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Two centuries
of hat making

Danbury’s famous trade

By Stephen A. Collins

A Danbury native and son of a hatter, Stephen A. Collins has been a

reporter and editor with The News-Times of Danbury for 51 years. He

covered a variety of hatting stories in the 1930s and early 1940s and later

directed coverage of and editorialized on Danbury’s continuing shift from
hat making to other business and industrial pursuits.



Ralph DeSantis, a veteran Danbury hatter who has found a bomz"‘gf'gﬁ
1968 at the Danbury Hat Company, blocks a hat body in thefSFCI‘ted fur
last stage of back shop operations. He had changed the cone o it e
through tip and brim Stretching to the point whez:e _he_Js bloc 1( Jgews-
individual hat to its final shape before it goes to a finishing shop.

Times file photo)
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Skilled craftsmen are a tradition in Danbu i 3
lutionary War days. Craftin g fur § Ty, going back to pre-Revo-

_ elt hats was one of the many home
industries that developed in this then small but ishi i
center of trade and commerce. el

For much of two centuries, Danbury was known as a and finally
as the hat center of the natjon.

The 'decline of hat making began early in this century — and for two
years in the 1960s hat making was gone until the Rosenthal Brothers of
St. Joseph, Mo., moved their Bieber-Goodman Associates operation from
Bethel back to Danbury.

Renamed the Danbury Hat Compny, this one factory remaining today
in what was widely known for many decades as the Hat City today is
large and busy enough to make Danbury still the largest source in the
nation for production of fur felt hat bodies.

At the same time, the spirit of craftsmanship that goes back to the
earliest hat makers and is

S0 evident today in the city’s many and varied
industries provides another link to colonial times.

No record exists to establish the identity of Danbury’s first hatter. Nor
is it known if he was one of those colonial hat makers who stirred the ire
of London hatters and caused King George II to issue a decree in 1731

banning the exportation of hats from “His Majesty’s plantations or co-
lonies in America”

and limiting the number of apprentices that colonial
hatters could train.

W. H. Francis, who wrote a history of hat making in Danbury in 1860,

lists Zadoc Benedict first in his booklet, which may explain why a num-
ber of accounts written since then claim Benedict was Danbury’s first
hatter.

The town’s records were destroyed in the British raid on Danbury in
April, 1777. By establishing his business three years later on Main Street,

where the first railroad depot and then the main postoffice later stood,
Benedict escaped anonymity.

He was a descendant of one of Danbur

y’s founding families and proba-
bly learned the hatting trade from an o

Ider relative, perhaps his father,
an uncle or even his grandfather.
Benedict had a journeyman and two apprentices working for him when
he opened his shop.

To have become a master hatter, he had to have spent some years
developing his skills around the same type of kettle and bench which

hatters had long used in Europe and which colonists had adapted in
meeting their headgear needs.

All the ingredients were here

One fact is clear. From its earliest years, Danbury was well supplied
with the four ingredients necessary for hat making --fur, water, fuel to
heat the water, and manpower to apply the pressure to felt. the fur.

Felting is the oldest textile process know_n to man, _havmg been deve-
loped in Central Asia long befor(; th(: Christian era. It is believed to have

inning, weaving and knitting.
pr?)c:(:aedhiplllzzarnged that %air (or fur) fibres that had b_een wet and
subject to heat and pressure would become a mass almost impervious to



rainwater, man was quick to develop felt headgear that serveq early

civilizations. ° X
The basic tools that Zadoc Benedict and his predecessors used haq been

developed over a period of centuries.

A table or “hurdle” was placed next to or around a large tub or kett]
in which water was heated. A handful of soft fur from a beaver, muSkra(:
or another animal was placed on the table, half of it set aside and the
remainder vibrated with a bow. It might have been a rather fancy bow
looking like a giant violon bow, or home made of a sapling and catgut,

The vibrations set up by plucking the bow caused the barbs on each
hair (they can be seen only under a microscope) to begin to intertwine
starting the felting process. ,

The vibrations gradually turned the loose fur into a flat bat, roughly
triangular in shape. Then the remaining fur was turned into a second bat
paper was placed between the two to separate all but the edges, Whicl;
were then worked together into the shape of a rough cone.

A wooden pin was used to compress the wetted fur after it had been
rolled in a cloth. Then it went into the tub, to be shrunk and thickened by
repeated rollings and immersions in the hot water.

Making hats in this fashion was a slow process, with Benedict and his

three assistants turning out three hats a day.

Many more shops are started

Benedict’s shop was soon followed by many other small shops, all
taking advantage of the plentiful water, as well as the convwnient sup-
plies of wood for fuel. Old time hatters used to insist that Danbury’s
attractiveness for hat manufacturing was the soft quality of its water.

Some shops began to grow in size. By 1787, the firm of Burr &
White was employing 30 journeymen and apprentices. By Jan. 1, 1801,
the day that the Rev. Thomas Robbins delivered his famous “Century
Sermon,” he was able to say that “in the manufacture of hats, this town
much exceeds any one in the United States. More than 20,000 hats, mostly
of fur, are made annually for exportation”

Yankee entrepeneursship was chiefly responsible. Sons, sons-in-law
and other relatives of Danbury hatters went off to other states, princi-
pally in the South, to establish their own stores or otherwise open up
markets for Danbury-made hats. Charleston, S. C., was a favorite locale
for Danbury outlets. Savannah, Ga., was another.

In 1808-09, according to Francis, there were 56 hat shops in Danbury,
averaging three to five men each. He also reported that “many farmers
were interested in the trade, setting up a kettle and hiring journeymen.”.

Journeymen hatters inDanbury were among the first to set up their
own association, the Journeymen and True Assistants Association, to
protect their economic and social interests. "

Some shops were in cellars, others in back yards, still more along Main
Street and in areas that today are exclusively residential. Most of them
located close to the Still River or one of its branches, employing the
stream to carry off waste water.

2 oThat approach was to pose a problem in the 20th century but was of no
ncern in the early 19th. Most towns in Connecticut and the other new

Reenacting the way fur felt hats were made by hand, the worker above

uses a bow to vibrate half of the fur into the rough shape of a triangle.

Below, he holds the two flat bats of fur which he has separated with

paper to work on the edges and form a cone like the ones to the right.

(From the Ernest Hubbard collection, Danbury Scott-Fanton Museum
and Historical Society)

§

u"

7

i W

7
=




states that were developing early industries handled waste products in

imi nner. ; :
Sml\:;il;vrgﬁops were operated by partnerships, some involving families
and in-laws, and they formed, split, re-formed and merge,d with consider-
able frequency. All of them bore the name of Danbury’s early Yankee
stock, many of whom could trace their ancestry on the maternal if not

the paternal side back to one or more of the eight founding families of

84. "
1 mes were Babcock, Benedict, Boughton, Brewer, Dib-

Among their na : .
ble, Gregory, Hoyt, Mallory, Meeker, l\{lerrltt, Rickles, Rockwell, Seely,
Stire, Taylor, Tweedy, Wildman and White.

Ezra Mallory began what was to become one of Danbury’s best known

hatting dynasties in 1823 in a small shop on Great Plain Road. His son,
grandsons and great-grandsons developed Mallory Hats into what was
the largest plant in Danbury producing completed hats ready for ship-
ment to retailers. It remained in family control until sold to the John B.
Stetson Company in 1946. The Danbury Hat Company occupies what was
long the Mallory backshop off Rose Hill Avenue, producing hat bodies
ready for shipment to finishing shops.

Samuel Tweedy and members of his family were involved in a number
of hat businesses under the Tweedy name and in association with part-
ners all through the 19th century.

When Abijah E. Tweedy died in February, 1864, the weekly Danbury
Times described him as one who “was more thoroughly than anyone else
now living identified with the hatting interests of this town.” The Tweedy
family eventually concentrated its manufacturing interests on the
Tweedy Silk Mill, East Franklin Street, producing the silk tips (linings),
bands and other accoutrements for finished hats. Early in World War II,
the plant was acquired for the newly-formed Barden Corporation, to
produce precision bearings for the Norden bombsight. In more recent
years, it has housed Amphenol operations of Allied Corporation.

Families had impact on community

The White family had an impact on Danbury that extended far beyond
the hat industry. Judson and Russell White employed some 50 hands in
their hat factory on Crosby Street in 1814. Among the many partnerships
in succeeding years was that of Tweedy and White. By mid-century,
Tweedy, White & Co. was one of the larger factories in Danbury. W.A.
and A.M. White formed a company which concentrated on fur cutting
and blowing, employing 70.

White Street took its name from this family, which had substantial
holdings on the street and which later donated the land that became the
nucleus for the downtown campus of Western Connecticut State Univer-
sity. Francis in his history described the Whites as “the most extensive
g{:ners since the time of Astor,” with a large warehouse in New York

ity.
William Alexander White and others in his family donated an earlier
family homestead on Main Street as the site for the Danbury Library and
provided the funding for its construction in 1873.

White Hall on the downtown campus honors W. A. White. It was Dan-
bury High School from 1927 until the mid-1960s. Moss Avenue and Gran-
ville Avenue honor other members of the White family.

'}‘he _Taylor_s were another family who expanded from hat making to
allied industries, in this instance machinery. It was around 1822 that Joel
Taylor developed the dye wheel for coloring hat bodies. It replaced a
blog:k-and-tackle system which was slow and laborious, although it was
an improvement over the earlier system of placing hat bodies by hand in
a dye tank, stirring them with a wooden paddle and removing them every
half hour for inspection until some 20 hours had passed.

As the century reached its mid-point, development and then improve-
ments of forming and sizing machines was about to give Danbury’s hat-
ting industry a new spurt in growth. James S. Taylor was to patent his
Taylor sizing machine, which dominated sizing operations for the next
seven decades and longer and to provide the income which led to con-
struction of the Taylor Opera House, a Danbury landmark until it was
destroyed by fire in 1922, and of its replacement, the Capitol Theater on
Elm Street, at Wooster Square.

But before the new spurt in fur felt hat making took place, there were
two periods when other type of hats put fur felt into a temporary eclipse.

Silk and wool hat production

Silk hats were in vogue by the 1830s. Their production was intro-
duced by Alvin Hurd through the firm of Swift & Nichols. According to
Francis’ history, “this branch of the trade increased so that in fact it
became the most popular one of the day, and in the years intervening
between 1840 and 1850 was carried on almost exclusively,”

There were also flurries of wool hat production. When napped hats
(providing a plush finish) became popular, they were made of cloth or
wool bodies with fine fur napped on the outside to create the finish. A
particularly fine type of napped hat had top quality beaver fur napped on
the outside of a the basic body.

The panics (depressions) that struck the national economy usually had
severe effects on the hat makers and their workers. Of the 1836-37 panic,
Francis said those days were remembered “by none more clearly than by
the mechanics employed in hatting.”

A decade later, in 1846-47, many hatters were again out of work and
had to take jobs with local farmers during haying and harvest seasons.

The 1840s closed with the arrival in Danbury of the first forming
machine, put to experimental use under the auspices of A. E. Tweedy &
Co.
In 1850, the cash system came into general use, with workers no longer
having to rely on “orders” to local merchants, who in turn were paid by
maufacturers in hat bodies they could sell in New York or some other
market. Francis found abandonment of barter to be a historic step, not
only for hatting but for Danbury. He declared that the cash system
“made an entire revolution in the moneyed interests and financial opera-
tions of our village, and opened a wider avenue for all kinds of business
and a more extensive field for the hitherto crippled energies of the whole

community.”

Allied industries join in boom

That change set the stage for a new boom with the introduction of the
railroad, coal, steam power and rapid advances in hat making ma-







