Woolens Industry
by j ennifer Stone Gaines
All through the woodlands of New England, we see
stone waUs marching off into the trees. O n the hiUs
of Cape Cod , we find the wa Us, whispering to us of
our past. These wa Us we re buil t about 200 years ago,
when this land was covered with thousands of sheep.
The waUs, today crumbled and lowered , mark the
sheep pastures and woodlots of the peo ple who eked
out a living on this peninsula, people intimately tied
ro the land and their animals.

exception . Much of what we know about sheep
raising in this area can be gleaned fro m Na ushon's
detailed records.

There we re so many sheep in Fal mouth. often pastured on common land, that a method of identifYi ng
ownership evolved: marks cut into the ears of sheep
in a pattern specific [Q onc owner. The fi rst recorded
in Falmouth is that of Jonathan Hatch in 1679:
"the mark he gives ro
his creatures is a half
Earl y setrl ers built
h o m es o n the fl at
crop on the left hand
land at the edges of
and a ha'penny hole
in th e hindside of
the hills, usi ng the
the same ear." Much
Aat outwash plain for
late
r, Seth Giffo rd of
their crops. harvesrWest Falmouth careing the salt hay from
full y reco rded sheep
the marshes for winm a rk s a n d t h e ir
ter fodder for their
owners. H is book,
animals. W here the
nari ves had g row n
now in the Falmouth
\'(foolens Industry Plaque by Sarah Peters. Phorograph by Jacki Forbes.
H istorica l Society's
co rn , b ean a n d
archives, records and
squash. native grasses
diagrams 228 diffe rent owners, a true measure of the
grew offering ready pastu re and open land fo r planting by the new setrlers. The ori ginal pro prietors'
wides pread ownershi p of Aocks.
records show that each settler was granted "a hiUlot
and a plai n all o tmenr."
Duri ng the Revolution. and again in the War of
18 12. the British navy came ashore and srole, and ocSheep we re a perfect match for hiUy pastu res too fu ll
casionally bought, livestock. Official British records
state that in 1778 they "secured about 1.000 more
of rocks for plowing. By 1780 many small farms had
turned to sheep as a "cash crop." sell ing the wool as
sheep and lambs on a small island (Na ushon) under
raw Reece. o r as wool spun and wove n o n the f:1 rm ,
the pro tection of the Unicorn." In 18 14. the Bri tish
as well as fo r m eaL The re are few clear records of
vessel Retaliation recorded that "before leaving the
(Tarpaulin) Cove. we srole 8 sheep (half me rino
those fa rms and fi nances, bur Na ushon Island just
b reed) and several turkeys from Withington (the
southwest of Woods Ho le, where te nan t far mers
had

[Q

re pon

[Q

a man ager on the mainland. is the

cenan[ farmer)."
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Woolens
Commm" by Sarah P"m
This plaque depicts a scene at the Old Bowerman Homestead in West Falmomh. The Bowerman Homestead was
builr in the 1600s and still exisrs roday in remarkably fine condition. Ir has a bowed roof, which was achieved by
weighing down the ends of the wooden beams as they cured. The house: had heen in the same family for 300 years.
and was preserved as a museum for several years before the family sold it. Today it is maintained in its original
condition by Dr. Edward Hughes and his wife. who were gracious enough ro ler me wander the premises and
rake phorographs as part of my research. Wesr Falmouth Library has many boxes in their archives rdating ro rhe
Bowerman Homesread. which I referred ro as well.

Researching the shearing process was surprisingly rewarding. I relied heavily on rhe wealth ofinformation provided
by blade shearer Kevin Ford. He is the aurhor of Shearing Day: Sheep Handling. Wool Science. and Shearing
With Blades. His historic knowledge is vast, and his practice of hand shearing, much in the same way mat it has
been done for centuries. is fascinating to witness. 1 had the pleasure of observing him twice in 2005. As a result,
Kevin Ford was the model for the shearer in this plaque.
The sheep that were most likely [0 have been raised here in 1840 were Spanish Merino. They were not the Spanish
Merinos of roday. with the abundant rolls of Resh and highly dramatic curling horns. They had a more delicare
form. closer ro thar of the Gulf Coasr Native. which I was able ro see on a shearing weekend ar Old Sturbridge
Village. in western Mass. Old Sturbridge ViUage is an 1840 working farm community. I researched coscuming,
oxen, cares, and everyday cools there, as well.

During my visir ro Old Sturbridge Village 1 also watched women preparing the Reece for spi nning by washing
the wool in iron poes of hoc wacer. These chores (shearing, cleaning. carding, and spinning wool) would noc have
been done all ac once, buc for educational purposes, I opced co include several aspeccs of wool preparation in chis
image.
In the background you can see the shorn sheep ro the left. the unshorn sheep waiting in the sheep keep. and the
rolling rocky hills thar would have composed our landscape in 1840.
T here are reco rds of Brirish soldiers la ndin g in
Woods Hole and taking livestock. On April 1. 1779.
ten ships of the Newport Aeer sailed to Tarpaulin
Cove and sent a raiding party a u! to land in Woods
Hole. They avoided rhe watch set along the shore
and followed a guide to th e farm of Ephraim and
Manasseh Swift. While the rest of the soldiers were
driving rhe cattle down to the beach. a party wenr
to rhe farmhouse ar the head ofLirtle H arbor where
Tamar Swife, Manasseh's wife. was alone wieh her
children . Two soldiers each ran his bayoner inro a
fa r cheese whi ch raised Tamar's wrath. She slipped

the cheeses off th e bayo nets into her blue checked
apron and told the retreating soldiers they were firred for just two things. to rob hen roOSts and make
hen-pecked husbands.
Betsy Braelley. who lived in the house thar is now the
Woods Hole Historical Museum. related that during th e War of 181 2. her husband and brorher were
working on the island ofNaushon just across Woods
H ole Passage from the village of Woods Hole. They
met a party of British soldiers who had come ashore
looking fo r sheep. When the question of payment
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came up, the soldiers said they knew the owner back
in England and would make it right with him . l1,e
locals said they thou ght it wo uld be a berrer idea if
the soldiers put the money under a rock at the edge
of the field . This srory is preserved in the WHHM
archi ves at Betsy Bradley's old house.

this day, merinos are rh e world 's premier producer

of fin e wool.
Woo l again became th e major source of income for

the local fittlns . But before the product was salea ble
rhere were many hours of hard work. The shee p had
[0

By the end of these wa rs, the coastal Rocks had been
decimated. but rhe fa nners were determ ined to build
them up. Careful breeding improved the qua li ty of
the animals. In the first twO decades of 1800, there
began a "merino c raze" in New England, when

many of this Spanish breed were imported at huge
expense, gready improving the quality of the wool.
Naushon started ahead of the rush, imponi ng "ye
Spanish breed of sheep" in 1804, but probably mOSt
of those were lost ro the British na vy's tables. To

be moved from pasture

[Q

pasture ro kee p [hem

in good grass. l1,e rams had ro be se parated from
the ewes by late summer so that lambs wou ldn't be
born roo early and die of the cold . Ram Island in
Great Harbor gets its name fro m its lise as a place
to sequester [he rams when the adjacent peninsula.
Long Neck, now Penza nce Point, was all grazing
land. Even so, there are hean-breaking accounts of
lambs comi ng roo early. or severe Storms coming latc,

resulting in many deaths to both lambs and ewes.

A Aock of sheep on {he Bowerm an farmstead in a pasrure enclosed by srone wa lls. Many of the walls remai n, accents in our modern
landscape. Courtesy \'(Iest Fal mout h Library, Bowerman Colk"Clion.
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Winter was always a wo rrisome time fo r the farmers. In 1857 on Naushon, 39% of the Rock died in
a blizzard in February. As many as 20% dead by the
end of winter was normal. Deep snow drifts could
sulfocare the Rock. In Beebe woods today, yo u can see
evidence of a form of pro tection against this hazard:
a sheep creep. In the corner formed by stone walls
is ano ther stone wall , creating a triangle. broken
by a gap in the third wall. Poles were placed across
the top of these walls forming a roof. A small Rock
could shelter beneath the roof and live th ro ugh a
heavy snow storm .
Pregnant ewes were brought in to the ho me pasture
in the earl y spring, to be close to the farm family's
careful wa tch at lambing time. Later in the spring
came the most labo r intensive time of the year:
shearin g. O n any of the farms with a large flock,
ex tra wo rkers were brought in for this event. Even
today most sheep shearers travel fro m farm to farm
with their expertise.
Local historian Clarence Anderson wrote that West
Falmouth sheep were dri ve n across the grassy hills to
Long Pond to be washed before shearin g. There are
orher reports of sheep being was hed in Shive rick's
Pond in May. The well-preserved records ofNaushon
refer to fleeces being sold , separated in to ca tegories
of "washed" and "unwas hed." O ne year, th ere was
a no tation of the Beeces fro m No namesset being
"sandy" and bringing in an even lower price. More
freq uent was the practice of the farm wo men washing
the Reeces after shearin g in great cast iron cauld ro ns
over an open fi re. All the wo rk on the Reeces was the
woman's job. M uch of it, after the was hing, was done
in the home throughout the year: carding, spinning,
and weaving. Most houses had a spin ning wheel and
a loom set up permanently, so the wo men could work
on the wool whenever they had the chance, earning
important money to hel p the household.
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Seth G ifford kept records o f [he notches cut in fO the ears of sheep
fO clarify ownership in the days whcn there was co mmon grazing
o n (he fields of Falmouth. To the lefr ofthe venicaiiine is the
parrern CUt inco the left ear; ro the right of the li ne is [he patrc rn
cur infO the right ear. Names of owners are recognizable in the
namcs of srrects and sircs all over Falmouth roday, as well as in
the names of people still living in Falmouth. From Serh Gifford's
sheep earmarks log, courtesy Falmouth Histo rical Society.
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Of the man y homes in Falmouth where this way
of life was carried our, on ly one remains: the old
Bowerman homes tead in Wes t Falm outh . It was
built in the 1600s and stayed in the same family fo r
300 years. Well into the twentieth century it was
fun as a farm . Fortunately for us, fam ily records
and photographs have been preserved and are in the
archives of the West Falmouth Library. There we can
see photographs of the farm with its rocky pastures

As time progressed, more farmers raised large r Aocks
of sheep. In 183 1 Falmouth raised mo re sheep than
any o ther town in Barn srable Counry. By the mid
1800s, most of Cape Cod was open land: all the
forested lands had been cleared ; shee p grazing kept
the land in grass.

and sheep and know that the scene represents farm s

were grist mi lls powered

that covered Cape Cod.

Water powered mills had been adapted to process
wool by the late 1700s. All across Cape Cod there

by wind or water. Some of

those grist mills already built on dammed brooks
we re co nve n ed to woo len mills. Soon othe r mills,

built specificall y for the woolen industry, were con-

Woolly sheep graz.e on barren hillside. probably in lvbrch, on Naushon Island in 1969. Foregrou nd sheep are nibbling on a ti ny
pat ch of snow sti ll hidin g in the shade of a rock. Photo parr of rhe Woods Hole Museum archives. by Berr), E.'lton.
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Strucred. In Falmouth , all these mills we re in the
eas t end , w here [he glacie rs' melt-wa ter channels
left lo ng vall eys and waterco urses Aowing Ollt [Q sea.

Wherever there was enough elevation a dam was buil t
ro power a mill.
O ne of the earliest types of woo len mill was a fu lling
mill. W hen cloth came o ff the looms o n the farms
it was a f:1 irly loose weave and was carried [Q the
mill where it was wetted and po und ed with full ing
mallets which simuhaneo usly cleaned, shrank, and
"felted," maki ng a tighte r, denser fabric. Mr. Sh ubael
L,wre nce built a fu lling mill as early as 1788 o n the
Coonamesscrr ru ver JUSt upstream from rhe present
intersectio n ofTurner and Sand wich Roads. His son

continued ro run the mill until 1840, when he di ed
a weal thy man . He lefr the then princely sum of
$ 10,000 ro the Falmo uth Academy with the provision that the school be called L,wrence Academy, and
another $ 10,000 ro the East End Meeting House.
By 1795 there we re three mills alo ng the Coonamesserr River, o ne on the Backus Ri ve r at the head of
G reen Po nd , and o ne on the Moonakis. By 1830
they had been joined by o ne o n the Bourne Ri ve r at
the head of Bournes Pond , and another in Waqu oit
o n the C hilds Ri ve r.
In the 1830s the dam o n the Moonakis in Waq uoit
provided wa te r power for a carding mill. Farmers

Aock, lambs in row, head imo rh e pens, probabl Y:H shearing ri me in June of 1969. N;mshon Island. Phoro parr of rh e Woods
Hole Museum archives. by Berry Ea to n.
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could rake t1,eir Aeeces there and, leaving some in
trade for the service, rake away large rolls of perfectly
combed our Aeeces. "Children were ser to garhering
thorns to be used in lieu of ex pensive handwroughr
pins for fasrening the rolls of wool after ir had been
carded and made ready to be raken home for spinning." 1he women, saved the huge amo unt o f time

required to card by hand, could rhen proceed to spin
and weave. Eventuall y the mill expanded irs abil iri es to includ e

s pinnin g and
weaving. Houses
for mill work-

" Pacific Woolen Factory," together with the Waquoit
woolen company, employed 3 I men and women and
produced $25,000 worth of ya rn and c1orh. They
made rhe marerial for "Falmouth jeans and kerseys"
worn by Cape Cod fishermen and whalers. In 1876,
in an 3[rCl'npr to continue production and stay profitable, The Pacific Factory became a shodd y mill , the
largest mill complex in town. Shoddy mills used the
AufFy waste from carding and weaving and combined
it with shredded
recycled woo len and corro n

goods [Q weave
a new inexpensive material. In

ers were built;

twO of them are
still standing on
M a rrin Ro a d.
Peo pl e of all
ages were lured
from the farms
to jobs thar paid

add ition to the
mai n weavi ng

building were a
dye ho use a nd
a waste hOll se
where the re-

cy cl e d marerial was so rted.
Houses for the

a wage .

A few spare records in the Falmouth Hjstorical
Sociery archives
of a rime book
for a woolen mill
of 18 32- I 840
revea l abo ut a

wo rk e r s we re

built along John
Parker Road.
Sheep on a hillside outlined by a rypic.,1none wall built in (he 17005. Horns. found
on borh rams and ewes, suggest these arc descendants of the Spanish Merino sheep

With a ll the
readily available
processing, the
farms had co nrinued to expand their numbers of sheep, providing
the mills with more raw material: the wooll y Aeeces.
But in 1854 a town ordinance stopped the practice of
lerringsheep munch their way along rhe town roads,
requiring them to be fenced in. This marked the end
of the huge Aocks. However, the Naushon records
show that in 1863 rhe island sold I, I 15 Aeeces to J.
C. Robinson of the Waquoit mill which they called

imporred during [he 1800s. Phoro parr of the \'V'ooru Hole Museum archives. by
Berry E.'Hon.

do ze n p eo pl e
employed, on ly three of whom seemed to be weaving.
The others presumabl y were carding and spinning.
The Dexter Mill was the first actual "wool manufactory" built in the early I 830s on the lower parr of the
Coonamesserr R; ve r, on the sire of the first grist mill
in town . Here all the steps from ca rding through 10
finished woven cloth we re perform ed. In 1845 this
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"Moonakie Facto ry." Despire the
decli ne in local sheep growing,
several mills con cinued to operare through the 1860s and wove
fab ric that was used for C ivil War
un ifo rms. By the 1880s the only
woolen mills still operating were
the shoddy mill o n the oonamcssc[[ and the yarn mi ll on (he
Moonakis. By th is time, the mills
of New Bedford and Fall Ri ve r
had grown to huge operations and
lured away most of the business
from the C ape's small mills.
In 1890 all the la nd holdings
of the Pacifi c Manufacturin g
Company we re sold to the Swift
brothers, then of Bourne. ll>ey
pulled out the center of the dams
(Q lower the water level and converred the for mer mil l po nds to Wool spi nn in g and sheep herd ing demonstrations as well as hay rides and sheep h a n ~
vast cranbe rry bogs. ll, ey used dUng. plus many. many Border Collies introduce children and adults (0 sheep fnrming
the former mi ll b uil dings fo r at Falmouth's SS-acre Peterso n Farm. Phorograph by Janet Chalmers.
equ ipment smragc and seaso nal
housing for wo rkers. C ranberry
Artists' Guild. Fa lmouth Culrural Council, Falmouth CulruraJ
Alliance. and Comminee to Encourage Public Art .
growing became "the next big thing."
Still today miles of Sto ne walls run through ou r
woods, standing as mute testimony ro the rime when
huge Rocks of sheep roamed these hills, a long and
important chapter in Cape Cod's past.
Biographies
jllck; Fo,.bes has wrincn manuals for a compurcr company as
wel l as managed a grollp of writers wri ting about COlll mllni c.1(ions sofrw:uc and has done layout and design work including
designing book covers fo ra non-profit in Nc-wton. Si nce movi ng
to Woods Hole she has designed websircs and worked wid1 a
number of arristic and culru ral groups including (he Falmouth

jeullifer Stolle Gaiues is the Executi ve Director and CuralO r
of (he Woods Hole Historical Col lection and Museum . Besides
being interesred in all things hisroriol, she is also an avid natural·
ist and tC3cher as well as lib rarian, and s.1ilor and racer of Cape
Cod KnockaboufS. She is the proud mo(her of nvo excep rional
young women.

jolm York, of Ca taumet. local histOrian, sailor and sal rer. has
done extensive research on 1001 history and holds all extraordi·
nary amo unt of knowledge in his head. I-I e was responsible for
the operaliol1 of rhe sal rworks at Apnlcxet Trading I'·osr, as well
as bei ng one of the prime movers and bui lders of the Camumet
Schoolhouse reslOration. He is also a boar designer and builder,
3S wel l as an avid sailor and Beerle C.11 racer.
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For more information:
Eel Fishing:
CIP' Cod U'1WIJNIIIOflg Cookbook by Enrt Mills. Sr. 2001
7/}, MJsuriol1l /;~I by Joh" \f11tt'rf 19-::3
FiJlm ofthl' Gllifo/Maim" by BigaolU ali(I Schrodrr. 1964
COllsidrr thr Erl bJ' Rir/mrd ScllllNid, 2002
Mnkmg II LII'ing Alongrlw", Phil Schll'illd. 1976.
liN Book of Fa/molllb. Mil'] LOll Smith. rd.. 1986

SaJrworks:
St,/lworks ofHistoric c,p, Cod, by \'(Ijl/;111I1 P. QUi/III, HmlllJSlIS Impr;lI",
1993
Snit, by Alflrk KllrlnmJ:y. I'mgu;1I Books. 2002
Viiit: Apfllcxl't Trtll/illg PoSt ;11 Bourn, Il·b," tlJ'" is It fil1l;tiollillg "prodllrtioll 0/" wIt works
71uI1Iks to ,b,. Drl/llis Hislorim/ Socirry for sharing 11Ji' dinry ofSolllllt'l
CIJilpm'III.

Shipbuilding:
Amt'rirllll FilM"g. Alb", Cook Church alld j",1/o 8. C01ll1011y. 1940
Amrrial1l Nrpttllu, Voll. 4. 9, 14. 17, 22. 48

Amrrimn 511/(/11 S";/illg Cm/t. Howard elmp"l/r, /951
7hr Boo~' ofFir/molllh. Mary Lolt Smirk I'd.• 1986
Lil't' O,,/rillg. SOllrhml rimb" for Tall ShipJ. Virgil/in SII'I'/I' U?ood, 198/
SII('/rlllll'Hl't. T1Jl'odnlt: Gl'offiry (Puud.). 1928. 1992
7hry Builr Clippa ShipJ ill 7hdr &('kpm/. At!mom G. Cllirk. 1963
7hl' )'tm.£ol't WI/lillI''' Clifford \\~ AJhlry. /926
7I1II".£oJ 10 johl/ )'or.£o for Jhltril/g hiJ ri('h mrgo of Imow/I'dgl' libom OIlT
IIlllriliml' hairngl'.

Whaling:
7IJI' Book ofFlllmollrl1. 1\lflry Lou Smilh. I'd.. /986
Cnpillini Bnl Milti'. liN jOllnlltlofMtlry Chipmlln ul/um,uoII fhl' \flhfl/n
AddiJoII, 1856-/860. S'''IIlOI/ Gnml'r. I'd.. 1966
HiJloryofCtpl' Cod. Frmllllfl. 1858-1862
Ll'tuiJ U'lillimll Eldridgl'. \\'1/1II/;IIg Voyngl', /867. /939
S'I('k""wl'l. 7hl'odnu Gl'oJl"J. (pJI'IIfI.). 1928, 1992
\Ylbfl/;IIK Bridl'J. tf/hnlil/g Bro,hl'n. tlJI' Ullurl'llCI'J of Flllmollth. MIl?
M"lIoy, 1997
\f/oodr Ho/I' Rl'jll'('liotIJ. Mllry Loll Smith. I'd.. 1983
~I' nuo: lfIhnli"K ahibit lit I~limolllh fliJlorim/ Soril'lJ
7"1' Jhip lJIgodll IIl1d othl'r I'XhibilJ lit tiN Nl'w &dford \\'1/JIl/illg M'lJl'lIm.
NI'IU &t!ford. MA

Woolens Industry:
7"1' Book ofFtl/momh. 1\llIry LOll Smitk I'd.. /986
Hillory 0fC,pl' Cod. Fm/I'rick Frmllltll
A Long D«p Fllrrow, 7I,r« Cl'1ItllriaofFarmillg;lI NI'III Ellg/mili. Howart!
S. RllsSI'II. 1976
Shmril/g Dill: Shup ""lIIdling. W'oo/ Scmlu. " lid SINllr;'lg 1I1;,h Bhlt/a.
KI't,j" Ford, 1999
SlIcknnl'SSI'I. 7hl'odllll' Gl'offiry (Pulld.). 1928. 1992
TrdJlliml SII/1/',lIIry: Fnlll/oUl" Co""llImitl,v;d1' U'ltua-POII't'T'I'd /lIdllJtria/
RI'JOIlTra: Ftlimolll'" IHIISStldJllsl'llS, Arc/NO/og;(',11 Rl'('om",iJJllllu SlIrl·ry. 2006. SlIbmitud 10 Ftt/mollth HiJtoriml Commission by P.A. L.
(Pubiic Arr/uologicn/I.llbortltory). 1999

Sheep herding at Peterso n Farm Day. Phorographs on this and nex r page by Janer C halmers.

