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The Business of Slavery and

Antislavery Sentiment:

The Case of Rowland Gibson Hazard—
An Antislavery “Negro Cloth” Dealer

CHrisTY CLARK-PUJARA

n 1841, Rowland Gibson Hazard, a Rhode
Island slave cloth manufacturer, successfully
advocated for the release of one hundred illegally
enslaved African-American and West Indian men
who had been put to work on chain gangs in New
Orleans. Nine years later, he denounced the 1850
Fugitive Slave Law on the floor of the Rhode
Island General Assembly. Although his business
directly supported and prdfited from southern
slaveholding, Hazard abhorred the institution of
slavery. This article seeks to complicate the history
of northern complicity in southern slaveholding and
the history of northern antislavery sentiment by
examining how and why antislavery businessmen
like Rowland G. Hazard simultaneously supported
and opposed slaveholding.! Northern industrialists
with antislavery views, like Hazard, were complicit
in southern slavery; consequently, historians’
understandings of the antislavery movement must
expand to explain the role played by northern
antislavery advocates who profited from slavery.
Hazard was typical in his complicity with and
his opposition to the institution of slavery. It was
common for the son of an influential Rhode Island
family to invest in the business of slavery; Rhode
Islanders had been doing so for centuries. Rhode
Island merchants dominated the North American
trade in slaves. Rhode Islanders’ participation in the
West Indian provisions and rum trade was the crux
of the colonial and post-colonial economy.? During
the antebellum era, Rhode Island industrialists like
the Hazards operated over eighty slave cloth mills—

the highest concentration in New England.’ Made
in part from cotton picked by enslaved people,
“negro cloth” was a colloquial term with which
antebellum northerners and southerners would
have been familiar. “Negro cloth” was a cheap,
coarse, blended cotton-wool material manufactured
especially to minimize the cost of clothing enslaved
African Americans; the material was also known as
linsey, osnaburg and kersey.* The kersey industry
was big business in Rhode Island and Hazard was a
businessman who invested in slaveholding through
the production of kersey.

Yet, Hazard was a typical antislavery New
Englander. By the mid-nineteenth century, a clear
regional divide on the issue of slavery was emerging.
While southern white Americans almost universally
took a pro-slavery position; the North had become
a locus of antislavery societies, and the morality of
enslaving human beings was freely debated in northern
communities. Southerners favored the expansion
of slavery into the new territories; Northerners, on
the whole, were against it.> Hazard, like most white
northerners, was committed to free labor. Moreover,
he had been raised a Quaker and spent many of his
formative years in Pennsylvania, where abolitionism
was pervasive.* Rowland G. Hazard lived in Rhode
Island, a state that had legislated a relatively early
end to slaveholding. His grandfather and father were
among the founding members of one of the nation’s
first abolitionist societies, the Providence Abolition
Society. Hazard came from a family and region where
antislavery arguments were articulated and acted upon.
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Three fabric samples sewn together. These may be examples of “slave
cloth” that was sold by the Hazard brothers to markets in the South. The
samples are in the Isaac P. Hazard Papers, MSS 483, sg12, box 2, folder
1, Rhode Island Historical Society. RIHS Collection (RHi X17 565).

In the nineteenth century, the United States
textile industry inextricably linked the economies of
the North and the South, ensuring that antislavery
northern businessmen were complicit in slaveholding.
While anti-abolitionist industrialists acknowledged
that their business dealings depended on southern
slaveholding, antislavery manufacturers like Rowland
G. Hazard distanced themselves from the institution
through their political activities. Nevertheless, the
New England textile industry thrived because of and
not as an alternative to slave labor. Free labor in the
North depended on slave labor in the South. The
kersey industry provides a near perfect example of
this paradox because northern manufacturers bought
from and sold to southern slaveholders. However,
little scholarly attention has focused on the kersey
industry, a small segment of the textile industry.”

Over the past twenty years, scholars have placed
increasing emphasis on recognizing the North’s
complicity in southern slaveholding. These efforts
have challenged the concept of antebellum slavery
as solely a southern institution, breaking down
simplistic dichotomies of an anti-slavery North and
a pro-slavery South. Yet the impact of this awareness
on the study of the antislavery movement has been
limited and most studies focus on the moral and
political commitments to ending slavery, rather than
economic realities of northern complicity in southern
slaveholding. Several scholars, most notably Richard
Abbott, have highlighted the fact that many mill
owners and workers depended on slave labor even
though they “opposed” slaveholding. Historians like
Ronald Bailey have focused on the interdependency
of the rise of the cotton kingdom and of the northern

textile industry. Bailey argues that the textile industry
deserves the same sérutiny as the slave trade and the
plantation because it was a#business that depended
on “the system of slave labor using people of African
descent in the southern United States.”® Nevertheless,
antislavery scholarship remains largely separate from
complicity scholarship in that it leaves the northern
paradox—the simultaneous dependence on and
opposition to southern slaveholding—at the margins
of the study of the northern antislavery movement.
The case of Rowland G. Hazard, an antislavery
industrialist whose actions exemplify this paradox,
brings together these threads of scholarship.

Rhode Islander Rowland G. Hazard (1801-1888)
inherited a legacy of slaveholding and abolition
from his family. Both his great-great-grandfather
(Thomas Hazard II, 1660-1746) and his great-
grandfather (Robert Hazard, 1689-1762) were
slaveholders; however, his grandfather (Thomas
Hazard (1720-1798) became an activist against
local slavery.” Rowland G. Hazard’s father, Roland
Hazard Sr. (1763-1841) directly invested in southern
slaveholding when he opened a kersey mill in southern
Rhode Island. The Hazard family’s evolution from
prominent slaveholders to ardent supporters of
local abolition was a matter of religion. Hazard’s
grandfather, Thomas Hazard (known as “College
Tom”) converted to Quakerism and became one
of the leading proponents of Rhode Island’s 1784
Gradual Emancipation Law. College Tom remained
committed to abolitionism even after his family
threatened to take away his inheritance. Hazard’s
father, Rowland Hazard Sr., was also a local
abolitionist, although he re-established the family’s
direct investment in the institution of slavery. A
merchant with business agents in South Carolina,
Rhode Island and New York, Rowland Hazard Sr.
traded everything from salt to spermaceti oil to cheese
along the eastern Atlantic seaboard and in the West
Indies. He provided basic necessities and foodstuffs
to the plantations in the West Indies and southeastern
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states.'® Hazard Sr. took the profits he made from
trading and opened a textile mill in South Kingstown,
Rhode Island in 1802. With the opening of the textile
mill, the Hazard family moved from investing in
local slave production to investing in distant slave
production. The Hazards ceased being slaveholders
when they began to oppose local slavery, but they
transitioned into profiting from southern slavery.

The Hazards® investments in and attitudes
toward slavery mirrored those of many people in the
state. Rhode Island colonists invested heavily in the
business of slavery and slaveholding, yet they were
among the first citizens of the new republic to pass
a gradual emancipation law directly undermining
slaveholding. By the 1730s, the Narragansett Country
in southern Rhode Island was home to between
twenty and thirty settler families and their slaves.
Most of these settlers, among them Hazard’s great-
great-grandfather Thomas Hazard II, had purchased
large tracts of land from war-ravaged and destitute
Narragansett peoples. Mixed agriculture and live-
stock breeding transformed the region into“New
England’s Slave Paradise.”!! In 1750, Rhode Island
had the highest percentage of slaves in New
England; ten percent of Rhode Islanders were
enslaved people. Among the northern colonies,
only New York had a higher percentage of its
population enslaved.'? The Narragansett Country—
the southern half of the colony—had the highest
concentration of slaves. In 1755, twenty-six percent
of the population in the Narragansett Country was
enslaved and a considerable number of blacks in the
region remained in bondage through the last decades
of the eighteenth century.

In the eighteenth century, Narragansett land-

2]

owners, often referred to as “planters,” owned
anywhere from four to twenty enslaved people with
an average of four slaves per family, double the
northern average.'> A planter’s livestock holdings
might have included eight to sixteen horses, twenty-

five head of cattle, and one hundred and fifty sheep.
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In 1730, Hazard’s great-grandfather Robert Hazard
owned seventeen acres and grazed dozens of sheep.
His female slaves were in charge of twelve cows each
and were expected to make twelve different kinds
of cheese every day.!* Female slaves manufactured
dairy products (cheese and butter), while male
slaves cared for livestock. Both men and women
cultivated small amounts of Indian corn, rye, hemp,
flax and tobacco. Narragansett Country planters
were a small part of the Atlantic plantation complex
selling agricultural goods produced by slave labor to
distant, international markets.!

Narragansett planters differed from southern
planters in the size and management of their slave-
holdings. Narragansett planters are best compared
to small or middling southern slaveholders
—*“slaveholding households with upwards of three
slaves”—in historian Elizabeth Fox-Genovese’s
enumeration.'® After the first few decades of the

John Potter (1716-1787), his family, and a young black slave. Potter
was a wealthy Narragansett Country planter (1740, Matunuck, Rhode
Island; Object 53.3, image 002/533, JPG, Newport Historical Society).

cighteenth century, southern “planters” usually held
twenty or more slaves, although the vast majority of
southern slaveholders were not planters. The typical
Narragansett planter owned four enslaved people who
resided in his home, whereas most southern planters
and middling slaveholders owned enough enslaved
people to warrant slave quarters. Narragansett
planters were in charge of the daily supervision and
punishment of enslaved people, whereas most southern
planters and middling slaveholders hired overseers
and stewards to direct and correct their slaves.!” While
both Narragansett planters and southern planters
were involved in the Atlantic plantation economy, the
discrepancy in the size of their land and slaveholdings
led to very different social realities. Much less land
and labor were necessary in the Narragansett Country
for livestock breeding and small-scale agriculture
compared to southern colonies which had expansive
land for the cultivation of cash crops like tobacco, rice
and eventually cotton.

Nevertheless, Narragansett Country planters were
wealthy enough to model themselves after the British
gentry. They commissioned their own portraits,
took long European sojourns and attempted to
emulate English landscaping and manor homes.
Like the South’s wealthier planters, Narragansett
slave owners, including the Hazards, intermarried to
consolidate their wealth, hired private tutors for their
children, and dominated local politics. The wealth
they accrued enabled the planters to have political
influence throughout the state: three Narragansett
planters served as deputy governors between 1734
and 1752. Throughout the 1760s, however, the in-
crease in population on a finite amount of land
reduced Narragansett Country landholdings and
raised land prices, a trend throughout New England.
By the beginning of the American Revolution, the
economic position of Narragansett Country planters
was deteriorating. Ultimately, their commercial
farming operations were disrupted and destroyed by
the Revolutionary War. When the British occupied
Newport, Narragansett planters were unable to
export their food stuffs, which led to bouts of famine
among the enslaved populations in the West Indies.'®

Despite deep investments in the business of
slavery, Rhode Islanders were among the first to
legally dismantle the institution and a Hazard
was directly involved in the process. College Tom,
Rowland G. Hazard’s grandfather, was one of the
Quakers who advocated for gradual emancipation.
In 1784, the Rhode Island General Assembly passed
the nation’s second gradual emancipation law. The
law freed all children born to enslaved mothers after
March 1, 1784; the children were indentured to their
mother’s master until their twenty-first birthdays.
Five years after the passage of this legislation,
Hazard’s father and grandfather helped to establish
the Providence Abolition Society. The Society
was dedicated to enforcing the state’s gradual
emancipation and slave trading laws. College Tom
and Rowland Hazard Sr. worked to dismantle an

“"——
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institution that their forefathers had built. At the
same time, the Hazard men continued to invest
in and profit from slaveholding in the southern
United States and the Caribbean by opening mills
that depended on slave-produced cotton and that
manufactured goods for plantation owners. The
Hazards were not alone in their hypocrisy. Moses
Brown, one of Rhode Island’s most renowned
abolitionists, also invested in slave labor. Brown
authored the state’s gradual emancipation bill and
played a key role in the creation of the Providence
Abolition Society founded in 1789. However,
Moses Brown also opened Rhode Island’s first
textile mill—Almy & Brown. Despite Moses
Brown’s fervent belief in abolition, his factory
used slave-grown cotton, a fact that his pro-slavery
brother, John Brown, was quick to point out:
“The slaves do the work...I can recollect no place
at present from whence the cotton can come, but
from the labor of the slaves.” John Brown clearly
and succinctly highlighted the paradox of his
abolitionist brother’s new business venture. In his
public life, Rowland G. Hazard, like Moses Brown,
embodied the contradiction of both opposing and
supporting slavery at the same time.

The Hazards were prominent in the kersey
industry. In 1802, Rowland Hazard Sr. purchased
a half interest in a mill on the Saugatuck River in
South Kingstown. Three years later, he acquired
a carding machine that enabled him to open the
Narragansett Cotton Manufacturing Company at
the site of his original factory. During its first decade
of operation, the mill produced hand-spun gingham
and linen. However, Rowland Hazard Sr.’s business
had a difficult time competing against other regional
factories. He abandoned gingham and linen for
kersey. Between 1800 and 1870, eighty-four kersey
mills opened in Rhode Island; there was a kersey
factory at almost every river fall. Nearly half of the
mills were located in southern Rhode Island, a region
that previously included one of the most concentrated
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slave populations in the North. By mid-century,
seventy-nine percent of all Rhode Island textile mills
manufactured kersey—the highest percentage in the
United States. Twenty-two Rhode Island towns and
cities manufactured “negro cloth” for over sixty years;
more than eighty Rhode Island families owned part of

a kersey mill during the antebellum era. In comparison,
only about one-third of all the cloth produced at the
extensive Lowell mills in Massachusetts was destined
for southern plantations.?® Of the seventy-nine kersey
mills in Rhode Island in the antebellum period, four
were owned by members of the Hazard family.?!

Table 1. SOUTHERN RHODE ISLAND KERSEY MILLS, 1814-1880 (*HAZARD FAMILY MirLs)®

Owner(s) Location Dates of Years of
(City or Town) Production Operation
Thomas R. Hazard *South Kingstown 1815-1840 25
Samuel Rodman, Rodman Mill South Kingstown 1840-1870 30
Thomas Williams South Kingstown 1814-1858 44
Samuel Rodman, Rocky Brdok Mill South Kingstown 1843-1877 34
N.B. Durfee, Durfee Mill South Kingstown 1858-1870 12
Joseph Peace Hazard, Saninet Mill *South Kingstown 1840-1873 33
J.P. and R.G. Hazard, Peace Dale Mill *South Kingstown 1819-1858 39
W.A. Robinson, Wakefield Mill South Kingstown 1821-1870 49
Daniel Rodman South Kingstown 1836-1876 40
W.G. Holburton South Kingstown 1835-1860 25
Wm. E. Pierce, Narragansett Mill North Kingstown 1852-1870 18
Ezbon Sanford, Annaquatucket Mill North Kingstown 1845-1875 30
Davis Reynolds, Davis Mill North Kingstown 1849-1873 24
G.W. Reynolds, Reynolds Mill North Kingstown 1860-1870 10
Wilcox and Pierce, Silver Spring Mill North Kingstown 1823-1870 47
Charles Allen, Shady Lea Mill North Kingstown 1832-1870 38
Robert Rodman, Lafayette Mill North Kingstown 1845-1870 25
Charles Allen, Sodom Mill Exeter 1814-1871 57
Schuyler Fisher, Fisherville Mill Exeter 1833-1873 40
Dutee . Hall, Hallville Mill Exeter 1814-1872 58
Dutee J. Hall, Dawley Exeter 1854-1874 20
Thomas A. Lawton Exeter 1830-1860 30
Christopher C. Greene Exeter 1846-1873 27
James S. Harris Exeter 1832-1837 S
E. & H. Babcock Exeter 1846-1876 30
Daniel King, King’s Mill Charlestown 1831-1841 10
J.P. and Jonathan Hazard, Hazard Mill *Hopkinton 1821-1865 44
S. & D. Smith and Campbell Smith, Campbell Mill Hopkinton 1845-1870 25
T.R. Wells, Moscow Mill Hopkinton 1847-1870 23
A. Babcock and W. Stillman, Bethel Mill Hopkinton 1848-1868 20
John E. Weeden Hopkinton 1848-1859 II
Oakland Co. Mill Hopkinton 1850 <1
Briggs and Wilcox Hopkinton 1850 <I

In 1819, Rowland Hazard Sr. turned the
Narragansett Cotton Manufacturing Company
over to his sons Isaac and Rowland. Seven years
later, the brothers bought out the last investors and
in 1828, the youngest Hazard, Jonathan, joined the
family business. The brothers renamed the mill Peace
Dale Manufacturing Company in honor of their
mother, Mary Peace. The Hazard men transformed
their father’s modest manufacturing establishment
into a major operation that supplied plantations
throughout the South. For twenty-seven years until
a fire destroyed their equipment in 1855, the Hazard
brothers provided southern slaveholders with clothing,
blankets and shoes. The Hazards also manufactured
“Sunday clothes,” a finer form of kersey.
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Peace Dale Mill was the life blood of the village of
Peace Dale, located in southern Rhode Island, near
where the Hazard family had previously maintained
their plantation. In 1823, Peace Dale had just thirty
residents, five houses and one store; by 1830, the
Peace Dale Mill employed eighty-one people, and by
1860 there were one hundred employees. In 1823,
the mill was worth $6,000; twenty-four years later,
in 1847, the Peace Dale Manufacturing Company
was worth $140,000. While the Peace Dale Mill is
the focus of this brief analysis, it is important to note
that the Hazards owned several other kersey factories
throughout Rhode Island (see Table 1). After the
1855 fire, the brothers began to manufacture shawls
and cashmere, which they had been producing in

EEALINLES o

Peace Dale Mill. RIHS Collection (RHi X17 1429).

PEACE -DALE MiLLs.
___FOUNDED-1801.____
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small amounts since 1844.%* The brothers did not
try to rebuild their kersey business, most likely due
to the abundance of kersey mills in the state and the
growing regional divide over slavery.

The Hazard brothers aggressively courted
southern slaveholders and counted them among their
friends. Isaac developed a loyal client base among rice
plantation owners in the Carolinas where he served as
the mill’s southern sales representative from 1820 until
1832. The brothers maintained business and familial
connections in South Carolina. In the past, their father
had supplied southern plantations with household
goods; Mary Peace Hazard, their mother, was born
into a slave-owning Charleston family. When Rowland
took over as the southern sales representative of the
Peace Dale Mill in 1832, he expanded the business,
traveling extensively throughout the Deep South.
Rowland oversaw the relocation of the firm’s southern
headquarters from Charleston to New Orleans, a
move that gave the Hazards access to larger markets as
the slave population in the cotton kingdom exploded.
Slaveholders in Mississippi, Alabama and Louisiana
became the Hazards” most important clients. By 1835,
the Peace Dale Mill produced tens of thousands of
yards of kersey per year.?*

The correspondence between Hazard brothers,
their sales agents, and clients reveals the close
relationships that the brothers developed with their
slaveholding customers and illuminates the Hazards’
unfailing commitment to a family business that
depended on slave labor. Isaac was introduced to the
kersey market in South Carolina by John Potter—a
planter. Potter owned almost four hundred slaves
and espoused a benevolent view of slaveholding.
Isaac accepted Potter’s worldview, writing to
Rowland that southern slaves “do not do a quarter
so much work as the northern negroes or whites.”?
In another letter from Charleston, Isaac explained to
his brother Rowland the importance of developing
personal relationships with planters:

[Al]s I have got acquainted with a number of Planters
should Ketchum and Ripley [sale agents] not contract
with us I think I can sell as we make to advantage [.]
Ripley I believe is aware of this and would give us the
preference[,] he says we must each keep the Secrets of
the business as no other house but theirs in this city
knows enough of domestics to know what will answer.2¢
By developing personal relationships with plan-
ters and catering to their individual requests, the
Hazards secured a favored place in the kersey
industry, as seen in the following letter to the Hazards
from a distributor in New York:

.. . the prospect of a very good business season here,
has become quite certain. Many of our customers are
already in, large supplies will be required. If you have
any parcels of goods on hand, and you will send them
to us, we make no doubt we shall be able to make
very satisfactory account sales for you. We should be
pleasured to receive a few bales of your Negro Cloth
as we know they will do well.?”

Hazard kersey became a sought-after commaodity.
One customer wrote, “|T]he kersey you sent me wear
so much better than any we have had before, that I
want some more...you will please send me about
one Hundred yards of the basest of those you sent
me last year.” The Hazards eagerly sought out advice
on how to improve the production of goods for the
southern market. In 1829, Isaac Hazard inquired of
a plantation owner, “Could we serve you in anyway
[sic] it would give us pleasure and shall be pleased
to have your views on the subject of manufacturing
materials for plantations either as clothing or utensils,
wherever anything may present itself to your views
as mutually beneficial to the North and South.” The
brothers also advertised directly to their customers.
An 1836 advertisement in a New Orleans paper
described their products and services to local planters.
The Hazards were so successful that they sometimes
outsourced their orders.?®

The Hazard brothers pursued a multifaceted sales
approach in the South: they employed sales agents in
major citiesalong the eastern seaboard and the southern
interior. As well, they sold their cloth out of dry goods

NEW ORLEANS, JANUARY, 1836. |

Wishing to extend the knowledge and use of the Kerseys and Winter Clothing
mede at the Peace Dale Factory, Rhode Island, I teke the liberty of asking your atten-
tion to the subjeet.

These goods have now been tried by many persons in this section, with very
salisfactory results.

By an arrangement with a neighboring manufacturer of the article, I, am prepared
Lo furnish brogans of first quality, and in such quantity and sizes as may be directed.

Orders for the Kerseys, Ready made Clothing, or Broguns, sent direct, or o the |
Agents of the Peace Dale Factory, will be prompily attended to; the goods forwanled |
to such Agentin New Orleans, as may be named in the order, and a draft made on him for
the amount, payable the first of January after, or when requested, at sight, with o de-
duction of interest, at the rate of eight per cent per annum.

‘When measures are forwarded they will be attended to.  When noue are sent with
orders for clothes or brogans, such sizes will be supplied es experience bas shown to be
most likely to answer. |

Among others who have made (rial of (he articles alluded to, you are respectfully
referred to Hon. R. Carter Nicholas, Walter Brashear, Esq., G. B. Milligan, Esq., W.

H, Sparks, Esq., Philip Miner, Esq., Judge Winchester, Philip Hickey, Esq., Wm. G.
Jolnson, Esq, John Pemny, Esq., T. Soul, Esq. Judge Leonard, H. M'Call, Esq.,
M. Courtney, Esq. Valcour Aime, Esq., Messrs. M. & W. B. Kenner, R. Bell, Esq.,
J. R. Thomson, Esq., P. Hoa, Esq. Theodore Segond, Esq. |
Very Respectfully, 3
R. G. HAZARD,
of Peace Dale Factory, Rhode Island,

Agents in New Orleans, M Godfrey, Bl & Co., No. 26 Levee Street.

An advertisement for Hazard “slave cloth” that appeared in a New
Orleans newspaper. RIHS Collection (RHi X17 1425).

stores throughout the South and supplied planters
directly. In 1835, Rowland G. Hazard traveled to
New Orleans, Baton Rouge and Mobile with samples
of his kersey. He acquired major orders in all three
cities. “I have made engagements which will

our cloths among the planters very generally,” He
informed his brother Isaac. “They almost all want the
double kersey and think it an excellent article. They
want them in July, August 1 - 1 September.”* A year
later Rowland reported from New Orleans that the
Hazard “goods have now been tried by many persons
in this section, with very satisfactory results.”*® The
brothers sold to planters with extensive plantations
and those with modest holdings. They even supplied
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kersey to United States Senator from Louisiana Robert
C. Nicholas. According to Isaac Hazard, the senator
said that “his Negroes” were “delighted with it [the
Peace Dale kersey] and call it the iron and say it will
never wear out.” That year, I[saac left New Orleans
with promises of “a number of orders by persons in
town but they cannot tell how much they want until
they go home.”3!

The Hazards’ door-to-door sales work suggests
that they were comfortable with slaveholding.
While identities were often obscured in orders from
the South, some bills contained the names and ages
of enslaved people. For example, an order revealed
that “Steven” was 5°5” tall and his measurements
“round the breast in inches and the height of the
arm from the middle or seam in the back to the
hand,” was 39 32; “Isaac” was §’10” and 39
34.%% For these northern industrialists, slavery was
no abstraction; the Hazards solicited orders for
enslaved people who had names. The brothers even
commented on the management styles of the planters.
In 1829, Isaac Hazard informed a sales agent: “We
got an order today from J. H. Couper for 2900 yds
of milled double Kersey.....The high character of J.
H. Couper as a Planter and careful human manager
of Negroes is well known.”* The Hazard brothers
admired Couper, who owned a cotton plantation in
the Georgia Sea Islands. The comment on his human
management skills indicates that Northern textile
manufacturers, like their southern clients, accepted
slavery in the South as a given.

For the Hazard brothers slavery was not a
distant institution. Aside from kersey, the Hazards
procured tools for their regular customers. In 1830,
Isaac Hazard ordered two dozen axes for one of “his
friends from the South”; he made sure they were “of
the very best description of warranted goods.”* The
Hazards counted southern slaveholders as friends
and business acquaintances. This was especially true
for Rowland G. Hazard, who spent twenty-three
years peddling his family’s kersey from plantation
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House chambers and said: “My own convictions are
that it [slavery] is the worst existing form of society
for all concerned.” Arguing for immediate repeal
of the law, Hazard continued, “I am convinced
that the slave laws are so repugnant to the moral

important subject.... Whereas the State of Rhode
Island and other States in which slavery has been
abolished, decided upon this matter, without dictation,
interference, or control, from those States in which
slavery still exists—Resolved, That in the opinion of
this meeting, all such States ought to be left to set, in

This anti-abolition statement sought to reassure
southerners that Rhode Island businessmen were
not in agreement with antislavery sentiments. Three
leading proponents of anti-abolitionism, Nicholas
Brown, William Goddard and Smith Bosworth,
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in the Peace Dale kersey industry, decided to take
a public stand against slavery. His sentiment
was grounded in genuine moral objections to the
institution of slavery. Speaking in response to the
1850 Fugitive Slave Law, as a member of the Rhode
Island House of Representatives, Hazard stood in the

relations of friendship and of business between
different sections of our country, but to menace with
destruction of the rights, privileges and blessings,
enjoyed under the Union, and accrued by the
Constitution, We the People of Providence, deem it to
be a solemn duty to our fellow-citizens and ourselves,
explicitly to declare our sentiments upon this vitally

via the Fugitive Slave Act. Yet he acknowledged in
his statement that he had a special relationship with

Left: Plantation of J. Hamilton Couper, South Carolina. Couper was

a loyal customer of the Hazard brothers. (#185-z, J. Hamilton Couper
Plantation Records, Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library,
The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill).




46 THE BUSINESS OF SLAVERY AND ANTISLAVERY SENTIMENT

southern slaveholding states when he asserted: “I am
by descent, by the interest of business and the ties of
friendship, more closely allied with the South than
any other man in this House or perhaps the state.” He
reconciled the continued existence of the institution
in the southern states and his own investments in it
by clinging to an ideology of state’s rights:

It is generally conceded that we must not interfere with

this institution in the States by enactment of the general

government, it seems hardly fair that they should ask us

not only to let them alone, but to insist we shall become
what they themselves most heartily despise, slave hunters.*

While he was comfortable condemning the
capture and return of fugiéive slaves in his own state,
Hazard was not willing to denounce the existence
of slavery outside his region. Distance from the
institution mattered for Hazard‘s proclaimed
antislavery sentiments, yet his business did not
allow him to maintain a physical separation from
the institution of slavery. Unlike many northern
industrialists, Hazard had first-hand knowledge of
slavery. He spent the winter months in the South
visiting plantations and courting the business of
slaveholders; slaveholders were Hazard’s only clients.
His family’s business was doubly dependent on slave
labor; they bought from and sold to slaveholders.
While Hazard may have been able to ideologically
distance himself from the institution of slavery by
advocating against the enforcement of the Fugitive
Slave Law in Rhode Island, he was immersed in
the realities and cruelties the system inflicted on all
black people. Regardless of his personal indictment
of slaveholding, Hazard accepted the right of white
southerners to practice race-based slavery, and in
return he expected plantation owners to respect
the right of northerners to condemn and disregard
the Congressional imperative to return formerly
enslaved people to servitude. He asserted that he
respected the laws and customs of the Southern
region and did not wish to force the laws and
customs of his own region on the South. He was

affronted that some southerners had the audacity to
disregard the laws of another section by, in effect,
forcing others to enslave free men.

Rowland G. Hazard was a part of a generation of
northerners who were increasingly critical of slavery
and “The Slave Power.”*? Despite the interdependence
of northern industry and southern agriculture and
raw materials, after 1830 a distinctive regional
divide began to separate the North and the South.*
Northerners had legally dismantled the institution of
slavery and were increasingly committed to free labor
and the family farm. Southerners, on the other hand,
remained wedded to the plantation economy and
were eager to take their slave property west. In 1840,
ninety-nine percent of black northerners were free
and upwards of ninety percent of black southerners
were enslaved.** The North and South were coming
apart over slavery and Rowland G. Hazard had a
stake in both the northern and southern positions.
As a New England antislavery mill owner he was
invested in free wage labor; however, as a kersey
dealer he was also dependent on slaveholding clients.

Even before he spoke out against the enforcement
of the Fugitive Slave Law, Hazard had recognized
the precarious position in which race-based slavery
placed all people of African descent. In particular,
he abhorred the imprisonment and enslavement of
free northern blacks in New Orleans. He routinely
visited prisons and courthouses there seeking out
illegally enslaved African Americans. Interventions
on behalf of captive blacks would have been familiar
to Hazard. His father and grandfather had been
participants in the activist work of the Providence
Abolition Society. The Society filed suit on behalf
of several illegally enslaved blacks in Rhode Island
in 1789, 1790 and 1791, and brought the first suit
against illegal slave trading in the state in 1795.
Although he was not born until 1801, Rowland
G. Hazard would have known of the antislavery
activism of his father and grandfather. In his own
work on behalf of free blacks in New Orleans,

Hazard followed in the activist footsteps of his
immediate forebears.*

If Rowland Hazard’s public denunciation of
slavery took place in Rhode Island, his activism
was largely based in the South. In 1841, while
on business in New Orleans, Rowland Hazard
worked to free one hundred illegally enslaved
African Americans and West Indians after a jailed
black sailor smuggled a letter to him asking for
assistance. The man claimed to be a free citizen of
Newport, Rhode Island, who had been arrested
under the suspicion that he was a runaway slave
when his ship docked in New Orleans. Dozens of
other black sailors shared the same fate and were
put to work on local chain gangs. Concerned about
the Newport man’s situation, Hazard sought out
other Rhode Islanders in the city who knew the
sailor; however, none of them were willing to testify
on the prisoner’s behalf. Hazard was appalled:
“There were men in the city who knew him and
that he was free but to my utter amazement I could
not induce any one of them to go into court and
testify.”*¢ Hazard found only one man willing to
help in his crusade to free the prisoners—Jacob
Barker, a banker who occasionally practiced law.
The two men were of like mind; Barker refused
to accept “a very large fee” for representing the
imprisoned men.*’

With Barker, Rowland Hazard undertook a
systematic campaign to free scores of black men who
had been wrongly detained in New Orleans. Hazard
participated actively in Barker’s investigation,
interviewing sixty-five men and recording their
names and stories. He asked how they ended up in
prison, and the names of persons that Hazard and
Barker could contact to prove their status as free men.
Most were sailors from the North; the others were
West Indian. They had come to Louisiana unaware
that local law required all free persons of color to
carry freedom papers. The seamen had been seized
by the state as runaways. Once arrested, the men
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were “treated like slaves,” Hazard remembered. He
described the working conditions of one captive, “I
found him subject to brutal treatment and compelled
to work on the streets with a heavy chain attached
to a massive ring firmly riveted about his ankle, and
in this condition compelled under a brutal driver
to work upon the public streets.”*® Hazard’s use of
words and phrases like “driver” and “treated like
slaves” reveals his familiarity with the vocabulary of
plantation servitude.

Hazard and Barker employed various strategies
to secure the enslaved men’s freedom. They first
argued that some of the captives were not black. This
was an important distinction in Louisiana where the
French system of slavery restricted the institution to
those in whom black blood predominated; of “six
men brought into the court to test this point five
were ordered to be set at liberty.” To orchestrate
the release of the others Hazard and Barker sent
away for documentation proving their status as
free men. Some of the captives lacked any such
papers. As a result, Hazard and Barker requested
statements from “well respected” white residents
who attested to the free status of the prisoners.
The authorities in New Orleans resented Hazard’s
and Barker’s intervention and the court refused
to release the prisoners due to technicalities. A
judge ruled against one man’s freedom because the
signature of the notary on his freedom papers had
not been properly certified. Prison officials began
to treat the captives more harshly—denying them
adequate food and water. One man was beaten
nearly to death. Barker and Hazard responded
by bringing cruelty charges against the prison
guards. “In our earnest efforts we encountered the
law delay till from sheer impatience we resolved
to risk decisive action,” Hazard recounted in
autobiographical notes written some years later.
They were successful: “In this we were victorious,
and a grand jury in New Orleans presented the
city officials with instruction to the prosecuting
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attorney to proceed against them for cruelty to
these negroes,” Hazard remembered.*

Despite threats from prison officials, Barker
and Hazard continued their benevolent labors in
New Orleans as the favorable grand jury decision
received attention in the local press. Hazard later
recalled that he was “daily reminded by the brutal
threat of those clutched prey I sought to rescue, by
the warnings of friends, and by the intimidation
of the public press that I was proceeding at the
imminent risk of mob violence and the extremity of
Lynch law.” Ultimately, Hazard and Barker were
instrumental in the release of one hundred free men
of color. Hazard later recalled:

I felt there were some objects of effort, some

sentiments more controlling than the love of life and

that though I did not aspire to or covet a martyr’s

crown, I could meet my threatened fate at the lamp

post rather than abandon the unfortunate friendless

down-trodden men whose cause I had espoused.”*°
The threats against Hazard’s person proved empty
and his business was not affected by the incident,
perhaps because slaveholders were concerned with
upholding the “respectability” and “lawfulness”
of the institution of slavery.

Rowland G. Hazard did not work behind the
scenes on behalf of the illegally enslaved men; he
was very open in his advocacy. He sought out his
contemporaries, requested their assistance, and then
visited prisons and courthouses questioning the
illegal detainment of black men. Hazard did this in
a state and region that depended economically on
race-based slavery, where it was legally assumed
that all people of African descent were slaves. He
committed substantial financial resources to his
advocacy. Hazard hired Barker and paid his fees;
moreover, he most likely lost money in the time he
spent working on these cases. Hazard claimed he
worked constantly securing freedom for illegally
enslaved black sailors. In so doing, he risked the loss
of business contracts in the region. In addition, as he
indicated in his memoir, he was incredibly proud of

his work on behalf of the sailors. He later recalled:
“I became intensely interested—intensely excited—
and for weeks worked nearly twenty of twenty-four
hours—it was in the most earnest effort of my life
that the love of justice and hatred of oppression
developed and manifested.” Moreover, on the floor
of the Rhode Island General Assembly Hazard
publically proclaimed that he fought for the liberty
of black men “in the strongholds of slavery, in the
prisons of the chain gang, and in the courts of New
Orleans.” He went on to boast that he continued
his work for the illegally enslaved black men,
“though repeatedly threatened with lynch law by
the officials.” Hazard’s defense of the New Orleans
captives gave him immense personal satisfaction.’!
While Hazard was willing to advocate on behalf
of the unlawfully bound freemen from the northern
U.S. and West Indies, he was not willing to criticize
the regional institution (race-based slavery) that put
them in such a precarious position. Further, he seemed
oblivious to, or at least unwilling to acknowledge
that, having come to New Orleans to sell kersey, he
was part of system that oppressed all black people,
not only the illegally enslaved men.”? Hazard was
willing to tolerate southern slavery for the sake of
his business and his views on states’ rights, but he

A small advertising card with a written note that the Charleston
establishment carried “Hazards Negro Cloths.” (RHi X 17 1207).
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was critical of slavery in general and denounced the
enslavement of free blacks whether in New Orleans
or in the North via the Fugitive Slave Act. Like most
antebellum northerners, Hazard opposed slave
labor and its expansion west. He claimed that he
was not an “apologist of slavery”; nevertheless, he
reconciled his moral abhorrence of the institution
with his rescue of the illegally enslaved. Hazard’s
“crusade” against illegal slavery in the South and his
antislavery positions at home allowed him to excuse
his own complicity in southern slaveholding.
Rowland G. Hazard’s simultaneous support of
and opposition to southern slaveholding exemplifies
the situation of a group of;northern businessmen who
opposed slavery on moral grounds but supported and
profited from slavery through their business dealings.
Hazard was indeed, “a businessman with a sensitive
soul, a slave cloth dealer with anti-slavery sentiments,
a defender of black rights who hated abolitionists...a
walking contradiction.”? Hazard considered himself
to be against slavery in the North and its expansion
in the West. However, he thought radical antislavery
activists to be irresponsible fanatics. He had
antislavery sentiments, but was not an active
abolitionist who worked to destroy the institution
of slavery. His ability to reconcile his economic
complicity in southern slaveholding with his moral
condemnation of slavery was grounded in a specific
historical and social context. It mattered that Hazard
was a northerner from Rhode Island. From the colonial
period through the antebellum, the businesses of
slavery were central to the economy in Rhode Island.
And while Rhode Islanders were willing to accept
the elimination of slaveholding in their midst they
remained complicit in slaveholding outside their state,
justas Hazard perpetuated southern slaveholding while
denouncing the institution at home. In the antebellum
North, a region dependent on southern raw goods,
Hazard’s seemingly hypocritical activities made sense.
Hazard’s sentiment was grounded in genuine moral
objections to the institution of slavery; however his

moral objections did not override his own economic
interests. For this reason, his primary objection to the
1850 Fugitive Slave Law was the requirement that
he participate in the maintenance of the institution
of slavery while in his home state, not that the law
protected the existence of slavery in the southern
United States. Hazard rationalized that he could affect
slaveholding in his own region and he did. Not only
did he publically condemn slavery, he also worked to
free illegally enslaved free blacks in the South. He was
a strong critic of the intrusion of chattel slavery in his
own “section”(i.e., region), however he did not feel
that he could impose his views concerning slavery on
southerners. Consequently, Hazard could reconcile
his complicity in southern slaveholding because he
felt that it would be wrong to oppose the existence
of slavery outside his region. For Hazard there was
no contradiction; there was no hypocrisy. He was an
antislavery businessman, who happened to sell kersey
to southern slaveholders.

Individuals like Rowland G. Hazard challenge rigid
regional categories, specifically antislavery studies that
focus on small groups of radical abolitionists instead of
larger groups of industrialists who perpetuated slavery
while criticizing the existence of slave labor. Studies of the
northern antislavery movement and northern complicity
must expand to include seemingly contradictory figures
like Rowland G. Hazard because simply branding the
antislavery manufacturers hypocrites trivializes the
complexities of northern opposition to and support for
southern slaveholding. Many northern businessmen
who invested in slavery were anti-abolitionists; some
like Rowland G. Hazard, had antislavery sympathies,
yet he also “promoted, prolonged and profited from
slavery.”** The competing interests of some northern
businessmen are concrete reminders that nineteenth-
century antislavery sentiment was not confined to those
who called for an immediate or even an eventual end
to slavery in the United States. Antislavery rhetoric
and actions also came from unlikely people—such as a
Rhode Island slave cloth dealer.
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Workers at the Royal Weaving Company, Pawtucket, ca. 1910-19135.
RIHS Collections (RHi X3 487).
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Elizabeth Nord’s Tennis Lesson:

How a Labor Leader Got Her Start in the
Pawtucket-Central Falls YWCA Industrial Program

DoroTHEA BROWDER

n 1917 one evening after work at the Lorraine

Mills in Pawtucket, a fifteen-year-old weaver
named Elizabeth Nord made her way over to the
Pawtucket-Central Falls Young Women’s Christian
Association on Broad Street in Central Falls.
Whatever the Association’s name might suggest,
Nord was not seeking spiritual guidance. She planned
to join the YWCA Industrial Club, a working girls’
club, where she could learn to play tennis after
her long workday in the mill. Nord’s destination
that night was not an unusual one for a young
working woman. In this era, hundreds of young
Rhode Island working women gathered in YWCA
industrial clubs, especially in the Pawtucket-Central
Falls club located right on the border between two
of Rhode Island’s largest industrial cities. On that
fateful night in 1917, with a modest intent to master
tennis, Elizabeth Nord entered a milieu that would
profoundly shape her life’s path. The teenage Nord
would find that joining the YWCA Industrial Club
in Pawtucket was one of the most important and
meaningful actions of her life. Through the YWCA
she gained skills, knowledge, confidence, and a
female support network that together ushered, her
into a lifelong career advocating for working people.

Industrial clubs for young women, which
combined social, educational, and political activities,
were part of a national program of the YWCA’s
Industrial Department. By the 1920s, the YWCA
had initiated more than eight hundred local
industrial clubs across the nation. At its height in
the 1930s, the program organized 50,000 women

annually.! In the clubs, young working women like
Nord gained knowledge, made friends, played sports,
forged a sense of female labor solidarity, and honed
public speaking and organizing skills. The national
YWCA Industrial Department connected local clubs
through shared program work, regional and national
conferences, and visits and publications from national
staff. Club members who took on leadership roles
developed a sense of commonality with other working
women across the region and nation.

The YWCA was one of the largest women’s
organizations of the first half of the twentieth
century, with hundreds of thousands of members.
Through industrial clubs, working women joined
an ecumenical group of college students, middle-
class women, and elite women, all seeking solutions
to pressing social problems.? One of a number of
efforts to organize women across class lines in this
period, the national YWCA Industrial Program,
though unique in being nominally Protestant, was
successful in reaching the most working women of
any organization of the period.?

Had Nord encountered the YWCA’s programs a
few years before 1917, she might have been irritated
and alienated by its conservative focus. Groups of
middle-class Protestant women formed the first
Young Women’s Christian Associations in the United
States in the mid-nineteenth century, out of concern
for the “temporal, moral and religious welfare
of self-supporting young women.”* Operating
primarily in cities on the East Coast, YWCA
organizers opened boarding houses, operated room
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and job placement services, set up lunchrooms,
and provided educational and recreational classes
for young working women. Some Associations
offered job training, first in “legitimately feminine”
occupations such as sewing and domestic service,
and then, as work opportunities expanded, in
stenography, typewriting, bookkeeping, and pen-
manship.® In the late nineteenth century, staff
members visited factories during noon lunch hours
to hold Bible classes and religious discussions.
YWCA organizers also invited young female
workers to evening social events.

In 1904, however, the national YWCA leadership
signaled an increased commitment to expanding its
working-class membership, appointing Florence
Simms to head a new “Industrial Program.” Simms
was a young woman from Indiana who had worked
for the YWCA around the country in various
capacities since her 1895 graduation from DePauw
University.® The effort began as an extension
of the Association’s evangelical work. Through

bl

lessons in “Applied Christianity,” elite Protestant
women had previously initiated YW programs that
encouraged working women to meet a standard
of a proper “Christian” life through modesty,
temperance, and decency. YW staff reached out
to young workers in order to save them from the
dangers and temptations to “unchristian behavior”
that accompanied urban life.” However, working
women approached by the YWCA staff urged
the organization to offer a program that would
be more relevant to their problems of long hours,
dirty and unsafe working conditions, and low pay.
They wanted some control over the content of
YW offerings; they sought programs that would
help them understand the political and economic
context within which they worked. Florence
Simms was sensitive to industrial club members’
requests. Furthermore, she had been influenced by
new educational theorists like John Dewey and the
Social Gospel movement. Consequently, in the early

19108, Simms shifted the program’s approach, from
top-down moral uplift to self-governed industrial
clubs whose working-class members played a role
in program planning.®

By the late 1910s, local YWCA clubs like the
one at the Pawtucket-Central Falls Association had
organized into regional federations that sponsored
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A postcard of the Pawtucket-Central Falls Young Women’s Christian
Association. (From the collection of the author).

conferences where working women devised their own
activities. Young workers claimed more control at
the local level as well. A staff member or “industrial
secretary” oversaw the local club activities, but by
the time Nord joined in 1917, working women
elected leaders and planned. programs together
with the secretary.” The Pawtucket-Central Falls
YWCA industrial club had just begun to shift its
program toward labor-oriented education along
with recreation and social opportunities.

The YWCA industrial clubs had much to offer
Rhode Island’s working women in the early years
of the twentieth century. Rhode Island had an
especially high concentration of laboring women;
by 1910, more than one in three women over age
thirteen worked for wages, a higher proportion than
anywhere besides Massachusetts and the District

10 Of these women, the majority

of Columbia.
worked in textiles. Women over age sixteen made
up nearly three-fourths of the hosiery and knitted
goods workers, over half of those in silk, and over
two-fifths of those in the cotton goods and woolen
and worsted industries.'! As working families were
dependent on their children’s income, most young
working-class women left school early and had little
access to formal education.!? Textile work in such
cities as Pawtucket and Central Falls was not casy."
Women held the lower-paid jobs and had little access
to leadership positions (or even membership) in
unions. An American Federation of Labor official
expressed male unionists’ reluctance to accept
women as equal workers when he wrote, in 1909,
that “it is to the interest of all of us that female labor
should be limited so as not to injure the motherhood

and family life of the nation.”™*

Silk warping machines and workers, Royal Weaving Company, Pawtucket,
ca. 1910-1915; RIHS collections (RTHS X3 875).
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Elizabeth Nord was a typical member of the
Pawtucket-Central Falls YWCA industrial club:
she was an immigrant who had a strong sense of
working-class identity, and she craved educational
opportunities and social time with other working
women. Born in Lancashire, England in 1902, Nord
emigrated to Rhode Island with her father, mother,
and two brothers when she was ten years old. In
England, Nord’s mother’s family were weavers who
worked in the textile factories of Lancashire. Nord’s
relatives on both her mother’s and father’s sides were
union organizers and supporters; her father, Richard,
had been a coal miner in England, and became a
machinist in Rhode Island.’’ Union protection was
so valued by Nord’s English relatives that her English
aunt once expressed shock at the idea that Nord and
her coworkers were not unionized.'®

With a family history of textile work, Elizabeth
Nord sought employment in the Pawtucket mills.
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At fourteen, she was hired as a quiller at the
Royal Weaving Company. Quillers operated the
quilling machine, which filled the bobbins used in
the shuttles on the loom.'” Her younger brother,
Charles, also worked at Royal Weaving, training to
be a mule spinner, a “skilled” job. When she was
fifteen, Nord joined her mother (whose name was
also Elizabeth) as a wool weaver at the Lorraine
Mill.’® Mrs. Nord wanted a better life for her
daughter; she suggested that Elizabeth enter silk
weaving, a more highly skilled trade. A year or so
later, Nord gained a position at Salembier & Clay’s
silk mill in Central Falls, which she later described
as the finest such mill, hghly respected for detailed
work with very few imperfections.’” The YWCA
was just a short stroll down Broad St., less than a
mile from Nord’s workplace.

The club offered wonderful social opportunities.
At the YWCA, young working women like Elizabeth
Nord found a congenial atmosphere where they
could meet other young workers with similar
interests. Nord recalled that, “especially in my
work—in weaving—there weren’t many people
in my age group with the same interests. A lot of
married women. Men, you’d see a lot of men. And
[married] women.”? In the Industrial Club program,
Nord had a “wonderful experience, really a great
experience.” She remembered:

They would have a special night on which they would

serve supper. My dad would say ... “Do you remember

when you used to ask me to kill a chicken to take to

the YWCA supper?” He had a few chickens, I said,
“Can I have a chicken on Thursday night, Dad?”2!

Shared suppers anchored the program, built
bonds among the women, and fueled the members
for a rigorous evening. Club evenings at the YWCA
would last from 6:00 until about 9:30. The program
included guest speakers, discussion, crafts, and
sports. After supper, the industrial members would
hold an assembly to discuss important issues. The
YWCA’s industrial staff—whom Nord recalled as

“marvelous people, really great people”—would
invite experts in issues that interested club members.
The visitors lectured, then led conversations, on
subjects such as labor laws, economic history, and
studies of textile industries abroad.?? After assembly,
Elizabeth Nord remembered, club members would
have “gymnasium. And then basketball. By that
time you’d be half-dead. And then swimming...One
right after the other.” Nord recalled that “those in
your group became your friends, you know, a group
of friends with the same interests and age group.”?

Nord and her fellow club members grew close

(19

over the many recreation opportunities that YWCA
staff emphasized to counter long days standing or
sitting in factories. Pawtucket YWCA Industrial
Secretary Wilma Duntze noted that it was “hardly
possible to record the number of hikes and picnics,
large and small” that took place.?* The club members
went on hikes to Lincoln Woods and outings to
Shawomet. A dance drew such a large attendance
that it produced a $14.00 surplus, which members
added to the fund for summer conferences. And
women health experts offered club members a health
talk and a demonstration of the physical exam the
YWCA offered.” In 1924, the Industrial Program
coordinated with the YWCA’s Health Education
Department to organize noon volleyball games at
Coats, Lorraine, Lumb Knitting, Lebanon, and
Sayles Bleacheries, among other mills, immediately
drawing nearly one hundred participants. Club
members also put on exhibition basketball games
at the YWCA. %6

In addition to recreation, the Pawtucket YWCA
offered Elizabeth Nord an opportunity for a female
working-class solidarity. It brought her into contact
with women who worked outside textile factories, as
not all Pawtucket YWCA industrial members were
textile workers—their ranks included waitresses,
power machine operators, jewelry industry workers,
and household employees.?” The industrial program
offered women like Nord a chance to forge alliances
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YWCA members play tennis. RIHS Collections (RHi X17 1427).

beyond their own ethnic institutions, similar to
but developing earlier than the “working-class
Americanism” that Gary Gerstle found in 1930s
Woonsocket. Scholars such as Gerstle and Louise
Lamphere have noted the cultural insularity of ethnic
groups in early twentieth-century Rhode Island.
Lampbhere, writing of Central Falls, found that wdge-
earning women’s “non-work experience was confined
to ethnic settings. Neighborhood, church, and letsure
activities created networks of families bound together
through a common identity as French-Canadian,
English, or Polish.”?# Nord, though, did not find close
ties in her neighborhood or church, so the YWCA
offered her particularly valuable opportunities for
community. Luckily for her, in the 1920s the YWCA

-5

Industrial Program in Rhode Island (and nationally)
sought to increase its outreach to immigrants from
many backgrounds. By 193 5, the Pawtucket YWCA
included women who identified as “American,
Armenian, Assyrian, Canadian, English, French,
French-Canadian, French-American, French-Irish,
German, Greek, Irish, Irish-American, Irish-Scotch,
Irish-Italian, Italian, Jewish, Lithuanian, Polish,
Portuguese, Russian, Scotch, Swedish, and Syrian.”?
Its industrial program provided a milieu where
young women workers of immensely varied ethnic
and religious backgrounds could become acquainted
through their common interests.

Elizabeth Nord remembered her friends from
the YWCA—staff as well as fellow workers—as
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the center of her social life throughout the 1920s
and into the 1930s. Her YWCA friends came to her
family’s home at 595 Benefit Street in Pawtucket,
which she shared for decades with her parents and
her younger brother.®® She recalled that “a lot of
these [YWCA] people were happy to have someplace
to come to, like YW secretaries [program staff] and
people like this, happy to have a home to go to so
to speak. So your family knows these folks...as a
matter of fact, they were really fond of some of
these people.”3! She recalled her neighborhood as
not close-knit at all, with few community activities
to bring people together. She sometimes attended
church services, taking the bus down to St. Paul’s
on Park Place, and was confirmed in the Episcopal
church, but otherwise the church played little role

b

in her life. “Of course,” she recalled, “then my
big social thing for years was YW things, and YW
people, where I’d either be with them at the YW or
they’d be at my house, or whatever we did.”*

The dictates of her employment made it difficult
for Elizabeth Nord to attend school as a teenager;
yet she had a desire to be educated, and the YW was
a superb educational resource for Nord and other
working women. Nord left regular school after sixth
grade, but then took evening classes and finished
seventh and eighth grade in one year, “with the help of
a teacher.” She took high school courses as well, “for
years, doing all kinds of nothing,” mostly business
courses, as those were what was available. She studied
“English, typing, arithmetic,” nothing she felt of great
practical use to her but because, she recalled, “I just
wanted to go to school...I loved reading.” She greatly
enjoyed studying—*“loved biology” when she attended
a year of high school in the mornings while working
night shifts, she remembered.>* While these courses fed
Nord’s general love of learning, the YWCA provided
both the framework she was missing in school (where
most of the courses seemed geared toward training her
for secretarial work, in which she was uninterested)
and a much broader, more relevant and fun experience.

The education component of the Pawtucket
YW Industrial Program (like that of the national
YWCA program) was not directed toward working
class mobility. Instead, it addressed issues of deep
importance to women workers. Nord recalled her
father’s pride in his work for the Pawtucket water
department, and her mother’s satisfaction in training
her to weave. “Iloved my weaving and knocking the
old looms around!” Nord recalled. “I never expected
to leave it.”** What the YWCA offered was both
education for personal growth and education that
working women could put to use in the workplace.*

For Elizabeth Nord, the Pawtucket-Central Falls
industrial club program also offered leadership
opportunities. In 1923, at age twenty, she became
president of her club. She held the position into the
late 1920s, when she joined the Pawtucket YWCA’s
board of directors. An enthusiastic leader, Nord
helped shape the Pawtucket industrial club into a
“very flourishing program,” according to Grace
Coyle of the national industrial staff, who regularly
visited and reported on local clubs in the region.3

In the twin cities of Pawtucket and Central Falls,
where most of the population of 90,000 was, like
Nord, linked to textiles, the industrial club organized
educational and artistic projects around the textile
industry. In 1925, for instance, members launched
a study that provided foundations for a national
YWCA program on textile work. The study was
initially entitled “Historic and Economic Factors
of the Textile Industry: a six weeks’ project.” It
was renamed “24,000 Miles of Textile Romance”
in “the belief that popularizing the titles was the only
way of making an effort on ‘Historic and Economic
Factors’ acceptable.” The project‘s organizers had high
goals that mirrored those of the YWCA Industrial
Program: to highlight the dignity of labor, emphasize
working women’s skills, and foster a sense of pride,
solidarity, and labor internationalism. The project
and its culminating public exhibit were written up in
the local press.”” In 1930, national Industrial Program

.
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staff chose the Pawtucket program to lead a study
of the textile industry in New England. The young
women who directed Pawtucket’s textile project
gathered information and personal stories that the
national Industrial Program spread to members
throughout the United States, linking Rhode
Island’s textile workers with household workers in
Minneapolis, candy makers in St. Louis, and mill
and tobacco workers in North Carolina.?

Not all Pawtucket YW industrial club activities
focused on work. “Making a Living and a Life,” the
title of a December 192.4 talk that drew three hundred
members, suggests the educational philosophy in the
industrial program. The same month in which the club

A lunch room at the YWCA, 1920. RIHS Collections (RHi X17 1426).

organized the textile exhibit, Pawtucket and Central
Falls members also put on an operetta, “The Fire
Prince,” to an audience of 265, and attended weekly
“Charm School” on subjects such as “The Charm
of a Real Home” and “Appreciate—art, reading
and music.”¥ The young women held political
debates and rallies in which members “divided
into three parties,” Democrat, Republican, and
Progressive, “according to individual convictions.”
The club members presented their party’s history,
its platform, and candidate qualifications, closing
with a torchlight parade.*® Luminaries such as Mary
Anderson, Director of the Women’s Bureau of the
U.S. Labor Department, came to the Pawtucket club
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to encourage political engagement.*! Nord and her
fellow club members also attended cultural events.
In 1931, for example, a group took a special trip to
Brown University to hear poet Countee Cullen.*
These activities demonstrate both how the
YWCA’s Industrial Program promoted broader
horizons for women like Nord, and how the
national effort relied on the growing skills of
women in the industrial clubs. National and local
program staff sought to provide tools that would
enable young working women to analyze their
place in the broader economic and social system,
to maintain pride in their working-class identities,
and to understand theif responsibilities to other
working women, including those in other nations.
Elizabeth Nord’s education took place not only
at the YWCA in Pawtucket, but also at regional
and national YWCA industrial conferences, where
she participated with other working-class YWCA
members in workshops, lectures, discussions, and
recreation. The summer conferences were planned
by elected members of the local industrial clubs, with
help from staff.*3 At the annual regional conferences,
held in scenic rural settings in upstate New York,
Nord and other Rhode Island club delegates met
with YWCA members from the northeastern
states.** The conferences ran for a week or ten days,
combining recreation with program planning and
in-depth study of political, social, and religious
issues. They provided working women like Nord
with rare opportunities to hear political and social
reformers and labor activists. Prominent leaders
in the women’s, labor, peace, and cooperative
movements lectured and led conversations exploring
connections between those movements and working
women’s lives. A.J. Muste, the peace activist and
labor educator, was a frequent YW conference
leader. Representatives from the Women’s Trade
Union League and the National Consumers League
also spoke frequently at YW gatherings. Conference
participants addressed their responsibilities to other

working women. For instance, the women at the
1926 Northeastern summer conference discussed
the Passaic, N.]., textile strike at length, took up a
collection, and added the money from their camp
cooperative bookstore to contribute to the strike
fund.® Finally, delegates passed platforms meant to
guide all industrial club members.

For women like Elizabeth Nord, the summer
conferences also provided a rare place for interracial
contact and organizing as well as a site for discussing
nativist and racial prejudices. Increasingly, working
women in the Industrial Program addressed racial
justice and participated in local interracial projects.*
The national Industrial Program sought to foster
ties among women of different backgrounds; by
the early 1920s, the program was particularly
focused on encouraging “Unity in Industry” among
native-born white women, women of color, and
immigrant women. This emphasis was apparent
at the program’s conferences.*” When Elizabeth
Nord attended the 1924 National Industrial
Assembly, a group of 3 50 members that met as part
of the YWCA’s biennial National Convention, the
conference program focused particularly on racial
and interethnic relationships.*®

Race was a major emphasis at the northeastern
industrial club conference a few months later,
at the 1924 Summit Lake Camp in Central
Valley, N.Y., where Elizabeth Nord served as a
Pawtucket delegate and as conference treasurer.
This conference, previously attended by only white
delegates, had advocated equal workplace treatment
for African-American women five years earlier. By
1924 the gathering was interracial. Participants
heard a presentation on the injustices faced by
black Americans in general and the “Negro girl
in industry” in particular. In the discussion that
followed, a number of delegates described their
own experiences with prejudice. Myrtle Anderson,
a New Yorker who was at the 1924 National
Convention with Nord, “told of her difficulty in

getting a start in any line of work because of her
color.” Another delegate, Dorothy Cranck, related
that she had “met many difficulties with the white
girls with whom she worked.”* Floria Pinkney, a
trade school graduate from Brooklyn, “told of her
experience and the difficulty of getting a chance to
advance in her trade by her own efforts.” Pinkney
found herself confined to domestic work like many
women of color; she soon spearheaded efforts to get
household workers’ concerns higher on the agenda
of the YWCA industrial clubs.*! Nord’s experiences
suggest a vibrant culture at regional and national
YWCA conferences, in which barriers between
ethnic, religious, and racial groups began to crumble
as early as the 1920s.

Elizabeth Nord’s involvement in the YWCA
propelled her into the thriving women’s labor
education movement of the 1920s.* Nord spent
the summers of 1923 and 1924 at the Bryn Mawr
Summer School for Women Workers. She learned
of the program through a flyer on the Pawtucket
YWCA bulletin board, applied successfully, and was
awarded a scholarship. YWCA industrial secretaries
had helped to organize and staff this early experiment
in workers’ education, and they recruited the bulk of
working women in the early years. Founded by Bryn
Mawr president M. Carey Thomas in 1921, with
help from the YWCA, the Women’s Trade Union
League, the National Consumers League, and some
unions, the Bryn Mawr Summer School educated
hundreds of working women in the 1920s.** Much
like the YWCA summer industrial conferences, the
Bryn Mawr summer program brought together
working women from a range of backgrounds for
education, recreation, and solidarity. The summer
school was one of the best class-bridging efforts
offered to working women in the 1920s.%

Only twenty years old when she arrived at Bryn
Mawr Summer School in 1923, Nord matriculated
with one hundred women from a wide range of
geographic areas, occupations, and ethnic and

An undated photograph of Elizabeth Nord. (Image ID 99961.jpg,
Wisconsin Historical Society).

nationality backgrounds. The participants worked
in textiles, garment making, electrical instruments,
candy making, tobacco, railroads, cardboard
manufacturing, tailoring, telephone switchboards,
shoe-making, glove making, millinery, automobile
assembly, engraving, printing, hosiery, bookbinding,
novelties, horseshoe nail manufacture, typewriter
assembly, and paper goods, among other blue-collar
occupations. Many identified simply as “ American,”
but others listed their nationalities as “Russian,
English, Roumanian, Lithuanian, Czecho-slovak,
Austro-Hungarian, Polish, [or] Italian.”%¢

The summer program of 1924 included a debate
on the Equal Rights Amendment and an international
folk music festival, celebrating the ethnic diversity of
the student body, as well as economics classes focused
on working people, astronomy programs, campfires,
and hikes, along with a rigorous writing program
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that emphasized the students’ own experiences.
Tensions arose over ethnic and religious differences
(especially between Southern white workers and
Jewish immigrants from the Northeast, and between
non-unionized and unionized students). However,
the school’s discussion-based curriculum and
emphasis on respecting difference ameliorated those
tensions; students frequently described themselves as
more broad-minded after attending the Bryn Mawr
Summer School.’

More than anything, the Bryn Mawr program
appears to have built confidence and skills.
Numerous students, including Elizabeth Nord, later
credited the summer school with setting them on
the road to social justice careers. Nord, an eager
student, recalled her experiences there with great
enthusiasm, calling the program:

... a whole story in itself which is absolutely

amazing...Absolutely marvelous, and the curriculum...

was not strictly geared to working in the trade union
movement, although that was the purpose...you

had social science, in addition to labor legislation,
economics, and some psychology and literature.

She remembered with pleasure a motto someone had
coined at the school: “To Give the Workers a Voice
in the Pen.”® Nord recalled an empathetic faculty
sympathetic to working women’s problems.*® She
received first-class teaching from the liberal and
radical faculty who staffed the school.®

Elizabeth Nord remained a vivid figure to Bryn
Mawr Summer School director Hilda Smith a half
century after Nord had matriculated. Smith was
impressed with Nord’s pride in her work. Nord told
her, “You know, it takes just as long to be a weaver as
it does to be a lawyer, and that’s nine years,” Smith
recalled, adding that the pride in skill was a family
matter. “Her mother taught her to weave; she taught
her brother to weave,” Smith remembered. Nord in
her first year was a “very quiet little person” who
“didn’t stand out,” Hilda Smith recalled. When
Elizabeth Nord returned to Rhode Island, American

Federation of Labor president William Green asked
her to speak about labor education. Green was so
impressed that he published her talk in the AFLs
The Federationist, and pressed her into service as a
regular lecturer. Nord became, Smith noted, “quite
well known as a speaker on labor education.” Smith
laughed to remember the school’s happiness to have
Nord back for another year, calling her a “most
remarkable person.”®' In 1924, Elizabeth Nord was
elected to a two-year position on the Bryn Mawr
summer school’s Joint Administrative Committee, a
governance committee equally composed of college
representatives and working women.®* She also
attended the Barnard Summer School for Working
Women in New York in the mid-1920s.%

In 1929, Nord sought more in-depth labor
education through an eight-month residential
program at Vineyard Shore School for Workers. She
was one of thirteen working women in the school’s
residential program, located in Hilda Smith’s “old-
fashioned house,” just across the Hudson River from
Vassar College. An outgrowth of the Bryn Mawr
summer school, Vineyard Shore offered an intensive
program in labor education. As at the Bryn Mawr
program and other labor schools, the Vineyard
Shore curriculum was based around workers’ own
experiences, using courses in psychology, economics,
history, and sociology.®* Nord returned to Salembier
& Clay in Central Falls after finishing at the Vineyard
Shore School in 1930. Throughout the 1920s
and 1930s, she publicized workers’ education at
conferences and labor conventions and in the press.®

The labor school experiences strengthened
Nord’s speaking, writing, and organizing skills,
but by the time she had enrolled in the Bryn Mawr
Summer School, the YWCA already had provided
her a strong grounding in labor activism in a female
setting. YWCA founders had not anticipated this
turn, though by the late 1910s, industrial staff were
beginning to promote it. As early as 1916, national
Industrial Program staff found themselves “on
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Dinner hour at J. & P. Coats Thread Mills, Central Falls. RIHS
Collections (RHi X3 5945).
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the firing line,” as one put it, regarding what their
relationship should be to trade unions. Though they
faced pressure from YWCA leaders and funders to
avoid unions, the industrial staff increasingly saw
it as their task to help organize working women.5
Beside providing networking opportunities for
industrial club members, the YWCA’s regional and
natjonal conferences inevitably led to conversations
about labor issues and workers’ right to organize. In
the summer of 1919, New England industrial club
members formally reinterpreted the YWCA’s purpose
from one of moral uplift to one of political action.
At the 1919 regional conference in Altamont, New
York, industrial club delegates passed a platform that
called for actively tackling “industrial problems,” and
“practicing Social Equality founded on our study of

Christ’s relationship to others.”¢” This emphasis on
awareness of political and industrial issues marked
a shift from a stress on personal morality in earlier
platforms.®® Further resolutions at the conference
included one “that working girls should accept
and apply the principle of collective bargaining in
order to obtain a living wage and better working

conditions.”®’

In 1919, arguing for workers’ right
to organize was political tinder both among YWCA
leaders and across American society. At this time, the
word “labor” was, one national YWCA leader later
recalled, a “dirty word.””°

A few months after the Altamont conference,
a national gathering of club members pressed for
major policy changes in the national YWCA. In

October 1919, Nord and her fellow club members
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sent a Pawtucket representative, Annie Johnston,
to Washington, D.C for the first YWCA National
Industrial Conference.”! Sixty-six delegates, rep-
resenting industrial clubs from around the country,
met to discuss a set of issues concurrently under
consideration by the First International Congress
of Working Women.”? They heard from prominent
figures like Mary Anderson, Margaret Dreier Robins
from the National Women’s Trade Union League,
Florence Simms, and representatives from other
progressive organizations.

At the end of the 1919 conference, delegates
passed a momentous resolution that called for the
entire YWCA membership and national leadership to
acknowledge workers’ right to collectively bargain.
The resolution also urged the YWCA to educate
its own members and the public on labor issues.
Delegates sent the resolution to the YWCA National
Board for consideration at the 1920 National
Convention. It passed at the national convention, but
only after significant debate. Its passage prompted a
YWCA national board member to publicly resign.”
A sign of the rising power of industrial members
and staff, the resolution also ushered in decades
of internecine struggle, as the Industrial Program’s
labor sympathies never gained full acceptance in
the YWCA’s boards and governing bodies.” Local
YWCAs varied greatly in their acceptance of labor
activism and in their willingness to allow working-
class members to share governance.”

The YWCA Industrial Program was among
a number of cross-class women’s efforts to help
working women, efforts that were sometimes fraught
with tensions but nonetheless accomplished much.
Starting in the late nineteenth century and well into
the early twentieth, organizations that allied elite,
middle-class and working-class women, such as
the YWCA, the Women’s Trade Union League, the
National Consumers League, and Working Girls’
Clubs, offered rare institutional resources to working
women who were largely neglected by labor unions

and had little to help them negotiate the power
differential between employers and employees.”

Class relations in these networks proved
complicated at times. The Women’s Trade Union
League, for instance, “ran into difficulties in its
attempt to form an egalitarian alliance of working
women and upper-class women,” notes historian
Nancy Schrom Dye.”” Within the YWCA, which
encompassed industrialists’ family members as well
as poorly paid wage workers, tensions quickly grew
once industrial members began to shape their own
programs and claim policy mandates for the interests
of the working class. Those early struggles within the
YWCA over the direction of the program and later
local struggles over labor activism illuminate the
barriers facing such efforts.

Elizabeth Nord’s leadership positions in the
YWCA led to leadership positions in a number
of these other women’s organizations. Within the
YWCA, Nord served as discussion leader in a cross-
class experiment, the “Student-Industrial Program,”
that developed in the 1920s (initiated by the
national YWCA’s Student and Industrial sections).
It brought together Pawtucket-Central Falls YWCA
members and a group of students at Pembroke
College, who were members of Pembroke’s Student
YWCA.” She served on the Executive Committee
of the Pawtucket-Central Falls YWCA throughout
the late twenties and early thirties, and in regional
YWCA posts as well. Nord was elected president of
the regional YWCA mid-winter conference in 1931,
at age twenty-nine, and served on the executive
board of the YWCA’s Northeast Industrial Council,
which coordinated programs and conferences in
the region. Also in 1931, Nord was elected the
first president of the Rhode Island Committee of
the Women’s Trade Union League, and went to
Boston for the League’s Conference on Economic
Planning.” She served on the board of directors of
the Rhode Island Consumers League for several
years starting in 1934.%° Through the YWCA,

Nord thus entered a broader network of cross-class
female reform.

Though Nord found supportive networks that
included middle-class women through these activities,
she encountered opposition in the leadership of her
own YWCA. The conflicts characteristic of cross-
class women’s organizations had always existed in

Young working women found many recreational opportunities at the
YWCA ca. 1935 (RHi X17 1428).

Rhode Island’s YWCA affiliates, as in local YWCAs
elsewhere. The subject of unions was a source of
tension both within local Associations and within
the national YWCA movement.?! Labor unions

had strong support from the staff of the YWCA’s
national Industrial Program and the working-class
women (including Nord) on the YWCA’s National
Industrial Council, which coordinated the program.
Industrial conference participants discussed unions;
their programs engendered a sense of solidarity and
common goals among working women. Indeed,

working women in the program had been hearing
about the benefits of unions at least since the first
National Industrial Conference of 1919. Yet Nord
found that the board of directors of her own
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YWCA was more sympathetic to employers than to
working women on the subject of labor rights.

In 1928, Elizabeth Nord joined the United Textile
Workers the first time she was offered the chance. She
left work at midnight on a Saturday night and saw
an organizer handing out leaflets on “a very stormy
night.” She recalled thinking, “My, my...he means
it!...to be standing out in this kind of weather...I was
very impressed.” The union was not very active in
the late 1920s, and Nord recalled sometimes being
the only one at the union hall on Broad Street at
meeting times.*> The union’s leadership was mostly
male and older, like most leadership in the American
Federation of Labor. As she began to rise to leadership
positions, Elizabeth Nord drew attention because
the rest of the upper ranks were exclusively male.
She later recalled a friendly warning from a business
manager: “They’ll knock the pins from under you”

Workers and machines for the twisting operation at the Royal Weaving
Mill Pawtucket, 1910-1918. RIHS Collection (RHi X3 1192).

as the only woman organizer. Her mental response,
she later recounted, was: “Nobody’s going to knock
the pins out from under me,” though at the time she
was unaware of the challenges that might face her as
a rare female organizer.3

Elizabeth Nord simultaneously worked as a
union organizer and an ardent leader of the YWCA,
a precarious mix of roles. In 1930, Nord served
as an official YWCA National Industrial Council
representative at the AFL convention in Boston.
YWCA national staff member Elsie Harper reported
with glee the sharp contrast of conservative-minded
old men, white-haired or bald, with the bright,
vibrant young YWCA women like Nord.?s Nord
herself later skirted an interviewer’s question about
prejudice she had encountered as a woman in the
labor movement, stating simply, “I think if you want
to do something and are interested, you can just do
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it. This has always been my experience.”® Being a
union organizer did not conflict with her leadership
role in the Industrial Program, but when she moved
into a YWCA position outside the Industrial
Program, it was a different story.

In 1928, the same year she became a member
of the union, Elizabeth Nord joined the Pawtucket-
Central Falls YWCA’s Board of Directors. During
Nord’s tenure on the Pawtucket YWCA Board of
Directors, from 1928 to 1936, developments in the
YW vividly embodied the persistent tensions around
labor activism and working-class agency.*” Labor
strife peppered Rhode Island in the early twentieth
century. Between 1919 and 19238, strikes broke out
across New England’s textile factories, as the industry
contracted in response to postwar conditions and
international competition.® Further strikes erupted
in the r930s, culminating in 1934, in what Gary
Gerstle terms the “single largest industrial action in
the history of American labor,” one which drew in a
majority of Rhode Island textile workers.®

Despite people in the national YW organization
who supported solidarity among working women,
numerous well-off YWCA women preferred
to continue to define their mission as uplift of
poor working girls. The Central Falls-Pawtucket
Association served mill workers and other laboring
women in addition to a broader populace but was
governed largely by elite, conservative women. In
addition, some of the Pawtucket board members were
“closely connected with the management of several of
the mills,” YWCA national industrial staff member
Helen Gifford noted in 1931, adding that those
members were “quite antagonistic toward any liberal
thinking on industrial questions.””® When textile
strikes broke out in Rhode Island in 19371, Gifford,
who oversaw the Northeast region, questioned
whether YWCAs in the northeast were committed
to the national Industrial Department policy (which
supported collective bargaining rights). “There is an
appalling problem in relation to strikes in the area,”

Gifford reported to the YWCA’s National Industrial
Committee. “In Pawtucket,” Gifford observed, “the
girl leader of the strike is a leader in the Industrial
Department and the Association is linked in other
ways with the mill—for instance, the president of the
B&P [Pawtucket YWCA Business and Professional]
group is secretary to the head of the mill.”®' Such
conflicts were not uncommon in local YWCAs with
thriving industrial programs for working women.
Members of employers’ families often sat on
YWCA boards, and the local Community Chest and
Manufacturers’ Associations feared a program they
saw as potentially dangerous.*?

The strikes brought out the class tensions inherent
in the Pawtucket YWCA. At the same time that the
Pawtucket YWCA would not formally supporta 1931
strike, some members went out on strike, and Agnes
Kessler, the Pawtucket industrial secretary, “strongly
advised other girls not to adopt scab jobs in the mills
that were out.”* This apparent ambivalence reflected
the complex governance of YWCAs, initially run by
elite women interested in charity, now contending
with an Industrial Program filled with labor-friendly
staff. In the early thirties, democratizing pressures,
brought by the Industrial Program, affected the
YWCA movement across the nation.

On the Pawtucket YWCA’s board of directors,
Nord encountered conflict with some of the board’s
more elite women, who disapproved of labor
organizing and of the labor unrest that disrupted
Rhode Island’s textile industry. Some board
members sought to serve as intermediaries between
strikers and management, perhaps in a gesture of
well-meaning “sisterhood” that ignored the political
realities. Nord recalled the 1933 general strike and
the widespread 1934 strikes in mills in Woonsocket,
Saylesville, Pawtucket, Central Falls, and in the
South County mills. At the height of the unrest, in
mid-September 1934, about two-thirds of Rhode
Island’s textile workers were not at work.” “This is
awful,” Nord remembered some years later, using
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1

High-speed warpers at a Central Falls factory, October 1, 1935. (RHi
X17 1430).

the present tense to describe her intense feelings:
“the wives of some of the textile manufacturers
were on the Board of the YWCA—I can’t tell you
how awful this is.” Three board members invited
Nord to speak to them about the strike. One board
member’s brother was superintendant of a mill that
Nord’s union was picketing; Nord’s board colleague
arranged for Nord and her brother to meet in hopes
of a rapprochement. “And I did go talk with him,”

said Nord, “but didn’t have any luck. But,” she
later commented, “it was a great day in the YWCA
in those days,” for the “very effective work among
industrial girls” despite the tensions on the board.
Nord went right ahead organizing strikers,
volunteering during the 1933 strike because the
union “just didn’t have the money [or] the people.”
She recalled: “We had to do our own organizing.
We had to do our own negotiating. We were the
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leaders.” She and some coworkers would leave their
mill jobs at 3:oo’after an eight-hour shift, and go
“around anywhere anybody wanted to organize, and
we’d organize.” Nord, then, was working full-time
in her mill job, organizing strikers, and negotiating
contracts, all at the same time. She was “the only
woman in the whole United States, let alone Rhode
Island, who was doing anything in the union.” (Nord
was 31 at the time).” She took a paid organizing
position with the UTW in the spring of 1934, as
unions became invigorated by federal government
support under the National Industrial Recovery Act.
She was a prominent leader in the September 1934
strikes in Rhode Island across the Blackstone Valley.%

After the 1934 unrest, Nord became a national
organizer for the United Textile Workers, going to
Washington for textile industry hearings and meeting
national labor leader Sidney Hillman.?” She later rose
to a vice presidency, and was the only woman in the
upper ranks of the United Textile Workers for a long
time afterward.”® She spent a year in Washington,
D.C., Virginia, and Cumberland, Maryland, trying to
organize workers often in very hostile circumstances.
In one instance, in Cumberland, she realized it was a
battle between “Elizabeth Nord and the six-million-
dollar Celanese Corporation” as she was the sole
organizer. The company police chief and an assistant
stood at the door of the union hall to intimidate
workers from entering. Nord spoke with a friend
in the miners’ union, and the next meeting night,
the “sidewalk was filled with miners,” gathered to
prevent police intimidation. The police retreated to
a hotel across the street from which they watched
the doorway, and the miners picketed the hotel
“until these guys [the police] just got up and went
away.”” Doubtless her courage and confidence had
been fostered by her long history in the YWCA and
related female networks.

Elizabeth Nord spent the rest of her life as a
labor advocate. She served as union manager in
Rhode Island during World War II and again in

the late 1950s, and was appointed the first female
vice president of the union. She became assistant
director for the Rhode Island Department of
Labor, and represented labor on the Rhode Island
Department of Employment Security’s Board of
Review. She lived with her father, Richard, who
died in 1972 at age ninety-seven. Elizabeth Nord
retired in 1976 after sixty years of work, and died
in Pawtucket ten years later, at eighty-four.1%

Elizabeth Nord did not owe her labor radicalism
to the Pawtucket YWCA industrial club, nor to
the intense labor education that resulted from her
membership there, but the YWCA, Bryn Mawr
Summer School and Vineyard Shore did provide her
with critical skills, friendships, and networks that
served her well in a lifelong career in labor activism.
The experiences built her skills and confidence in
ways that later supported her as a labor organizer
and office-holder in a male-dominated union.
Later in life, she attributed her labor movement
orientation to her family background, and credited
her growth and social life to the YWCA and the
related labor programs. She made her closest friends
in the Pawtucket Industrial Club, and YWCA work
anchored the first two decades of her lifetime of
activism. She became a well-known labor activist,
and was widely in demand as a speaker in the field
of labor education. Nord left the Pawtucket YWCA
nearly twenty years after that first tennis-seeking
evening only because her organizing job required
her to relocate.

Elizabeth Nord’s story exemplifies a number
of aspects of working women’s history in Rhode
Island and beyond. First, it illuminates interesting
ethnic and religious dynamics in Rhode Island
working women’s history. As early as the 1920s
or even late 19108, immigrant working women at
the YWCA were creating inter-ethnic allegiances
that historians more commonly date to the 1930s.
They were also organizing across religious lines;
while Nord was Protestant, the YWCA industrial
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club offered opportunities to many working-
class Catholics. Because of the YWCA Industrial
Program’s ecumenical emphasis, working women
in Rhode Island’s industrial clubs were able to
negotiate religious differences—or at least to meet
in friendship—in a climate in which religious
affiliation was deeply freighted with class and
political implications.!!

The narrative of Elizabeth Nord’s life also
illustrates important dynamics of the widespread
cooperation between middle-class and working-
class women in this era. The class diversity of the
YWCA, and the Industrial Program’s position to
the left of the rest of the Association, engendered
conflicts over working women’s activism, but the
middle-class industrial staff greatly helped working
women gain skills to advocate for themselves. The
YWCA Industrial Program offered education and
leadership opportunities to working women. It
provided connections to other working women
across the nation and to prominent reform and labor
groups. Nord’s experience at the schools for women
workers, which she accessed via her leadership role
at the Pawtucket YWCA, allowed her a wider field
than the YW program.

Elizabeth Nord’s history demonstrates how
YWCA opportunities enabled some working women

to forge ties with a broader movement, one in which
college-educated women and men in the period’s
major social justice movements sought to use their
expertise to improve working women’s lives, and to
facilitate labor activism. Even before the rise of the
Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) in the
late 1930s, to which scholars attribute a loosening of
ethnic and racial insularity, some of Rhode Island’s
more ambitious working women were seeking broader
horizons and forging common cause with a diverse
group. The Pawtucket YWCA set Nord on that path.
Nord’s life trajectory also demonstrates re-
lationships between Rhode Island textile workers
and networks of reform and radicalism, beyond the
textile unions that usually figure at the center of the
narrative—and it shows a world of female labor
organizing that existed in a different arena from
the male-dominated union leadership. Women such
as Elizabeth Nord were not downtrodden female
wage-earners, dutifully drudging away and wishing
for a leg up into the middle class. At the Pawtucket
YWCA industrial club and in the networks the club
opened up, a group of mostly immigrant or second-
generation working women sought to claim rights as
workers and to enjoy a lively fellowship in a rapidly
changing, complex period in Rhode Island history.
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