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MABEL SPRAGUE REMEMBERS

in the Johnston Historical
Society and the town are well acquainted
with Mrs. Mabel Sprague's priceless
knowledge of the town. A story she related
to me some tirne ago is further proof of her
powers of recall. While discussing with her
about some of the cemeteries in the Morgan
Avenue area, Mabel informed me that there
was a murder victim buried in the old
Alverson cemetery, which is located on the
former Crandall Dairy farm (now owned by
the Allendale Insurance Company). The
story was related to her by her mother,
Malena Atwood, when she was a young girl.
The victim of the crime was a worran
named Potter. She lived with her sister in an
old house near the corner of Borden Avenue
and Morgan Avenue, that once belonged to
their grandfather, John Alverson. According
to Mabel, the house burned in the late 1890s.
The two Potter wofiurn were unrnarried. As
Mabel's story goes, a mentally unbalanced
man worked for the two women, possibly
taking care of chores on the property. On
the day in question, the man got into some
sort of a quan'el with one of them. He
struck the unfortunate woman in the head,
resulting in her death. It seems that the man
proceeded to run about a quarter of a mile
down Morgan Avenue to the house where
Many people

lives. He told

Mabel's

grandmother, Clarissa Atwood, that there
was a problem, that he had just had some

kind of a fight with one of the

Potter

women. Mabel's grandmother contacted the
authorities and the man was arrested. Mabel
does not know the name of the man, but she

knows that he was sent

at

Sockanossett, where he

eventually died. But that was not the end of
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to the State

this tragic story. Mabei's mother told her
that the surviving sister never got over the
death of her sibling, and that a short time
later she also died, probably of a broken
heart. When I asked Mabel when all this
took place, she said it was some time soon
after 1875. Having made several visits in
the past to the Alverson cemetery, I was
quite intrigued by this story and decided to
do a little bit of research. Checking my
records for this cemetery, I came upon these
two inscriptions-

LYDIA A. POTTER AMELIA F. POTTER
Died July
Died June 7,
1880
Aged 55
Aged 57 Years

15
1880
Years

A day later, I checked the old death records
at the Johnston Town Hall, which further
verified Mabel's story. The death record for
Amelia F. Potter states that she was an
unmarried, white female, that her parents
were Mr. Stephen Potter and Marcy Potter
(who was the daughter of Johns Alverson),
and that her cause of death was a "fracture
of the skull". The death record for Lydia A.
Potter stated that she also was an unmarried
white female, the daughter of Stephen and

Marcy Potter. Her cause of death
(cont. onpg.8)

was
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THE BRITISH HOSIERY MILL
The old British Hosiery Mill sits quietly
on Mill Street in Thornton. For many years
it hurnmed with the activity associated with
the various textile concerns housed there.
Built in 1884 by Charles Fletcher, the mill
was first used by the British Hosiery
Company, wlnose story wili be told in this
article.
The mill is situated at the lower mill site
(named the Simmons Lorver Mill site)
alongside Cedar Swamp Brook. Two other
mill iites existed in the 19th century on the
same street, the upper one still being
occupied by the Victoria Mill on Viotoria
Mount. [n between these two was the
middle site, just west of the Simmons Lower
Mill site. The rniddle location was occupied
by the Providenee Thread Company in the
1870s an4 later, the Thornton Worsted Mill,
which burned to the ground in 1893.
Cedar Swamp Brook is a tributary of the
Pocasset River and flows f,rom the western
border ofJohnsto4 through the
Simmonsville Reservoirs, and joins the
Pocasset River just north of Plaffield
Street, across from Fletcher Avenue.
Because the countryside that the brook
crossed has a steady drop in elevation from
west to east, the brook has a constant, fast
flow and was ideal for powering waterdriven textile mills. James F. Simmons was
running a mill in Simmonsville (the upper
village) by 1822 and other mills sprouted up
along the brook in that village and in
Simrnons Lower Village (later Thornton) in
the following decades.
The lower mill site on Mill Street formerly
was occupied by the Simmons Lower Mill,
which was operated by Simmons.
Following his death in 1865, the conrplex
was sold in that year to John Whipple of
Burrillville.t In 1865 John sold out to
Charles Whipple2 who owned the land until
1884 when Charles Fletcher purchased it.
Fletcher, a textile giant in Rhode Island,
hailed ftom England and had been in contact

with Robert W. Cooper of Nottingham
concerning a textile site in Rhode trsland for
Cooper's use. He had decided to move his
hosiery manufacturing business to this
country because his long-established
business in England had declined sharply.
He attributed this decline to a lack of
protective tariff's in England. In this oountry
he would be protected in his manufacture of
men's, women's, and children's knitted
footware, and he would be close to his
Arnerican markets.3
Fletcher in 1884 built a brick miil at 27
Mill Street on the property he had acquireC
fiom Charles Whipple ( the Simmons Lorver
Mill site). The mill was leased by the
British Hosiery Company, and on Decernber
24.1884 Cooper and 120 of his skilled
workers arrived in Lower Simmonsville
from England. Their baggage was taken to
the village on Christmas day, with "several
of,Hopkins' transfer teams being engaged in
the transportation during the greater part of
the day""a The recent arrivals held a reunion
in the new mill on Christmas evening and
sat down to an elaborate Christmas supper
provided by Fletcher" Herrick's orchestra
supplied music. It was suggested that
evening that the name of the village be
changed to Thornton, it being the birthplace
in England of Fletcher. A paper reportedthe
next day that older residents in the village
oblected to the name change, but Cooper's
people won out and newspapers on January
2nd referred to the village as Thornton.'
Major changes were already evident in
T'hornton and rnany more were to come in
subsequent years. The January 19, 1885
issue of the Manufacturers and Farmers'
Journal stated that the village was in a state
of idleness and dismay before the arrival of
the English. As a sign of things to corne.
though, on Christmas day, 1884 a new
section of road was opened between Morgan
Avenue and School Street. Until that day
Plainfield Street had run up the present
3
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Tlrc Providence Journal, 3/28186
Providence Morning Star, 12126184

' Ibid., t2t27 &.28t84

Rhode Is land Citizen, I /2/ 85

Morgan Avenue and then down School
Street. The new section ofroad, called the
Simmonsville Road made travel easier from
Providence to the rnills along Mill Street,
opened up the new section ofroad to

impersonal corporations by that point" So
Cooper, direct from the old country, was
something of a throwback to a sinrpler time.
a time when mitls were owned by
individuals who lived in their own village

development, and made it possible for

and tried to oversee all aspects

trolleys to run from Olneyville to Thornton
(trolleys would not have been able to
negotiate the old route of Plainfield Street
on Morgan Avenue and School Street

workers'lives"

because of the steep incline). The name of
the new section ofroad was changed in
January 1885 to Thornton Avenue and
eventually to Plainfield Street. The old
section of Plainfield Street was re-named
Morgan Avenue at its eastern end and
School Street on its western end.
The arrival of the English settlers ushered
in many other changes. Within a few years
there were new stores, churches, a new
school, and many new houses. A trolley line
from Olneyville was soon in operation. Of
course, the Victoria Mill and the Pocasset
Mill, built in the late 1890s, also played a
part in producing these changes, but the
British Hosiery Mill was there first. lt
started the ball rolling towards modernity in
the village of Thornton.
In the January 2, 1885 issue of the " Rhode
Island Citizen", an area newspaper, we read
that Robert W. Cooper was a thorough
temperance man and that he had expressed
to the paper a strong desire that no liquor
shop should be introduced into this vicinity.
This reflects the paternalisrn that Cooper
showed throughout his time in Thornton.
Many early industrialists exhibited a
paternalistic style in their mill villages.
They dealt with their help as would a caring
but stern father. Housing was provided,
often at a minirnal rent. Stores were opened,
as well as social halls and churches, and
social events were arranged. Obviously,
there is a fine line between providing
benefits that workers need in a healthy

oftheir

The same newspaper article describes ten
new mill houses in the village, offFlainfield
Street, each with six roorns and land for
gardens. Other houses on or near Mill Street
were renovated for the new workforce.
Cooper hoped to have a post office located
in the village and said he would erect a
building for its accommodation. It would
include a hall to be used as a ready roonq
etc., where the young men could spend
leisure time in "a reasonable manner.l
As the Citizen relates, the new mili
workers traded on the co-operative plaq a
popular movement in England that they
brought with them. Their household
furniture and provisions were all bought at
wholesale prices. It was said that beef here
cost them 1/2 of what it did at horne,
enabling them to eat meat every day. But
throughout the article, Cooper is praised
telling how he anticipated everything and
made the workers' journey and settlement
here little more than a pleasure trip! Cooper
is called a philanthropist, seeming to have
felt as much interest in his workers'welfare
as if they were family members. This
writing, of course, reflects the owner's
viewpoint, but evidence does seem to show
that the workers were content, at least in the
early years.

(This article will be continued in a
later newsletter)
by Louis McGowan

Hosiery.

working environment, and controlling their
lives for maximum exploitation of their
labor. The net effect ofpaternalism can be
argued from both sides, but, by the end of
the 19ft century, it was far less comrnonly
seen. Most of our mills were run by

Pol
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On April 30, 1999 Louis "Snrokey"
Ullucci passed away. He was a long-time
member of our society and a good friend of
rur,any of us. Some of our newer members
might not know hirn, as he was not able to
attend meetings in recent years, but Smokey
contributed a lot to our society with work
behind the scenes. For many years he
printed mailing labels, typed articles for us,
and wrote many articles, detailing his
remembrances of the old days in Johnston.
He had many interests, including
gardening, his swimming pool, model
railroading, computers, and reading" He had
a real thirst for knowledge, which he
pursued on his beloved computers. Every
time I visited hirn, he would show me
something new that he had learned on one of
his computers or something he had done that
he was proud of. It might be a new proStram
on how to identify stars in the sky, a new
golfgarne, or an article about Johnston that
he hacl written. He also loved to get out in
the "field" with us. We visited many sites
around the State, including the mill sites in
Hughesdale, various cemeteries in the town,
and the forgotten "lost village" of Hanton
city in smithfield.
Our society deeply regrets Smokey's
passing and our sympathy is with his family.
He will be greatly missed"

PQNATIQNS
Thanks to the following individuals for
their generous donations:
- Henry Armstrong for a security man's
tirne clock from the Pocasset Mill
- Giaa Perrotta: for a flowered chamber pot
- Betty lv{cGowan: for a large number of
Rhode Island history books
- Fred lv{ikkelsen: for firepiace hardware
f,or our keeping room
- Irene Clernence: for a number of Rhode
Island history and genealogy books
- Tom Hartshorn: for two flats of flowers
for our garden
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- Tom & Kit Rhodes for a set of andirons
and beautiful mid-lgt" cent. Chair'

MONTHLY MEETINGS
At our November 1998 meeting we were
once again entertained by our good friend,
Frank Spencer. He thrilled us with stories
of the old days in Scituate and its historic
structures.

In December we held our annual
Christmas party. As always it was a grand
event - lots of good food and good
company.
For our January meeting, Richard
Dragon spoke to us about Rhode Island
vehicle license plates. He authored a
recent book on the subject and is very
knowledgeable and interesting. If you are
into this subject matter look for this book.
In February, David Thatcher, an
investigator for D.E.M., talked to us about
the use of electronic metal detectors in
historical research. His talk was very
informative and we all learned a lot about
this fascinating area of sfudy.
At our March meeting, our old friend,
Bob Burford was guest speaker. He made
a delightful presentation on old glass,
prirnarily dealing with his specialty,
pressed glass. We had a great turnout and
many rnembers brought in their own pieces
of glass for Bob to look at.
For our April meeting, Shawn Kennedy
and John of the 21". Mississippi
Volunteers spoke about the life of
Confederate soldiers. It was a lively
session with 45 people attending. We all
found the presentation both fun and
educational.
Mike Hebert from R.I.D.O.T. was guest
speaker for our May, 1999 meeting. He is
a Principal Historic Preservation Specialist
with the Road Design Department. Mike
gave a fine presentation on archeological
digs that are made in conjunction with
State highway projects. We were able to
handle a number of artifacts.

At our June meeting, Louis McGowan
presented a slide talk on the tristoric houses
of our town.
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We have decided to put in a full cellar
for the museum building, The cost is not
that much greater than a four-foot crawl
space and we will gain another full floor of
space.

We are proceeding nicely with the
building plans. On April 29, 1999 we were
granted two variances from the Town
Zonrng Board. Our proposed building will
be larger than the area allowed for an
accessory building and one of our stepbacks from the property lines is less than
allowed. Our next step is getting the
required permits. Warren has ordered the
lumber and we will be breaking ground in

The Cemetery Committee has had a slow

winter. A combination of bad weather and
conflicting engagements has hindered our
work. We spent a couple of Sundays
checking out cemeteries for the annual
cleanup on April l7th. If you are free and
would like to help us that morning, come to
Memorial Park at 8:30 a.m. or call us at 2313380.

On March 14'h and March 2l't we cleaned
Historic Cemetery #LZ onThoraton St, (off
Killingly St.) in Providence. This iemetery
was in Johnston until the 1898 annexation
and contains members of the Thornton
family who were big land-owners in the
area. Some neighborhood people helped us
out. Two Providence schools will be built on
adjoining lots and the excavation has already
started. We wanted to make sure that
nobody rnissed seeing the cemetery.

September.
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RESOUR.CE RECOVERY DONATION

We have our new book and are quite
excited about it. The price has gone up to
$18.99 plus tax, but we feel it is more than

The Rhode Island Resource R.ecovery
Corporation has generously donated $2000
to our society for work on our new museum
building and for work on our grounds.
$1700 is designated to be used for the
museum and $300 for the grounds. We
would like to thank Dante Ionata of the
R.R.C. for his work in securing this
donation.
Louis McGowan and Dan Meurnier made
contact with the R.R.C.

WINTER SOCIAL
On February 27, 1999 we held our first
Winter Social. Twenty-four people attended
and we had a fine time. Most people
brought desserts and they were all very
tasty. Thanks to all who helped!

worth it for you are buying a bit of your
town's history. There will be a member's
discount for your first copy, so call us today
at23l-3380 to reserve your book.

OUR HOUSE RESTORATION
Warren Lanpher finished restoring our
downstairs in time for the Winter Social on
November 27, 1998. He plastered the bare
wall in the rear room and painted the
fireplace surround to match the color of the
woodwork in the room. He also finished the

parlor, painting the Mathewson fireplace
surround that he had installed. The two
rooms look great. Call if you would like to
view the house.

TQWN HALL RECORDS
CEMETERY COMMITTEE T]PDATE

On

April 16,1999, people from the Srate

Archives visited the Town Flall to attend the

I'g.
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weekly meeting of department heads' Mayor
Macera and De Johnson, Town Librarian,
had set up and approved this visit from the
State Archives, which is the first step in
trying to deal with the accumulation of
records at the Town Hall. As You can
imagine, the Town Hall is running out of
space, and the Mayor would like to get rid of
records that we are no longer required to
keep and that have no historic value.
Records like this will be disposed of. We
applaud this means of dealing with the
unnecessary records. Getting in the
professionals is the way to go. The State
Archives is responsible for the protection of
town, city, and county records, so they know
how to advise De.trohnson, who is
monitoring this program for the Town. We
should within the next year have a cornplete
inventory of what is in the Town Hall,
including the records from the past that have
been kept in closets'or under the eaves.
Records that possess historical value only
will be marked as such and will be stored

it was a lot

of fun.

YARD WORK AT FARNTIM HOUSE
We have had a lot of Yard work done in
the last few months. The biggest task taken
care of was the cutting down of eight or ten
trees by society member Dan Meunier and
his friend, Kevin McDonald. The trees were
up to 16 inches or so in girth. They were all

in poor shape, having been infected with
carpenter ants. Dan and Kevin did some
great work for us, saving us a lot of money.
We will be submitting a grant for the fall for
some replacement trees.
When they were done with their work,
there was a lot of clean-up to do. Steve

Merolla, Pat Macari, Louis McGowan, Mike
Carroll, and Dan Brown handled this work.
cutting up branches, raking, and loading the
debris into a 30 yard dumpster (which we

properly.

filled!).
Bel Peters, Steve, and Dan Meunier have
all been planting flowers in the various beds
throughout the yard. Lots ofplants are

TOWN.WIDE CEMETERY CLEAN.I.IP

sprouting up.
Thanks to all who helped.

On

April

21,, 1999 the Town of Johnston

helil its 4s annual Town-wide cemetery
clean-up. As always, it was a joint venture
of the Parks and Recreation Departrnent and
the Johnston Historical Society. We cleaned
about 20 cerneteries. There was a lot of
enthusiastic support from the conrmunity,
especially the youth groups. The Girl
Scouts, the Brownies, the Boy Scouts, and
the Cub Scouts would all like to adopt
cemeteries. Thank you to all who helped
out with this important Project.

HISTQRY FAIR
Steve lvlerolla. Louis McGowan, L,eisa

Jorgensen, and Bel Feters werejudges at the
Ferri Middle School and the High School
this past March. We gave out prizes at the
High School for brest lccal project and for
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best overall project. As always

DUMPSTER DONATED
Louis Vinagro generously donated the use
of a 30 yard dumpster to our society so that
we could get rid of our yard waste. We
filled it to the brim. Thank you to Mr.
Vin4gro.

CEMETERIES # 86 & 88 DEDICATED
On May 31, 1999 Johnston Historical
Cemeteries # 86 & 88 were dedicated at
Higiland Mernorial Park after a long,
complicated move from the Landfill
property. Rhode Island Resource Recovery
Corporation funded the project, which
included the removal of the remains by the
Public Archeology Lab, the reconstruction
of the stone walls, the re-interment of the

rernains, and the erection ofthe historic
markers.
On this day Joe Swift frorn Highland
Memorial, with much help from our own
Dan Brown, set up a very fine program to
dedicate the cornpleted cemeteries that

include burials from the Luther, Fenner,
Williams, Mason, and Davis families. Many
members of the l-uther and Fenner families
were present, as well as rnilitary reenactment groups, a bagpiper, and a crowd
ci 150 people or so. Speakers included
Mayor Macera, Senator Tocco, and our
president, Louis McGowan.

TI{ORNTON SCHOOL REUNION
Society members Evelyn Beaumier, Mr. &
Mrs. Tom Hartshorn, Pat Macari, and Louis
McGowan were among the 260 people that
attended the Thornton School Reunion on
June 12, 1999 at the Kelley & Gazzero Post
in Thornton. We were able to sell a good
number ofour Thornton 11books. A good
time was had by all.

GiF'i- OF DRAWNG
On.trune 15, 1999 Mayor William Macera
donated to our society a wonderful framed

drawing of the oid British Hosiery Milt on
Mill Street in Thornton. In its original
frarne, the piece has resided all these years
in the rnill and was given to the mayor by
the present owner of the building. The
drawing was executed in l91 1 by an
insurance company and would have been
one of only two rnade at the tirne. We
wholeheartedly thank the Mayor for this
exceptional gift and applaud the owner of
the property for seeing that this artifact was
put in the proper hands. Stop by the
headquarters to see the drawing.

ANhIUAL PICNIC
During July we held our 46 annual picnic
at our headquarters. The weather was hot,

but we had a fine turnout. Thanks to all that
carne.

TREE GRANT

FARNI.]M/ANGELL HOUSE SIGN
Warren Lanpher has made a wonderful
donation to our society. He had a house sign
painted for our headquarters and installed it
for us in an expertly-crafted frame that he
built. It now sits proudly outside the
Farnum/Angell House. Stop by and see our
beautiful sign!

In September,1999, the R, I. Tree
Council gave preliminary approval to us for
a grant of$550 to beused to plant trees on
our property. We should be able to plant a
number of good-sized trees for this amount.
Society members will provide the labor and
will be directed by Dan Mernier, who made
this grant possible for us.

MEMBERS GryE TALK
Pat Macari and Louis McGowan gave aslide talk at a meeting of the St. Ann's
Sodality at Our Lady of Grace Church on

LOCAL 57 DONATION

June 8, 1999. The talk, a brief look at
Johnston's history, was well-received, and
the evening was a lot of fun. Many of the
women added little tidbits about some of the

Bernie Tremel, head of training at Local
57, has generously vclunteered to have his
men dig the cellar hole for our new museum
building, saving us many dollars. The work
will begin the week of September 13, 1999.
Our h.eartfelt thanks go out to Mr. Tremel.
Thanks also to Bel Peters for co-ordinating

slides.

this work.
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(cont. frompg. 1)
declared to be "exhaustion". Certainly, quite
a sad story. The two spinsters probably had
no other close family, only each other.

Amelia's tragic death was probably too
much for her sister to bear. A little over a
month later, Lydia also died, as Mabel's
mother said, probably of a broken heart.
This sad tale is instructive for a couple of
lejrsonsr It reminds us that there is a story
behind the many hundreds of gravestones
that stand in the town. To the members of
our Cemetery Committee, who frequently
visit these sites either to clean or record

data, it provides a sense of purpose and
importance to the work they do. This story
also shows the importance of oral history
and the need to preserve it. This story, for
example, was passed down througtr three
generations - from Clarissa Atwood to
Malena Atwood to Mabel Sprague. This
knowledge is irreplaceable, for it puts a
human face on the facts and figures written
in the history books.
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DON'T FORGET YOUR DUES !I
SINGLE MEMBERSHIP: $10
FAMILY MEMBERSHIP: $12

