Smith’s list as the appeal for  support turned to  the South. 

29 See Smith to David Dale Owen, April 6, 1848; Smith to Charles 
Thomas, March 31, 1848; Smith to D. A. Hall, April 10, 1848; Smith to 
John C. Calhoun, March 20, 1848, Smith Collection. 
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foremost industrialist and one of the Boston financiers re- 
sponsible for the success a t  Lowell, to direct Cannelton’s 
manufacturing e n t e r p r i s e ~ . ~ ~  At this stage, he muted the 
challenge to New England manufacturers; to one he wrote, “I 
hope you will not regard me as a traitor. . . .’’34 To a western 
senator Smith emphasized the economic benefits of diverting 
local labor to nonagricultural pursuits. Since overproduction 
was already being felt in the South, Smith tried to persuade 
agrarians like Thomas Hart Benton that the Cannelton enter- 
prise would have a mitigating effect by “giving cotton planters 
[a] means of investment other than in lands and slaves. . . .”35 

To all his correspondents Smith stressed the national 
advantages of western manufacturing: “It will secure our 
independence of foreign influence, . . . and add vastly to the 
countries [sic] The theme of national unity had 
previously been sounded by New England’s “lords of the 
loom,” intent on preventing politics from spoiling economic 
ad~antage .~ i  Smith proposed that the West had a role to play 
in the previously simple relationship between the manufac- 
turing Northeast and the agricultural South. Western manu- 
facturing could produce coarse cloth at less expense, Smith 
argued, allowing southerners to get a high price for their 
raw cotton and still buy finished goods cheaply. And it  was 
in New England’s best interest to encourage coarse fabric 
manufacturing in the West, thereby preventing competition 
in other fabrics. “The richer we are,” Smith asserted, “the 
more she will make out of us. . . .”38 Endeavoring to win 
support for his view of mutual advantages, Smith tried to 
minimize competition with New England. He wanted its re- 
spect, its aid, and most of all, its labor. In college he had 
perceptively noted “the feeling of a day-labourer who re- 
gards . . . [only] the pay he is to receive.”39 Twenty-two 

33 Smith to  Lawrence, March 24, 1848, ibid. As historian Hannah 
Josephson notes: “Innumerable visitors . . . viewed the thriving young 
town on the  Merrimack [River] as a n  industrial Utopia. . . . The Apple- 
tons, the Lawrences and the Lowells who had a share in i ts  establish- 
ment became national figures. . . . To many of their contemporaries 
these men were heroes. . . .” Hannah Josephson, T h e  Golden Threads:  
N e w  England‘s Mill Girls and Magnates  (New York, 1949), 6-7. 

34 Smith to  C. G. Atherton, April 26, 1848, Smith Collection. 
35 Smith to Thomas H a r t  Benton, March 31, 1848; Smith t o  editor, 

Dry Goods Repor ter ,  June  9, 1849, Scrapbook, ibid. 
36 Smith t o  Calhoun, March 20, 1848, ibid. 
37See Thomas O’Connor, Lords  of the  Loom:  T h e  Cotton W h i g s  

38 Smith to  Atherton, April 26, 1848; Smith to  John Davis, April 22, 

39 Smith, Diary, October 26, 1827, p. 11, ibid. 
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years later, Smith remembered that feeling and promised that 
efficiency as well as morality would be safeguarded a t  
Cannelton. Unlike Lowell, where high stock prices kept the 
workingman from becoming directly interested in the profits, 
a t  Cannelton the “reasonable” price of $100 a share would 
allow mill workers to become stockholders and would provide, 
Smith said, “a new and strong motive for exertion, frugality, 
sobriety, [and] 

Because Cannelton’s population in 1848 was barely five 
hundred, labor was desperately needed to quarry limestone 
and construct the first mill. Skilled operatives would then 
be needed to run it. Smith looked primarily to New England 
for a work In addition he asked a manufacturer 
traveling through Europe to help publicize the town, promis- 
ing, “We can afford to pay well for the introduction of . . . 

He invited a former French minister of govern- 
ment to join the venture and to “influence labor and capital 
from France to our position.”43 Smith hoped to generate “a 
very valuable current of emigration to work in the town’s mills 
and mines,” and he made a particular effort to attract “men 
of standing and capital” as well as men of skill: “We need 
but a few hundred energetic Yankees to take the lead,” 
Smith He hoped that the “overcrowded and uncertain 
state” of New England farming and manufacturing would 
serve to push settlers westward. But Smith felt that his best 
chance of attracting skilled labor to Cannelton lay in actively 
promoting the new town. He proudly reported that “Mr. 
[Samuel] Slater of Providence,” the British manufacturing 
pioneer, had called the Cannelton plan “irresistable”; “he 
says,” wrote Smith, “all we have to do is enlighten public 
opinion. . . .”45 

Smith took Slater’s advice seriously. Throughout 1849 
he wrote articles for the Louisville newspapers on western 

4 0  Cannelton Economis t ,  August 25, 1849, p. 133. 
4 1  “All the overseers, engineers, and machinists, indeed the whole 

corps of operatives will $ carefully selected in New England and 
transplanted at  Cannelton. 

42 Smith to Bigelow, March 20, 1848, Smith Collection. See also 
Joseph A. Wright to Smith, June  28, 1850; Joseph Kendek to Smith, 
May 28, 1851, ibid. 

43 Smith to Alphonse J .  N. Pugeot, April 22, 1848, ibid. Smith sug- 
gested tha t  Cannelton’s hills, “well situated for  the cultivation of the 
vine,” would be especially appealing to French immigrants. 

Ibid., June  23, 1849, p. 66. 

44 Smith to  Isaac Hill, March 24, 1848, ibid. 
45 Smith to  Fellows, April 22, 1848, ibid.  
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manufacturing and the coal reserve in C a n n e l t ~ n . ~ ~  When 
construction of the mill began, Smith sent Charles H. Mason, 
a young assistant from his law office, to start a weekly news- 
paper in Cannelton. Although the Cannelton Economist, as 
it was called, was the only paper in Perry County, Mason 
boasted that it was “not local in its character or c i r~ula t ion .”~~ 
The Economist, which published its first issue on April 28, 
1849, carried articles about New England, California, and 
New Orleans along with factory news and fillers from all 
over the country. Notwithstanding its promise that the mill 
operatives would be heard in its pages, the Economist func- 
tioned-with an occasional exception-as part of the com- 
pany’s promotional effort, with Smith himself writing many 
of the news items and editorials. The paper tended to portray 
a promising, energetic, and smoothly growing town, one that 
would soon look familiar to New Englanders. “We [will] 
have temperance societies, Sunday and other schools, with a 
good church, the desk of which is to be filled by a clergyman 
from Massa~huset ts .”~~ 

In politics the Economist stood aloof, repeatedly protest- 
ing that the development of the West was “work peculiar to 
no one p ~ l r t y . ” ~ ~  Smith was determined not to get involved 
in questions of party loyalty or in the tangle of slavery, but 
the paper did reflect the economic interest succinctly stated 
by Smith’s brother-in-law: “Although the South is the only 
place where we can grown cotton,” Huntington wrote, “New 
England is not the only place where we can manufacture it.”50 
The Economist, while opposed to “partyism,” was partial to 
the southern cause. 

The cornerstone for Cannelton’s first mill was laid in 
May, 1849. At a small ceremony the mill was celebrated as 
the “forerunner” of others, “introducing employment, com- 
fort, happiness, [and] competence” into the West. Cannelton’s 
development .was not to be merely a moneymaking scheme. 
“Our moral structure,” Smith intoned, “will stand as correctly 

46 Clippings of many of Smith’s newspaper articles, including the 

48 Ibid., April 24, 1849, p. 6. 
49 Ibid., May 5, 1849, pp. 13-14, July 28, 1849, p. 109, August 18, 

1849, p. 125. See also Roger H. Van Bolt, “The Hoosiers and the 
‘Eternal Agitation,’ 1848-1850,” Indiana Magazine of History, XLVIII 
(December, 1953), 331-68. 

1849 Louisville Journal  series, a re  in his Scrapbook, ibid. 

50 Cannelton Economist ,  July 28, 1849, p. 110. 
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. . . as [the] stone one will.”51 During the summer the 
Economist  pledged that Cannelton would not fall prey to the 
“extreme poverty, the moral and intellectual dissolution” 
which marked European manufacturing towns. Blame lay 
with the “deranged and imperfect state of society” in Europe, 
not with the factory The Economist  published de- 
fenses of factory life from Lowell’s Vox Populi, from that 
city’s N e w  England O f f e r i n g ,  and from Miles’ book;53 Smith 
warned residents of Cannelton to “keep aloof from those 
indulgences that tend to vice.”54 

Soon after the cornerstone was laid, however, a shortage 
of funds forced a serious departure from the Lowell model. 
Extensive plans for company-owned housing had to be re- 
placed by the individual investments of absentee landlords. 
The directors scrapped James’ design for a costly river-front 
esplanade and settled instead for a conventional block arrange- 
ment of houses. Although Mason called the new plan a “horrid 
mutilation” of the original design for “none but pecuniary 
purposes,” Smith closed off further debate by denying that 
the “temporary” change would make a mockery of the 
model factory, noting that “at this mill, the Lowell system 
will be adopted with [only] some  modification^."^^ Smith 
had originally calculated that the first mill would open dur- 
ing the fall of 1849.56 Although the four-story building was 
completed on time, lack of capital kept it empty and silent 
until December, 1850. 

Another setback came when the company’s public rela- 
tions campaign, touting Cannelton as the “best calculated 
spot for manufacturing in the country-Lowell not excepted,” 
badly mi~fired.5~ Since 1848, when James was chosen to de- 
sign and build the model steam mill, he had tried to “open 
the eyes” of southern planters to the profits of manufacturing. 
Despite a pamphlet sent to politicians and potential investors 
~ 

51 Zbid., May 26, 1849, pp. 38-39. 
52Zbid., May 19, 1849, pp. 29-31. 
5 3  Zbid., September 1, 1849, p. 139. 
54Zbid., June 30, 1849, p. 78. 

Zbid., June 23, 1849, pp. 66, 70, June 30, 1849, p. 78. During 1849 
and 1850 the newspaper published a number of pleas for investors to 
buy housing lots and build on them. See, for example, ibid., June 2, 1849, 
p. 45, October 6, 1849, p. 181. The private houses, built to “insure ad- 
vantageous rent,” were eventually let to operatives by the mill agent. 
H. Bry to Smith, December 23, 1849, January 20, 1851, Smith Collection. 
The mill company built only five or six company-owned boarding houses. 
New Albany (Ky.), Dai ly  Ledger ,  May 13, 1851. 

56Cannelton Economis t ,  May 12, 1849, p. 21. 
57 Zbid., August 11, 1849, pp. 117-18. 
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early in 1849, Smith bitterly complained that most people 
were “in utter ignorance” of the western steam manufactur- 
ing e ~ p e r i m e n t . ~ ~  Even a three-part series of articles by 
James (excerpted from the pamphlets) and two promotional 
pieces by Smith failed to generate much discussion when they 
appeared in DeBow’s Review,  the South’s largest circulation 
magazine.59 In November, 1849, however, when an abridge- 
ment of James’ views was published in Freeman Hunt’s pres- 
tigious Merchants’ Magazine and Commercial Review (pub- 
lished in New York) , i t  touched off a widespread, acrimonious 
debate between James and Amos A. Lawrence of the Boston 
family of capitalists and industrialists. 

Their bitter exchange was waged for five months in the 
pages of Hunt’s Merchants’ Magazine.6o James expounded on 
the enormous profits to be made in manufacturing, the flexi- 
bility of steam over waterpower, and the advantages to the 
South of a nonagricultural outlet for its capital and “poor, 
destitute, and degraded” white labor. Cannelton, James 
wrote, would be a “beacon light,” a “nucleus for Southern 
enterprise,’’ and a “school for managers and operatives.” In 
a few years, he predicted, “Cannelton will out-rival even 
Lowell 

58Zbid., December 1, 1849, p. 246; see also ibid., December 29, 1849, 
p. 277. An unsigned letter explains one method of the promotion cam- 
paign: “I have had to  grease the wheels of the  press at  the rate  of $15 
or $20 per column. . . .” Francis Yates Carlile to Smith, December 24, 
1850, Smith Collection. Excerpts from James’ pamphlet, “Practical Hints 
on the Comparative Cost and Productiveness of the Culture of Cotton 
and the Cost and Productiveness of Its Manufacture,” appeared in the 
Cannelton Economist ,  May 12, 1849, p. 22, May 19, 1849, p. 31, June  9, 
1849, p. 55, June  23, 1849, p. 69. 

59 James, “Cotton and Cotton Manufactures at  the South,” DeBow’s 
Rev iew,  VII (August, 1849), 173-76, ibid., VII (October, 1849), 370-72, 
ibid., VIII  (March, 1850), 307-11; Smith, “Cotton, and the Only Practical 
Means . . . of Advancing and Controlling Its Price,” ibid., VII (July, 
1849), 48-53; Smith, “Cannelton, Indiana,” ibid., VII (November, 1849), 
454. Smith and James were sounding a favorite theme: editor J. D. B. 
DeBow regularly boosted all types of southern industry, and cotton 
manufacturing in particular. In  addition, his Review had been bailed 
out financially only a few years before by a wealthy New Orleans cotton 
and sugar  cane planter, Maunsel White, who was also a Cannelton in- 
vestor. See Diffee William Standard, “DeBow’s Rev iew  1846-1880 : A 
Magazine of Southern Opinion” (Ph.D. dissertation, Department of 
History, University of North Carolina, 1970). 

60 James, “The Production and Manufacture of Cotton,” Hunt’s 
Merchants’ Magazine and Commercial Rev iew,  XXI (November, 1849), 
492-502; Amos A. Lawrence, “The Condition and Prospects of American 
Cotton Manufactures in  1849,” ibid., XXI (December, 1849), 628-33, 
ibid., XXII (January,  1850), 26-35; James, “The Culture and Manu- 
facture of Cotton,” ibid., XXII (February, 1850), 184-94, ibid., XXII 
(March. 1850). 290-311. 

61 “The Production and Manufacture of Cotton,” ibid., XXI (Novem- 
ber, 1849), 501-02. 
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That challenge was taken up by Lawrence. Son of in- 
dustrialist Amos Lawrence, nephew of Abbott Lawrence, and 
at thirty-five already the director of several banks and cor- 
porations, Amos A. Lawrence’s response commanded atten- 
tion and, in a sense, represented the answer of New England 
to the western upstarts.62 Lawrence dismissed steam power 
as unreliable, disputed the availability of southern investment 
capital, and predicted southern labor would be “prejudiced 
against obeying foreigners” (missing-perhaps purposely- 
James’ point that managers could be recruited from New 
England). Finally, Lawrence charged that James had grossly 
overestimated mill profits: many mills, he wrote, actually 
operated a t  a 

An editorial and a series of letters to the editor were 
published with Lawrence’s article, broadening the attack on 
James’ credibility. Hunt himself labeled James’ claims “ex- 
aggerated” and d e ~ e p t i v e ; ~ ~  another critic charged that they 
were “intended to dazzle the South” into ordering or investing 
in “Northern-perhaps even Rhode Island-machinery or 

James was incensed and charged a “conspiracy to 
discourage . . . the spirit of enterprise in the South and the 
West” by ‘ the  whole force of Eastern waterpower Factory- 
dom.”66 

In the next issue of Hunt‘s Merchants’ Magazine,  
Lawrence added statistics to the intensely bitter, personal 
attack, charging that James habitually had overestimated 
profits and underestimated costs a t  his steam mills, many of 
which paid only meagre dividends.67 James was trying, 
Lawrence wrote, to “artificially stimulate manufacturing, 
even in districts wholly unsuited for it.”68 James, in turn, 
denied that the western manufacturing movement was a 
“forced project or [the] scheme of speculators” and offered 
a confusing, though minutely detailed, refutation of the 

02 For a profile of Lawrence, see O’Connor, Lords  of the  Loom,  
48-49, 69; Dumas Malone, ed., T h e  Dictionary of Amer ican  Biography  
(New York, 1946), XI, 47-48. 

6 3  “The Condition and Prospects of American Cotton Manufactures 
in 1849,” Hunt’s  Merchants’ Magazine and Commercial Rev iew,  XXI 
(December, 1849), 677-79. 

64 “The Manufacture of Cotton in the  Southern States,” ibid., XXI 
(December, 1849), 677-79. 

65 Cannelton Economist ,  December 15, 1849, p. 259. 

67 “The Condition and Prospects of American Cotton Manufactures 
in 1849,” Hunt’s  Merchants’ Magazine and Commercial Rev iew,  XXII 
(January, 1850), 29. 

68 Ibid., p. 27. 

James to  Smith, December 21, 1849, Smith Collection. 
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“fallacious statements” and “tissue of lies” about his own 
mill In desperation he charged that the manufac- 
turer’s animosity was rooted in jealously and fear of com- 
petition. He boasted, “I can beat Lowell,” and proudly 
compared his self-taught skills with Lawrence’s: “it is his 
name alone that gives his opinions . . . any 

James’ defense showed not merely the economic com- 
petition of different manufacturing regions and techniques, 
but a clash of social classes as well. James and Smith con- 
sidered themselves representatives of a new generation of 
self-made men, energetic, ambitious, and iconoclastic-typical 
Jacksonians. They saw New England’s upper class and its 
manufacturing monopoly as a block to their ambitions. Con- 
versely, Lawrence’s criticism demonstrated that the Harvard 
graduate regarded James as an opportunist interested only 
in money and power. 

One irony of this debate was that for more than a decade 
some southerners had been expressing doubts about the inva- 
sion of “yankeedom” and the ruthless, chaotic thrust of 
progress.?l One southerner, declining not only Smith’s invita- 
tion to invest in Cannelton but even to endorse the vision of 
a manufacturing future for the South, wrote, “The brilliant 
prospect you see in the future can . . . be purchased only by 
mines of wealth and seas of blood.” That, he concluded, would 
be “paying too dear” for the factory whi~tle.’~ Even southern- 
ers who supported industrialization, like William Gregg, be- 
lieved their region could best work out its destiny without 
interference. Gregg cautioned readers of Hunt’s Merchants’ 
Magazine that both James’ and Lawrence’s arguments were 
“calculated to m i ~ l e a d . ” ~ ~  

In the aftermath of this debate, James and Smith recog- 
nized that Lawrence’s articles had done them “much harm” 

69 Cannelton Economist ,  January 26, 1850, p. 309; James, “The Cul- 
ture  and Manufacture of Cotton,” Hunt’s Merchants’ Magazine and 
Commercial Rev iew,  XXII (February, 1850), 184-94, ibid., XXII (March, 
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both in the North and in the South.74 The Cannelton project, 
which had begun as an attempt to integrate northern capital 
and skill with southern and western resources, was now 
viewed as a minor personal and sectional conflict. Though 
no direct economic effect can be laid to the campaign, the 
American Cannel Coal Company and its cotton mill company 
had little luck in raising necessary capital during 1850 and 
1851. Plans for the second and third mill were quietly 
dropped,75 and i t  was a full year after the controversy began 
before coarse cloth was manufactured at  Cannelton. 

The Cannelton Economist’s editor, Charles Mason, 
worried that Lawrence’s articles would prove disastrous for 
the town. Along with Smith he initiated a local news column 
which first appeared in the paper in February, 1850. Titled 
“Things About Town,” “Our Town,” or “Local Review,” the 
column was designed “not so much for the sake of interesting 
our townsmen as to give persons at a distance in f~ rma t ion . ”~~  
Mason acknowledged that rents were high, streets muddy, 
and church attendance spotty, but he also reported that 
settlers and investors willing to “take hold of things without 
gloves” could profit handsomely. News of local construction 
and new businesses appeared alongside exhortations urging 
workers to leave the depressed, failing New England mills. 
“If you would be men and not always servants,” Mason wrote, 
“come and invest for yourselves . . . before the capitalist has 
gathered all within his grasp as is now the case in New 
England.”“ Clearly New England manufacturing had shown 
pitfalls to be avoided as well as successes to be imitated. 

During the spring of 1850 Smith did receive letters from 
a number of interested settlers. A group of Massachusetts 
tradesmen and their families, with “good characters [of] 
Sobriety and Industry,” wrote to ask about buying a farm.78 
A bricklayer wrote from Cincinnati that he wished “to earn 
a home for my family,” explaining that in Ohio “property 

74 James to  Smith, January  9, 1850, Smith Collection. 
7 3  For the organization of a second and third mill company (the 

Indiana Cotton Mill Company and the Perry Cotton Mill Company, 
respectively), see Cannelton Economis t ,  March 23, 1850, p. 374, November 
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other calico prints (see Smith to Judge Noland, March 21, 1851, Smith 
Collection), but the Perry Cotton Mill Company was never more than a 
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over the Cannelton Cotton Mill Company and i ts  coarse cloth production 
following the Newcomb brothers’ purchase of the firm in 1853. 
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7 X  Joseph Dixon to  Smith, January 7, February 6, 1850, Smith 
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is beyond the reach of the poor Not all of the in- 
quiries Smith received came from laboring men. One entre- 
preneur proposed expanding the Cannelton mill into carpet 
and tapestry weaving; a second hoped the mill might add a 
tannery to manufacture boots and shoes for slaves; and a 
third inquired about starting a paper Others wrote 
to suggest suitable candidates-often themselves-for the 
job of cotton mill superintendent. 

There was no lack of working class and managerial in- 
terest in the town; investors, however, proved much harder 
to attract. The capital needed to buy machinery and hire 
operatives was not forthcoming. In the South, railroads and 
mills competed for the limited investment dollar; and New 
England capitalists proved reluctant to finance western manu- 
facturing. Even those local supporters, like Robert Dale 
Owen, who endorsed the Cannelton plan were able to invest 
only small amounts. In Owen’s case, it  was “$500 instead 
of $5,000 as I desired.”s1 

Tight money forced James to reverse his public assess- 
ment and acknowledge that the “manufacturing business in 
New England is so generally depressed that capital is quite 
shy of it.” He complained of “jealousy and bad feeling” in 
New York financial circles toward southern and western 
manufacturing and termed the battle to sell stock “uphill.”s2 
After several months without success, James felt that “most 
of the banks, if not all” were “prejudiced” against him. He 
proposed a change of tactics: the issuance of bonds-short 
term loans to be repaid at a high rate of interest-instead 
of selling 

Although no record remains of the directors’ reaction, 
James’ suggestion could not have been embraced easily. The 
company was in a precarious state in May, 1850: a great 
deal of money had been spent; the cotton mill was a long way 
from opening; and there were no dividends in sight. Further- 
more, the town itself was hardly established. One church had 
been built, but there was no school building; and although 
there were several grocery and dry goods stores, only a dozen 

79 James Oates to Smith, March 8, 1850, ibid. 
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or so houses (privately, not company owned) were ready for 
occupancy. The idea of abandoning Cannelton altogether must 
have occurred to some of its backers, and the directors must 
have seriously doubted whether bonds would only catapult 
them deeper into debt. 

By the end of June, 1850, James’ patience with the com- 
pany had worn thin. The question was simple: “Will we raise 
the money to carry out what we have undertaken . . . or madly 
sacrifice all . . . ?” James belittled the directors’ fears; he 
scoffed that “this entire procedure would in New England 
be considered as mere boy’s play” and bemoaned the lack of 
a “spirit of enterprise and indomitable perseverance . . . 
[which] enriches New England.”84 

Tensions between James and the company, which sur- 
faced with the strain of financing the enterprise, had been 
building for several months. Perhaps Lawrence’s charges 
underminded the company’s confidence in James’ ability to 
manage the mill responsibly, but more worrisome was James’ 
heavy commitment to several other mill projects. It would 
not be surprising if the directors feared that James’ outside 
activities threatened their own futures. 

The problem of factory labor was another source of 
tension. The directors favored hiring cheap, transient labor 
to get the mill started immediately and also proposed not 
paying laborers’ relocation costs. James countered by arguing 
that “transient persons, without families to fix them to the 
spot” would “pack their trunks and step on board the first 
passing boat. But families selected with care,” who “have 
invested their all in Iots and houses,” he continued, “will 
stand by and abide the vicissitudes that may occur.” James 
promised that he would select “responsible families . . . with 
the very best references,” and he pledged that he would send 
“very few Irish.” As a further safeguard, James suggested 
that operatives would have to agree to a code of conduct be- 
fore leaving for Cannelton. But to insure this stable and 
skilled work force, James said, the company would have to 
pay transportation costs and provide suitable family housing 
-“small tenements . . . which will take no boarders.”85 The 
directors apparently relented: efforts were made to attract 
permanent workers and their families. 

Like James, editor Mason feared that disappointed new- 
comers might “step on board the first passing boat.” During 

84 James to Smith, June  21, 1850, ibid. 
85  James to  Smith, June  28, 1850, ibid. 
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the summer of 1850 he made a particular effort to warn his 
readers about exaggerated reports of Cannelton’s progress. 
Reprinting one such misleading description from the London 
Economist (which termed the town “a bustling city” with a 
working mill nine times the size of the existing one), Mason 
emphasized that Cannelton was not “a city of ample dimen- 
sions” and certainly “not a paradise-not even an imperial 
city.” (He let stand unchallenged, however, the London 
Economist’s report of “other mills currently under con- 
struction” and of “current production” at the empty mill.) 86 

Several weeks later, the “Local Review” carried news which 
underscored Mason’s characterization of the town. During 
July, the average daytime temperature had been ninety-two 
degrees; there had been numerous cases of diarrhea, dysen- 
tery, and at least four cholera deaths. With great under- 
statement, the Cannelton Economist advised settlers to post- 
pone their 

When the worst of summer’s heat had mercifully left 
southern Indiana, the Cannelton Economist again encouraged 
migration. An editorial, probably by Smith, captured the 
mood of the autumn. Although it began by conceding that the 
recent mill closings in the East “tend to discourage the faint 
of heart,” it promised there would be no collapse in Cannelton 
and labeled such fears “groundless.”88 The newspaper carried 
reports that fall of the completion of a new well and of several 
new factory boarding houses; two steam-powered saw mills 
had opened during the summer and were providing lumber 
for plank sidewalks in town; the mill’s boilers and looms had 
arrived; and there were now ten doctors, one lawyer, and a 
modest assortment of businesses on hand. The Economist 
tutored townspeople on “How To Build Up A Town,” urging 
them to patronize local firms instead of sending away to 
Cincinnati or Loui~vi l le .~~ There were notices of meetings of 
the temperance and the library societies and of formation of 
an “Association for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge.” 
Finally, the arrival in October of Ziba Cook, the New York 
mill agent selected by James, sparked additional optimism 
and prompted the suggestion that the mill would be running 
“in a few weeks.”g0 

86 Cannelton Economist, June 22, 1850, pp. 55, 57. 
87Zbid., July 13, 1850, p. 83, August 10, 1850, p. 114. 
88 Ibid., September 7, 1850, p. 145. 
89 Zbid., October 5, 1850, p. 178. 
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The Economist published inspirational poems and urged 
the town’s citizens to be “energetic.” But, as an editorial 
deploring the local propensity for profanity suggests, dis- 
appointment and frustration were becoming widespread as 
1850 wore on and the mill still had not begun p r o d u ~ t i o n . ~ ~  
In the Economist Mason commented on a lure, originally 
published in the New York Tribune, directing settlers to 
Cannelton as the “choicest spot” in the West. “Don’t come 
here expecting to find everything finished and very nice,” 
he warned. “The town is . . . scarcely out of the 

It was a description some 250 mill workers and their 
families, hired by James, could undoubtedly have attested to. 
An inauspicious welcome greeted the newcomers who arrived 
without warning one night, met only by a cold, December 
rain. Apparently James’ letter announcing their arrival had 
not reached agent Cook in time. During the following week 
more families arrived, all armed with contracts specifying 
“Lowell wages.”93 But the privately built houses, which were 
to have been finished before the operatives arrived, were not 
ready. Cook found that there was a serious housing shortage, 
even when two or three families were crowded into accom- 
modations planned for one. In addition, the workers’ furniture 
-including bedsteads-had not arrived.94 The superintendent 
was equally disturbed, however, by the quality of raw cotton 
which had arrived, cotton so poor that “the cloth made from 
it  cannot . . . establish the reputation of the mill.”95 

Nevertheless, late in December, 1850, the Cannelton 
Cotton Mill began operations; the first shipment of fabric 
was ready for the Louisville market by the end of January, 
1851. “Everything moves like clockwork,”96 the Economist 
proclaimed; but its description of “increasing activity” at the 
mill and of the “regular shipments of [finished] con- 
trasted sharply with the actual functioning of the mill. Agent 
Cook’s correspondence offers revealing, through spotty, evi- 
dence of daily difficulties. One was a chronic shortage of 

91 Zbid., October 12, 1850, p,. 186. F o r  a n  indication of Smith’s grow- 
ing despondency, see L. L. Robinson to  Smith, November 3, 1850; James 
Montgomery to Smith, December 19, 1850, Smith Collection. 
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93 Zbid., p. 247. 
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95 Cook to Ranney, January  30, 1851, ibid. 
96 Cannelton Economist, January 18, 1851, p. 294. 
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cash a t  Cannelton. Credit notes were regularly drawn on the 
mill’s selling agent or the company’s treasurer in Louisville 
to cover debts and to meet operating expenses. In addition, 
several thousand dollars in cash was needed once a month for 
the mill’s payroll.gK Manufacturing equipment presented con- 
tinual problems. All supplies-wrenches, nails, screws, files, 
wire, glass, pipes, hoses, pumps, ropes, varnish, oil, and dyes 
-had to come by boat from Louisville or Cincinnati. Without 
a machine shop or hardware store in town, the mill was iso- 
lated and vulnerable. Missing or broken parts and the 
irregular supply of cotton and oil caused frequent delays and 
reduced production. Even more ominous was the fact that 
after just three months the mill’s boilers became heavily 
encrusted with mineral deposits. Cook tried emptying the 
boilers and scrubbing them down: the cleaning took a day 
and a half because “a great deal of lime . . . had settled . . . 
and became very hard. . . .”99 To his dismay, the scales re- 
appeared regularly, often within a month. Cook searched 
magazines and journals for a remedy and wrote to James and 
to steam experts all over the country inquiring about possible 
antidotes, such as molasses or coal tar. “The mill is doing 
very well,” Cook bravely declared, “as f a r  as i t  is going. . . .”loo 

Although Cook hoped that James would come up with a lasting 
remedy, he had to struggle with the crusty deposits all through 
the summer. 

In the spring of 1851 Mason published an editorial that 
preached sacrifice and cautioned against those who “antici- 
pate a harvest before they have fairly sown.” Once fond of 
contrasting the bright future of Cannelton with eastern manu- 
facturing centers like Lowell, the Economist now deplored 
such “odious and unjust comparisons.” The paper advised 
the “fault-finders” to “return to the abodes of your fathers” 
and to resist the “injustice and partiality of . . . overwrought 
comparisons.”1o1 In spite of his avowed belief that “capital 

98 For  January,  1851, the  payroll was $2500, increasing in February 
to  $3000, in  March to  $4000, and in May t o  about $4500. See Cook to 
Ranney, February 4, March 8, April 10, June  11, 1851, Indiana Cotton 
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what “Lowell wages” really might be. See Cook to Ranney, March 1, 
1851, ibid.:  “I have put  off the next Pay  Day one week in the expecta- 
tion of receiving prices of labor from Gen. James. . . .” For his break- 
down of the  operatives’ wages, see Cook to GeGrge H. Thayer, July 24, 
1851, ibid. 
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and labor have the same interests” and were not “antagon- 
istic,” the editor increasingly boosted management, chided 
labor, and glossed over difficulties at the Linking the 
prosperity of Cannelton to the character of its citizens, Mason 
objected to the “ill-natured remarks” which met “every little 
embarrassment of the company.”103 He bemoaned the lack of 
a “high moral and religious character” and blamed the mill’s 
lack of success on workers’ profanity and nonobservance of 
the Sabbath.Io4 Mason defended the Economist’s efforts to 
“raise the standard of human excellence.”1o5 By molding the 
character of Cannelton’s residents, Mason hoped to insure 
the success of the town and its enterprise. Despite assur- 
ances, however, that capitalists-the mill’s investors-“are 
not enemies of the laboring man, but [are] his friends,” the 
newspaper’s message was just the opposite: operatives were 
foolish, unreasonable, or even dangerous.106 

Mason’s articles also downplayed the delays to scrub out 
the scaled boilers, calling them “necessary in all steam- 
propelled f ac t~ r i e s . ” ’~~  Investors at  a distance may have been 
none the wiser, but the paper’s local readers knew firsthand 
that the mill’s problems were a good deal more serious than 
the Economist let on.10u There were concrete signs by summer 
that the management of the mill had failed to satisfy the 
directors. They rejected Cook’s repeated requests to install 
gas lights in the mill to extend working hours when the fall 
days grew shorter. The company was both unwilling and 
unable to spend the several thousand dollars required to 
implement his plan to increase production. Instead, the di- 
rectors called for a “full accounting” of his expenditures and 
for weekly statements of the mill’s output.log 

Although the directors took no similar action against 
James, “all sorts of stories about the companies [sic] being 
dissatisfied” reached him in Providence where he was seeking 
investors and attending to other business. James defended 
himself characteristically. “I have done more and suffered 
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103 Zbid., July 30, 1851, p. 85. 
104Zbid., August 30, 1851, p. 117. 
105Zbid., July 16, 1851, p. 69. 
106Zbid.’ July 30, 1851, p. 85; see also ibid., June 4, 1851, p. 21, July 

1 0 7  Zbid., May 28, 1851, p. 14. 
108 Cook to  James, May 30, 1851, Indiana Cotton Mills Collection. 
109 Marshall Key, Jr., to Smith, May 24, 1851, Smith Collection. On 

the gas lights, see Cook to John Jeffrey, May 14, 1851, Cook to Ranney, 
June  18, 1851, Indiana Cotton Mills Collection; Cook t o  Smith, June  21, 
1851, Jeffrey to Smith, June  30, 1851, Smith Collection. 

9, 1851, p. 61. 



298 Indiana Magazine of History 

more for Cannelton,” he wrote, “than I would go through 
again. . . . If heavy sacrifices . . . are not appreciated on 
the part of the company, they will be by the public. . . .” As 
to the company’s finances, James wrote Smith, “YOU needed 
not give yourself any uneasiness.”11o But his confident assur- 
ances of more stock and bond sales were no longer sufficient 
to ease the directors’ worries. Smith wrote to several eastern 
business acquaintances to ask for their impressions of the 
general.ll’ The reports must have given Smith little comfort. 
While affirming James’ honesty, his correspondents noted, as 
one put it, that James “sometimes undertakes a very large 
amount of work and perhaps too much for him to give [any 
one project] . . . beneficial . . . attention.”112 Indeed, 1851 was 
a particularly busy year for James. In addition to his many 
mill projects, he had been elected during the spring to the 
United States Senate.llS 

The directors worried in particular about James’ failure 
to cover the company’s credit notes. Although Smith’s eastern 
sources termed the problem mere “carelessness” and “nothing 
worse than an oversight,”l14 and although James soon guaran- 
teed that “the drafts have all been attended to,”115 Smith’s 
relief must have been tempered by James’ assessment of their 
business future. The general did not expect the mill to work 
at full capacity, and certainly not to be successful, “for a 
long time to come.” Smith and the other directors were un- 
willing to accept James’ explanation that only “the low price 
of cotton and our own . . . perseverance” would improve the 
balance sheet.l16 Cook, the mill agent James had selected, in- 
creasingly became the focus of their discontent. 

Late shipments of shuttles, looms, and oil were among 
the many difficulties slowing the mill’s production. These 

110 James to Smith, May 26, 1851, Smith Collection. 
111 See, for example, Pearly Chamberlain to Smith, June 10, 1851, 

112 David L. Brown to Smith, June 5, 1851, ibid. 
113 Cannelton Economist, February 15, 1851, p. 326. James, a Demo- 

crat, won by a one-vote majority on the eighth ballot of the Whig- 
controlled Rhode Island legislature. His position as  a compromise candi- 
date meant supporting a “judicious tariff,” a source of real disillusion- 
ment to his business associates in the West. Western independence from 
the “crutches” of industrial protection was one of Smith’s arguments 
for ousting New England manufacturing. See Smith’s articles in the 
Louisville Journal, May 10, 15, 1851, Scrapbook, Smith Collection. As 
an indication of the directors’ fears, see Smith to James, April 15, 16, 
1851, L. D. Stickney to  Smith, June 11, 1851, Smith Collection; James’ 
letter clarifying his position, Cannelton Economist, May 21, 1851, pp. 5-6. 

ibid. 

I 1 4  Chamberlain to Smith, June 10, 1851, Smith Collection. 
115 James to Smith, June 20, 1851, ibid. 
116 James to Smith, June 16, 1851, ibid. 
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delays led Cook to complain that “we have more operatives 
than I can employ to advantage”117 and forced him at  times 
to pay their living expenses until the mill could start up again. 
In addition, the quality of high-priced cotton continued to 
cause Cook despair. “The cotton I have [had] for the last 
forty days,” he wrote, “was not f i t  to spin. . . .”llS The di- 
rectors agreed that a better grade of cotton was essential if 
the mill was to run efficiently, and so they replaced the mill’s 
supplier with another Louisville firm. Satisfied that “that 
part  of the business is now in the hands of business men,”119 
Smith put Cook on notice that a significant production in- 
crease was expected.lZ0 

Smith admitted that he was “not competent to say . . . 
whether the delays and difficulties . . . are Cook’s fault or 
not.” But, Smith complained, Cook was not a leader, “a man 
to command the respect . . . of his operatives.” Cook could 
not “represent the model mill of the West,” Smith said, be- 
cause he lacked “moral standing.” The flaw was not one of 
character, Smith conceded, but one of appearances. W e  can 
best be served by a man who takes our interest in hand on 
Sunday as well as week days,” Smith wrote, confiding, “I 
swear, and drink good whiskey, and don’t often go to church 
-but I always give preference to a man who is not pro- 
fane who does not fancy whiskey, . . . and who does go to 
church. . . .”121 Unconvinced by Cook’s protests that the di- 
rectors’ production expectations were unrealistic,1z2 Smith 
prepared to take drastic steps. He warned James, “You 
selected this man and you will be held responsible for his 

And Smith confided to a stockholder that if 
the mill did not soon show a profit, “we will turn out agents 
and overseers and sue James for misrepresentations. . . .”124 

Just  as Smith wrote threatening a suit, startling rumors 
began to circulate in Louisville that James was bankrupt.125 
Since James’ personal debts and accounts were thoroughly 
entwined with those of the mill and coal companies, Smith 

l 1 7  Cook to  James, May 30, 1851, Indiana Cotton Mills Collection. 
118 Cook to Ranney, July 14, 1851, ibid.;  see also Cook to Ranney, 

119 James Boyd to Smith, July 30, 1851, Smith Collection. 
120 See Smith to  Boyd, July 31, 1851, ibid. 
121 Smith to  James, July 3, 1851, ibid.  
122 Cook to Smith, July 24, 1851, ibid. 
1 2 3  Smith to  James, July 3, 1851, ibid.  
124 Smith to Boyd, Ju ly  31, 1851, ibid.  
l25Boyd to Smith, August 7, 9, 1851; Huntington to Smith, August 

Ju ly  19, 1851, ibid. 

8, 1851, ibid. 
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feared that James’ collapse might bring down the mill and his 
own fortune as well. He immediately sent his brother, Ballard, 
to investigate the rumors and to safeguard the companies’ 
bonds which James held.126 James’ subsequent explanation of 
the matter denied any irresponsibility or financial instability. 
The incident was one of loyalty and honor, James said: in 
covering a friend’s debts, he himself had become overex- 
tended.lZ7 

Smith and the directors, however, were unwilling to write 
off the collapse as a generous sleight-of-hand. They pressed 
James to draw up an accounting and to meet with them in 
mid-October.128 In the meantime, the directors themselves 
settled on a change of course.129 At the annual meeting in 
September they agreed to fire Cook and to lease the mill to 
Newcomb & Brothers, the firm’s new cotton suppliers. When 
told of the change, James was furious. “I shall consider that 
act,” he fumed, “as severing the last link in the chain that 
binds us together.”130 Undoubtedly, that was just what the 
directors had intended. In less than a year operating under 
James’ and Cook’s administration, the Cannelton mill had lost 
$30,000.131 

An editorial in the Economist  illustrates how the change 
in management was explained to the stockholders. In assess- 
ing the “Difficulties of Those Who Plan Worthy Enterprises,” 
James was anonymously but unmistakably described as a 
“reformer” and an “inventor,” one “not so well adapted to 
guide, to regulate, and to manage as to project and start an 
enterprise. . . .” It is likely that Smith wrote this farewell 
to his former ally, noting with sadness that “the projector is 
made responsible for . . . [the] temporary failure of his truly 
laudable efforts.”132 Smith might have cast James as the 
scapegoat for Cannelton’s failure-a symbol of eastern sabo- 
tage of a western vision. Indeed, Mason’s aside that the 
Newcombs would “find i t  in their interest to visit Cannelton 

126 Ballard Smith to Hamilton Smith, August 22, 25 (2 letters), 26, 
September 9, 17, 1851, ibid. See also Hamilton Smith to Boyd, July 31, 
1851, ibid. 

1 2 7  James to Hamilton Smith, August 25, 1851, ibid. 
l 2 8  James to Hamilton Smith, September, 9, 1851, ibid. 
lZ1) See Boyd to Hamilton Smith, August 7, September 9, 1851, ibid. 
130 James to Hamilton Smith, September 10, 1851, ibid. For a profile 

of the Newcomb brothers, see de la Hunt, Perry  County ,  137-38. 
l 3 l  Boyd to Hamilton Smith, September 27, 1851, Smith Collection. 

In  a letter to Smith, Boyd complained, “I am forced to the conclusion that 
if present management is continued, money could not be made if [the 
cost of] cotton was down to zero.” Boyd to Hamilton Smith, July 25, 
1851, ibid. 

13* Cannelton Economist ,  September 30, 1851, p. 141. 
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oftener than once every six or twelve months” suggests that 
just such a portrayal was a distinct p0ssibi1ity.l~~ That James 
was treated instead with respect probably reflects Smith’s 
recognition that the two enterpreneurs shared many char- 
acteristics. At heart, both men were promoters, and, as Smith 
noted, a promoter encourages people to “expect too much.” 
Once disillusioned, “people desert [him] and do not aid him 
in tough times.”134 In part, the editorial may have been dic- 
tated by internal political considerations. In the shake-up, 
Smith had been elected president of the mill company and 
undoubtedly hoped he would receive more support in “tough 
times” than James had. The spirit of reconciliation was also 
designed to soothe investors. Some must have been shaken 
by James’ outburst at hearing of the mill’s transfer that he 
would “rather see [the mill] stand idle” than relinquish 
control of it.135 

In fact, the mill did stand idle for most of September, 
1851, but not by James’ command. A late summer drought 
so reduced the town well that there was not enough water to 
stock the mill’s b0i1ers.I~~ In addition to lost profits, each 
day the mill was closed meant less work-and therefore less 
pay-for the mill operatives. Economist editor Mason pro- 
posed that under the circumstances the company should open 
an operatives’ library. He reminded management that books 
would bring happiness to “operatives now discontent.” Read- 
ing was a better use of “leisure time,” Mason concluded, than 
idleness or “vituperative c o n ~ e r s a t i o n . ” ~ ~ ~  

There is no indication that the company gave Mason’s 
proposal serious consideration. The drought did force the 
company, however, to build a water works and canal from the 
Ohio River to the mill, providing what was hoped would be 
a better quality and more consistent supply of water.138 When 
the mill started up again in late September, wage disputes 
quickly precipitated a strike. Although James’ original con- 
tracts had promised wages “at the highest price then paid 
at Lowell, Hadley Falls, Lawrence, and Manchester” and 
stipulated that the “rates were not to be reduced for two 
years,” when the Newcombs took over they reset wages at 

133 Zbid., September 13, 1851, p. 134. 
134Zbid., September 30, 1851, p. 141. 
135 James to Hamilton Smith, September 10, 1851, Smith Collection. 
l 3 R  Cannelton Economist, September 6, 1851, p. 126; Cook to Ranney, 

137 Cannelton Economist, September 6, 1851, p. 126. 
1x8 See Cook to Newcomb Bros., September 17, 30, 1851; Cook to 

Ranney, September 6, 1851, Indiana Cotton Mills Collection. 

September 6, 1851, Indiana Cotton Mills Collection. 
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“current eastern rates,” then considerably depressed. While 
conceding that “the unsteadiness of work” understandably 
“aggravated” workers’ complaints, editor Mason lashed out 
at the strike leaders. Without these “villains,” who “spread 
false rumors in order to increase discontent” and “inflame 
the operatives,” Mason claimed, there would not have been 
any public meetings of the operatives, “inflammatory 
harrangues,” threats and intimidations, or “resolutions not 
to work passed.” Mason saw in the brief three-day strike a 
“war against prosperity, against all order-against the very 
existence of society.” Repeating that “the cotton mill com- 
pany and the lessees of the factory are strong and true friends 
of the operatives,” Mason warned, “We are not ready to 
succumb to anarchy . . . [or] to swear eternal hatred and 
enmity to those who seek to give employment to the in- 
dustrious and the needy.”139 

With the Newcombs’ take-over in mid-September, 1851, 
Mason had remarked, “the mooted question will now be tested, 
vix. whether western manufacturing can compete. . . .’)140 And 
for a month after the strike ended there were promising 
signs: the company’s school was finished and held its first 
classes; the American Cannel Coal Company announced plans 
to rent gardens and pasture land to operatives in return for 
fencing the parcels; and the new mill president, Hamilton 
Smith, moved his family from Louisville to Cannelton, a 
symbol of commitment to the enterprise.141 

Throughout October, 1851, however, the Ohio River re- 
mained at its lowest level in more than a decade, and by mid- 
November the cotton mill was again forced to close tempor- 
arily. At the same time, Mason announced that the Cannelton 
Economist was bankrupt and would cease publication immedi- 
ately. He blamed a dearth of local subscriptions (eighty in a 
county of over seven thousand people) for the paper’s collapse, 
but that should have been no surprise. To the last the 
Economist operated as an arm of the cotton mill and mining 
companies’ promotional campaign. It was to serve the com- 
panies and their investors that Mason had provided a “public 
voice)’ to the “westward coming 

139 Cannelton Economis t ,  September 27, 1851, p. 150. 
I40 Ibid., September 13, 1851, p. 134. 
141 Ibid., September 27, 1851, p. 151. 
l 4 2  Ibid., November 15, 1851, p. 205. Mason soon left town to practice 
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H i s tory  of E m i n e n t  and Se l f -Made  M e n  of the  S t a t e  of Ind iana  (2  vols., 
Cincinnati, 1880), I, 32. 
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In spite of Smith’s commitment and the change in man- 
agement, the Cannelton mill’s financial problems continued 
for several years. Along with a wealthy cotton planter, J. C. 
Ford, the Newcomb brothers loaned the company large sums 
until 1853, when they purchased outright control. The New- 
comb family controlled the mill until the 1880s, making a 
handsome fortune after the Civil War from its cheap cotton 
cloth and by selling coal from the leased mines to river 
steamers. 

Although the Cannelton mill itself was salvaged, its 
backers’ visionary impulse-their plans for company housing, 
cultural amenities, and for a model which would lead the 
West and the South into an industrial future-had ended in 
failure. Mason blamed James’ distant and distracted leader- 
ship. James, in turn, felt he had been undercut by “traitors 
in our own camp,” short-sighted profiteers who lacked a 
sustained commitment to the experiment.143 Smith attributed 
the failure to plans proposed “in advance of the average 
mind”-even “in advance of the age.”144 Other reasons for 
Cannelton’s failure were a good deal more complex and less 
personal than the principals admitted. 

In addition to the national economic forces which crushed 
many other mills-the high cost of cotton and the low price 
of finished cloth-there were special problems that hit 
Cannelton particularly hard. Foremost were the difficulties 
inherent in steam manufacturing. Cannelton’s promoters had 
less than a decade of large-scale production experience on 
which to rely. There were continual problems with the water 
-both its quantity and particularly its quality-which were 
not considered in the venture’s initial plans. Most im- 
portantly, the supposed advantages of steam manufacturing 
rested on a number of unproven assumptions. The calcula- 
tions which Smith and James published in DeBow’s Review 
and Hunt’s Merchants’ Magazine did not take into account 
Cannelton’s lack of roads, housing, labor, and supplementary 
businesses. In praising the flexibility steam manufacturing 

143 James to Hamilton Smith, June 16, 1851, Smith Collection. After 
the Newcombs leased the mill in 1851, James focused his energies first 
on politics and after his Senate term expired on engineering. Spurred 
on by the approaching war, James concentrated on improving firearms 
and ammunition. In  1860, he offered his services to any southern manu- 
facturing enterprise, but apparently there were no takers. He died two 
years later, in New York, while experimenting with an explosive shell. 
DeBow’s Review, XXVIII (February, 1860), 244; Malone, Dictionary 
of American Biography, IX, 572-73. 

144 Cannelton Reporter, February 27, 1875. 
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allowed, they ignored the fact that the location of the com- 
pany’s coal beds tied manufacturing to a specific spot as 
surely as did New England’s waterfalls. While correct in 
a limited sense, the promoters’ estimates were inaccurate in 
projecting the actual manufacturing costs a t  Canne1t0n.l~~ 
And certainly James’ energy and volatility were as much a 
handicap as an advantage. The debate with Amos A. 
Lawrence did Cannelton a good deal of harm by arousing 
northern hostility and southern suspicion toward James and 
the wisdom of his plan. Rather than rising above sectional- 
ism, the debate had exacerbated it.146 

When the mill’s cornerstone was laid in 1849, Smith had 
promised that Cannelton’s success would be measured in part 
by “the church, the school-house, and the lyceum. . . But 
in the end, the profit sheet was the only measure of success. 
In his college diary, Smith had described himself with pro- 
phetic insight. He wrote that as a boy, “after forming . . . 
visionary schemes, I would pursue them with eagerness until, 
fatigued with labor, I found myself pursuing but a 
Smith is said to have lost most of his remaining fortune in 
the “sacrifice sale” of stock to the Newcombs in 1853, but he 
stayed on in Cannelton for the next twenty years as president 
of the American Cannel Coal Company and, according to his 
obituary, as “the father of the town.”149 

*45  See, in particular, Smith, “Southern and Western Manufactures,” 
DeBow’s Review, VII (August, 1849), 128-34; and James, “The Pro- 
duction and Manufacture of Cotton,” Hunt’s Merchants’ Magazine and 
Commercial Review, XXI (November, 1849), 492-502. 
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