
144

Samuel L. Hill
1806-1882



145

“Did the AssociaƟ on have a lasƟ ng eff ect on Florence?”

Samuel Hill

IntroducƟ on

We stand before the house of Samuel and Roxanna Hill. He was widely considered the founder 
of the village of Florence. He was a principle founder of the AssociaƟ on and managed its 
fi nances for the duraƟ on. He then made a remarkable transiƟ on from a fully commiƩ ed 
Community member to a highly successful businessman. He saw to it that the ideals held by the 
AssociaƟ on leŌ  a lasƟ ng imprint on the village as it grew into a thriving industrial center.

Who was Samuel Hill?

—Hill was born and raised in eastern ConnecƟ cut. He was trained as a carpenter but soon 
moved on to managing factories as New England industrialized. He had a head for numbers 
and a knack for business dealings. He was also a deeply religious man with a strong moral 
sense of what was right and wrong. He leŌ  his church over the issue of slavery (a “come-
outer”) and moved to Florence to help found a Community based on anƟ -slavery principles. 

—Hill was one of the original investors who helped buy the property that became the 
AssociaƟ on. He was elected Treasurer of the AssociaƟ on, put in charge of managing its 
fi nances. He oversaw the Stock Company, while the Industrial AssociaƟ on ran day-to-day 
operaƟ ons at the various working Departments that supported the enƟ re Community. Can 
you give us a picture of how this worked? How do you think this arrangement diff ered from 
how most businesses were run? (Docs. B,D)

—Briefl y describe what the AssociaƟ on bought and how this was broken down into smaller 
businesses, or Departments, within the larger organizaƟ on. (Doc. C,D top)

—How did they raise the money needed to buy out the former owners of the property? This led 
to a major problem that resulted in the AssociaƟ on folding four and half years later. Describe.
(Docs. E,F)

—AŌ er the AssociaƟ on folded, Hill went on to start a new, privately-owned company that 
manufactured silk sewing thread. This company made him a very wealthy man and brought 
prosperity to the enƟ re village of Florence. Tell us why the Nonotuck Silk Company he 
founded was so successful. (Doc, G)

What was the “Neighborhood Community”?

—The AssociaƟ on could no longer pay its debts and support itself and so it closed its doors. But 
Community members were sƟ ll commiƩ ed to reform ideals and to the free expression of ideas. 
Hill used his wealth and infl uence to off er cheap mortgages on houses to former Community 
members so they could conƟ nue to live near one another in what became the village of 
Florence. They called this their “Neighborhood Community”. How did Hill do this? Can you 
idenƟ fy former Community members with houses on the map? (Docs. H,I,J top)
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How did Hill help create the village of Florence?

—Hill also off ered aff ordable housing opportuniƟ es to people who worked at his silk thread 
company. How did this work? What else did he off er his workers? Why do you think he did this?
-Hill headed a small group of businessmen that fi nanced new enterprises in the village. One of 
them sƟ ll exists. Can you describe them? (Docs. J,K)

How did Hill keep the spirit of the Community alive in Florence?

—Hill was driven to succeed as a businessman, but he lived modestly and never lost sight of the 
ideals that drew him to the Community in the fi rst place. What were those ideals and how did 
he support them? Describe Cosmian Hall for us. (Doc. L)

—EducaƟ on, especially for young people, was very important to the AssociaƟ on – hence 
its name. Why do you think? How did Hill help provide access to quality educaƟ on for 
young children living in the village? Did the philosophy behind that educaƟ on accord with 
Community principles? (Doc. M)

Did the “Underground Railroad” operate in Florence?

—At the same Ɵ me that Hill was building up his businesses, he was also intenƟ onally breaking 
the law. This was a law he did not support. It forbade sympatheƟ c Northerners from assisƟ ng 
fugiƟ ves from Southern slavery. Hill’s house became a “staƟ on” on the so-called Underground 
Railroad. Explain for us how this worked. What proof do we have that Hill was a “conductor”? 
Why do you suppose proof of this work is hard to fi nd for historians? (Docs. N,O)

NOTES ON SOURCES

A. Stereo card of the silk factory purchased by the Northampton AssociaƟ on in 1842.
B. From a “Preliminary Circular” drawn up by the AssociaƟ on founders (1842).
C. A list of Departments, or places of work for members, printed by the AssociaƟ on.
D. See B. (top) Prepared by the David Ruggles Center (boƩ om)
E. From Community member Frances Judd in the book American Socialisms (1870).
F. See E.
G. From Northampton’s Century of Silk, by Marjorie Senechal (2004).
H. List of Northampton AssociaƟ on members, listed by family. Published by the AssociaƟ on.
I. Map of Florence (1854).
J. “Biographical Sketch” of Samuel Hill wriƩ en by his son Arthur in 1894.
K. Hampshire GazeƩ e, August 21, 1866.
L. A descripƟ on of the Free CongregaƟ onal Society, wriƩ en by a member in 1894.
M. History of Florence MassachuseƩ s (1894).
N. WriƩ en by Samuel’s son ,Arthur Hill, in 1911.
O. LeƩ er wriƩ en by Arthur Hill (1893). From “AnƟ -Slavery Days” by Arthur Hill (1912).
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At its beginning, the Northampton Association, as a working business, was run by two separate 
groups. A “Stock Company” managed the financial side. A small group of investors, including 
Samuel Hill, pooled their money to buy the property. This group became the Stock Company 
that technically owned all the property belonging to the Association. They decided how money 
should be used to support the various businesses that supported the Association. They also 
managed the debt that was incurred when the Community was formed. New members could 
join the Stock Company if they invested in the Community and lived there. 

A second group, called the “Industrial Association”, ran those businesses from day to day 
– what to make, how much to make, who to hire, etc. Stock Company members could attend 
meetings of the Industrial Association but they could not vote on what was proposed there. The 
Industrial Association elected its own leadership and decided who should run each individual 
business and how much workers were paid.

D
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The AssociaƟ on was located about two and a half miles from the village and 
center of business of North ampton. The estate consisted of fi ve hundred acres 
of Iand, a good water-privilege, a silk factory four stories in height, six dwelling-
houses, a saw-mill and other property, all valued' at about $31,000. This estate was 
formerly owned by the Northampton Silk Company; aŌ erwards by J. Conant & Co., 
who sold it to the persons who originated the AssociaƟ on. The amount of stock 
paid in was $20,000. This leŌ  a debt of $11,000 upon the Community, which, in 
the enthusi asm of the new enterprise, they expected soon to pay by addiƟ ons to 
their capital stock, and by the profi ts of labor. But by the withdrawal of members 
holding stock, and also by some further purchases of property, this debt was 
aŌ erwards increased to nearly four Ɵ mes its original amount, and no progress was 
made toward its liquidaƟ on during the conƟ nuance of the Asso ciaƟ on.

In the course of the third year a subscripƟ on was opened, for the purpose of 
relieving the necessiƟ es of the AssociaƟ on; and people interested in the object of 
Social Reform were solicited to invest money in this enterprise, no subscripƟ on to 
be binding unless the sum of $25,000 was raised. This sum never was subscribed, 
and of course no assistance was obtained in that way.

Many troubles were constantly growing out of the pecuniary diffi  culƟ es in which 
the Community was involved. Many sacrifi ces were demanded, and much hard 
labor was required, and those whose hearts were not in the work withdrew.

E
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G “The sewing by hand, and the simple needle then in sole use demanded a
far less perfect thread than that now required for machine-sewing,” explained
the Judges of Group IX (Wool and Silk Fabrics, Including the Materials and
the Machinery) of the Centennial International Exhibition in the historical sec-
tion of their final report. “The proprietors of an establishment in Massachusetts,
now famous, knowing the
difficulties attending the use
of silk threads, as then made,
upon the newly-invented
sewing-machine, devised
the plan of twisting the silk
in a direction opposite to
that of common or skein
sewing-silk. Winding a
pound of three-cord silk,
thus twisted, upon spools containing one-half ounce each, they submitted it, in
1852, to Mr. Singer, who was then experimenting upon his newly-invented sew-
ing-machine, with which he met difficulties that he could not overcome.” *

Upright Samuel Hill and lowdown Isaac Singer, both dark-haired men in
their forties, each in his own way a man of his time, shook hands, one presumes,
and got down to business. “The silk was handed to Mr. Singer with the request
that he would try it,” the judges continued. “He put a spool upon his machine,
threaded up, and commenced sewing. After sewing sufficiently to enable him
to judge of its merit, he stopped, and after examining the work it had done,
exclaimed, ‘Can you make any more like this? I shall want all you can make’—a
prophecy literally fulfilled. The new fabric assumed the name of ‘machine-twist;’
and from that time to the present the amount of silk consumed upon sewing-
machines is marvelous.”

Isaac Singer wrote checks for thousands of dollars to Samuel Hill—a large
fortune at the time. To honor the community’s great good fortune and the pros-
pect of more, the residents of Northampton’s mill district met and renamed it
“Florence” after “the great silk emporium of Italy.” A second motion, to re-
name the Mill River “the Arno,” did not pass.

The Singer Company papers
are archived in the Wisconsin
State Historical Society in
Madison. After a three-day
search through Singer’s early
(1850s) folders, Smith College
student Alena Shumway found
a bundle of cancelled checks,
wrapped in paper and fastened
with a pin, several checks from
Isaac Singer to Samuel Hill
among them.

Improved Machine for Doubling and Twisting Silk
Messrs. Joseph Conant and Lucius Dimock, of Northampton, Mass., have
invented a valuable and improved machine for doubling and twisting silk.

A great difficulty has always been experienced in doubling and twisting silk
to make a fine smooth thread, owing to the fact that the doubling, in ma-
chinery heretofore used for that purpose, has always been accomplished by
twisting together the threads of separate spools, which are rarely alike in tex-
ture. This must make an uneven thread. This improvement doubles each
thread from a single spool and does it with speed and uniformity. Mea-
sures have been taken to secure a patent.
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Hampshire GazeƩ e, August 21, 1866

The populaƟ on of Florence has grown up about the silk mills of Samuel Lapham Hill. When 
I visited the mill I found evidence that the evening schools, held for the factory hands, were 
conducted as wisely as the best foreign eff ort of the kind. I observed that Mr. Hill encouraged 
the women, who worked for him, to save their earnings, by giving them interest on their 
money, and fi nally invesƟ ng it for them. I was present at more than one interview in which he 
discussed with such persons the best way to manage their aff airs. In one corner of his offi  ce 
was a set of book-shelves fi lled with books, papers and periodicals of a liberal kind; underneath 
was printed in large leƩ ers, “For free distribuƟ on; help yourself.”

Around the mills is quite a liƩ le village of white coƩ ages, each with its own lot of land, 
properly fenced in. When a man saves fi ve hundred dollars towards the price of a land lot, Mr. 
Hill immediately loans him money toward building, and this liƩ le village, in which each house is 
worth from two to three thousand dollars, is the result.

 from THE FREE CONGREGATIONAL SOCIETY.

By Henry S. Haven.

It was decided to build a hall, not only adequate for all the uses of the society, for its Sunday 
services, Sunday-school, and social gatherings, but of a capacity and design suitable for all 
general public meeƟ ngs liable to be called for in a village of the size, enterprise, and public 
spirit of Florence. The result is Cosmian Hall, a noble edifi ce, built in a com manding locaƟ on, 
with ample arrangements for the general uses of the public in its main hall, with a seaƟ ng 
capacity of nearly seven hundred, with large stage and abundant stage appointments, including 
organ and grand piano. This hall has been opened on all occasions of general public interest, 
celebraƟ ons, and anniversaries, for the people’s use, without any expense to them or the town.

Cosmian Hall was dedicated in 1874, and cost about forty thousand dollars,—Mr. S. L. Hill 
contribuƟ ng much the larger part, Mr. A. T. Lilly, about ten thousand dollars, and the balance by 
subscripƟ on in the society. In 1893, a plaƞ orm for the choir was built to the right of the stage, 
and the capacity of the organ was nearly doubled. 1 ne tower story contains lower Cosmian 
Hall, and connecƟ ng recitaƟ on rooms for use of Sunday-school and other purposes, also double 
parlors, with adjoining kitchen accommodaƟ ons for use of the Industrial Union.

The posiƟ on of the society cannot be beƩ er stated than from an extract from its execuƟ ve 
commiƩ ees’ reports. “This society believes that in this free interchange of thought and ideas, 
and in the hospitality that is willing to listen to diverse religious theories, is the surest promise 
of the truth that maketh free, which Lord Bacon pronounces `the sovereign good of human 
nature.’”

The minister is not, like the minister or pastor of most religious socie Ɵ es, pledged to 
advocate and defend a formal statement of faith. He is under no intellectual bonds. He is at 
liberty to express freely his latest thought, and it is understood he speaks only for himself.

K
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THE KINDERGARTEN.

ONE of the insƟ tuƟ ons which has given to Florence a more than local fame is the kindergarten. 
Established in 1876, it was one of the pioneer insƟ tuƟ ons of the kind in the country. At a Ɵ me 
when in our large ciƟ es such an insƟ tuƟ on existed only for the favored few, the children of 
wealth, and occasionally in connecƟ on with mission work for the very poor, the liƩ le village of 
Florence enjoyed the disƟ ncƟ on of having a well equipped kindergarten which was thoroughly 
democraƟ c, knowing no high and no low, no rich and no poor.

In 1884–86 Mrs. Leland Stanford opened, in San Francisco, six kin dergartens as memorials of 
her beloved son, Leland Stanford, Jr., but it was not unƟ l 1891 that they were endowed, so that 
up to that Ɵ me the Florence insƟ tuƟ on was probably the only endowed kindergarten in the 
country. It is sƟ ll one of the few kindergartens with a building of its own, planned with special 
reference to its needs, and having spacious lawn and playgrounds.

To speak of the Florence kindergarten is to be reminded of Samuel L. Hill, whose generous 
benefacƟ on to the village it is, and whose memorial it will long remain.

From the early days of Florence, Mr. Hill was deeply interested in all eff orts for the mental 
and moral advancement of its people, supply ing from his own means needed appliances for 
the schools, special teach ers, and even a school building. AŌ er his reƟ rement from acƟ ve 
business, he gave much thought to educaƟ onal problems, and pondered deeply the quesƟ on 
how best to help the youth of Florence to true and noble manhood and womanhood. The 
more he pondered the subject, the stronger grew his convicƟ on that “the seed sown in life’s 
early spring Ɵ me takes deepest root” In those days, Elizabeth P. Peabody was one of the few 
enthusiasƟ c preachers of the kindergarten idea, and to her Mr. Hill went for counsel. At his 
solicitaƟ on she came to Florence, and in a lecture at Cosmian Hall set forth the Froebelian 
philosophy. Whatever may have been the eff ect upon the minds of the majority of her hearers, 
Mr. Hill, whose mind, by long consideraƟ on of the subject, was prepared to apprehend the 
truth that was in her discourse, decided to make trial of this new educaƟ onal idea, and, with 
his usual prompt ness, he set about perfecƟ ng the necessary arrangements. A few weeks later, 
in January, 1876, he opened in the parlors of his own house a kin dergarten. A brief trial was 
suffi  cient to convince him that he had made no mistake and plans were made for a permanent 
home for the insƟ tu Ɵ on.

MeanƟ me the numbers, fi Ō een at fi rst, increased beyond the limits of his parlors, and for 
a short Ɵ me, pending the compleƟ on of the new building, the sessions were held in lower 
Cosmian Hall. In December, 1876, the building was ready for occupancy, and there the children 
gath ered about their fi rst kindergarten Christmas tree, laden with the simple giŌ s which they 
had prepared for their friends.

The growth of the kindergarten has been slow but steady. There was at fi rst a strong 
prejudice against it, in the minds of many, because it was supposed to be a place where the 
children were allowed “to do as they pleased,” but this prejudice gradually vanished as it came 
to be recognized that they did as they pleased because they pleased to do right.

M
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from FLORENCE THE MECCA OF THE COLORED RACE
By Arthur Hill

Many other members of the colored race came here, lived for a short Ɵ me, and 
then departed aŌ er being frightened by Judge Taney’s celebrated decision which 
sent back to slavery the fugiƟ ve Dred ScoƩ . JusƟ ce Taney said that “the black 
man has no rights that the white man was bound to respect”.
This decision in the United States Supreme Court and the remanding of Dred 
ScoƩ  back to slavery, frightened the fugiƟ ves who had been drawn here by the 
anƟ -slavery senƟ ment of the place, so that they soon aŌ er migrated to Canada 
in which country the Dred ScoƩ  decision had no power.

This place then became a staƟ on on the so called underground railroad for 
transporƟ ng the fugiƟ ves toward Canada. Southampton held the staƟ on south 
of us while Cummingtön and Whately were the staƟ ons between Florence and 
Canada.

The fugiƟ ve slave brought here from Southampton in the nighƫ  me, put to 
bed and to sleep for the next day and transported north the night of the next 
day.

Before the decision of JusƟ ce Taney and its results, Wilson, a fugiƟ ve arrived 
here. He decided to remain here, became a laborer, lived on Nonotuck Street, 
got together a liƩ le money and tramped back to Virginia to try to rescue his 
son. Leaving him he went back to get his daughter. He was captured and kept 
in slavery again for several months. He again escaped and arrived here with 
his daughter when the three started for Canada to happily breathe the air of 
freedom.

N



158

FLORENCE, MASS., January 31, 1893.

Dear Mr. Marsh,—
Although I saw a good many passengers who were on the underground rail way, bound 

north, I remember few of the incidents that occurred. A good many passengers stopped “fi ve 
minutes for refreshments at my father’s, and conductors were oŌ en changed here. On a few 
trips I was either conductor or assistant conductor. Quite a number of the through passengers 
temporarily took up their abode in Florence, the balmy anƟ -slavery climate here proving very 
aƩ racƟ ve to them. AŌ er the forced return of Anthony Burns from Boston to the Southern 
tyrants, the sojourners here became alarmed and pushed on to their original desƟ naƟ on, 
Canada. Father Henson, one of the originals that furnished parƟ culars for Harriet Beecher 
Stowe’s “Uncle Tom,” came by this line on one of his trips to Canada. I think that it was not his 
fi rst trip, but that he had been south again aŌ er some of his friends.

William Wilson was landed here, remained a few months, worked and earned some money, 
returned south secretly, was gone quite a while, but fi nally reached here again with a grown-
up son, that he had been able to guide from slavery to freedom. The two men hired a small 
tenement, were industrious, and worked for an object. AŌ er they had saved money enough 
they went south to rescue their daughter and sister. AŌ er a long absence the younger man 
returned, the older one having been captured and returned to slavery. The younger was con-
fi dent that his father would again escape and decided to wait for him here. Sure enough, in a 
liƩ le while the old gentleman and daughter came, and aŌ er a short stay to rest and get a liƩ le 
money the whole party moved north to the queen’s dominions.

Many of the refugees, who were intelligent enough, became the talking centers for our 
neighbors and sympathizers to gather around. I heard many a thrilling story of brutality, 
suff ering, and exciƟ ng adventures in the “leap for freedom.” Father’s most frequent trip 
as conductor ran to the Kingman’s in Cummington, but occasionally our living freight was 
delivered at a Mr. CraŌ s’ house in Whately.

       Sincerely yours,
       Arthur Hill

Florence was one of the StaƟ ons on the so-called underground railroad, where fugiƟ ve slaves 
were secretly housed and assisted on their way to Canada, from which place they could not 
be sent back to slavery. The Dred ScoƩ  decision of the Supreme Court of the United States 
declared that runaway slaves found anywhere in the country must be returned to their 
masters. On account of this decision, many of the aboliƟ onists refused to vote or to recognize 
the government of the country in any way. UnƟ l the EmancipaƟ on ProclamaƟ on of President 
Lincoln, Samuel Hill, altho parƟ cipaƟ ng in all town maƩ ers, especially those relaƟ ng to schools, 
did not vote at any Unites States elecƟ on.

The fugiƟ ves were brought from Southampton, the nearest staƟ on south of us, during the 
night or early in the morning, were fed and put to bed. The next evening they were sent to the 
next staƟ on north, someƟ mes to Cummington, someƟ mes to Whately.
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