
One  of  the  occupational  hazards  of  history
research is a form of “mission creep”—you start
researching one thing, but get distracted by
something else, also fascinating, but not
necessarily germane to your initial task. I began
by wanting to write an article about what had
been the tallest chimney in the United States at
the Clark Thread Factory in Kearny, New
Jersey—the truncated remains of which I can
even see from my apartment across the
Passaic River in Newark. I began by searching
newspapers for the year it was constructed,

1888. Along the way, I discovered an
interesting story about a labor strike by the “mill
girls” at the same factory at the beginning of
the same year that had culminated with the
architectural feat. While not exactly
earthshaking in labor history, it did reflect on
some of the socioeconomic issues of the day.
So I wrote two articles that, while not related in
any meaningful way, present an interesting
juxtaposition between the extremes of the
Gilded Age and, perhaps, a relevant echo of our
present day. —Gordon Bond
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Was it a misunderstanding or

Gilded Age classism that

brought the “mill girls” of the

massive Clark Thread Factory

in Kearny out on strike?
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The year 1888 began badly for William Clark and his Clark
Thread Company. He had returned from spending the
holidays at Old Point Comfort, Virginia, to find that on

January 12th that a labor dispute was disrupting production at Mill
No. 2 in Kearny, New Jersey—the first such crisis in the company’s
long history.1

The trouble began over perceived ill-treatment by a new
superintendent of the women who worked in the carding
department of the massive brick thread mill in Kearny, across the
Passaic River from Newark. Herbert Walmsley was described by a
reporter as “a rather good-looking young Englishman with a full
face and a firm-looking chin, which accords well with the cool and
hard expression of his eyes.”2 Born January 27, 1853, he had come
to the U.S. around 1887.3 It isn’t evident how he ended up working
for the Clark family’s enterprise, but he probably had experience in
England overseeing textile mill workers.

“Carding,” in this context, referred to the combing process by
which cotton fibers were disentangled and aligned such that it
could be spun into strands of thread. Clark primarily employed
women for the task, and it seemed Walmsley had some definite
opinions about such “mill girls.” He was said to have complained
they dressed too fancy for young women of their class, fussing
more about their fashion than focusing on their work. It was noted
by reporters, however, that the strikers who gathered at Elberon
Hall in East Newark failed to bear out the contention. “Bright colors
did not predominate in the dresses of the girls. Sober brown dress
goods, modest felt hats with few bows and feathers, and dark
tight-fitting jersey jackets were the predominant characteristics of
the girls’ attire . . . [one] might have commented upon the difference
in the appearance of these girls and similar groups of mill
operatives in either Old or New England, but none but a pessimist
would have found fault with the girls for looking well clad, well shod,
and well fed.”4

“Girls” was not an entirely condescending term. The average as
was guessed to be 18, but the range spanned from “25 or 30,”
down to “15 or 16 to bring down the average.”5 While Walmsley’s
alleged sartorial criticism put editorial focus on their fashion, this
was reflective of a broader overall managerial attitude that seemed
overbearing to those under him. A 22-year-old, identified only as an
“intellectual-looking young woman,” described how workers and
the Clark family had gotten along well, at least until “Mr. Walmsley
came along with his foreign ideas and tried to make a prison out of
the mill. He would not let the girls look out of the window, said there
was too much fooling in the rooms, and stopped girls from getting
together and talking when they had a moment’s rest in their work.
All these things, like eating, talking, and looking out of the window,
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were permitted before he came, provided they did not interfere with
the work. He just tyrannized over us, and said that the rooms
looked like dressing rooms. He said we dressed too grand.”6

It sounds like the workers were used to being permitted some
basic freedoms of movement and interactions during their days—
chatting a little with coworkers, eating a snack, looking out the
window at the world outside—provided their work was properly
done by the end of their shift. Walmsley, however, was likely a
stricter taskmaster who saw any moment not devoted to their work
as goofing off, taking away, it seemed to the women the small rests
that made their toil easier.

What had brought the matter to a head, however, was when two
male supervisors—a Mr. Douglass and a Mr. Spillane—quit over
Walmsley. “But, let me tell you,” the unnamed woman told the
reporter, “they were driven into it. Mr. Walmsley was too exacting,
and he tried to put all the responsibility and blame upon them.”7

Walmsley, for his part, claimed he had good reason to find fault
with their work, citing discrepancies in the weighing of raw
materials that threw off production elsewhere in the process.
Spillane decided to quit, apparently over this treatment, giving
Walmsley the requisite two weeks’ notice. But the superintendent
paid him the two weeks’ wages up front and dismissed him
immediately. Walmsley then insisted Douglass would have to pick
up Spillane’s workload until a replacement could be found, which
Douglass refused to do, following Spillane out the door in the same
fashion. While Walmsley insisted the men left of their own accord
and had been treated fairly, the women evidently felt the apparently
well-regarded men had been forced out by his unreasonable
treatment. This was the proverbial last straw. Douglass exited on a
Monday. When Walmsley arrived Tuesday morning, he found an
empty carding room.8

Upon learning of the strike when he returned to New Jersey,
William Clark sided with his superintendent. Members of the
spinning department—mostly men—had met at Ward’s Hotel and
resolved to walk out if the women’s demands that Walmsley be
removed and Spillane and Douglass rehired were not met. The
threat for Clark was other departments also walking out in support,
cascading into a broader general strike that would bring the entire
operation to a standstill. It appears he believed, however, the
company could actually absorb the hit of stopping production for
as long as a year—after all, this was just one of several operations
the Clark family had. What mattered more was the principle of the
thing—not being seen to give in to a bunch of mill girls and ceding
too much power to his workers to demand things. He had a notice
tacked to the mill gates informing employees of his willingness to
shut the whole factory down rather than capitulate.9
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It is, of course, also possible he was bluffing, since he did meet
with a committee of strikers at his Newark mansion on January
14th, permitting them to lay out their grievances. However, by
announcing his willingness to close the mills, he had made clear
his hardline stance from the start in any such negotiations. After
reportedly “hearing them very kindly,” he refused to either
discharge (or at least transfer) Walmsley or restore the two
supervisors, claiming “he did not believe Walmsley was capable of
being brutal or tyrannical.” He did have one valid point. If the
women had legitimate complaints, they could have alerted
management first rather than rush immediately into a strike. None
of the newspaper accounts indicate they had taken any other prior
actions than stage the walkout. While it is doubtful Walmsley would
have been removed either way given Clark’s comments, the strike
did take on the appearance of a rash escalation. As for Spillane and
Douglass, it wasn’t clear if they even wanted their jobs back. The
strike was, ostensibly, brought about by their departures. The
strikers saw it as the men being forced out by the tyrannical Mr.
Walmsley. Yet none of the newspaper accounts mention either
man beyond the context of their quitting. Clark also refused to
rehire them, telling the committee the two men “discharged
themselves by their action.”10

Though still a local affair, given the immense scale of the Clark
company, it became fodder for newspapers throughout the
country. It evidently attracted the attention of The Knights of Labor.
They were threatening legal action, claiming Walmsley’s
employment was a violation of federal statutes prohibiting the
bringing in of skilled labor from abroad (suggesting he came to
America at their specific behest).11 By this time, however, the once-
powerful union had lost much of its influence following the Chicago
Haymarket Square riot in 1886.12 The Clark Company seemed
willing to risk its displeasure.

Additionally, a representative of the Working Woman’s Society—
described as a “bright and eloquent young lady” who wished to
remain anonymous—was reported to have had arrived at Harrison
to investigate the strike, suggesting the possibility of support from
their some-100,000 nationwide members, though nothing appears
to have come of it.

On January 19th, William Clark had agreed to a conference with
two lawyers, William J. Davis and John Dwyer, selected by some
130 of the strikers as their representatives in seeking arbitration.13

Still taking a hardline stance, he refused to accept their arbitration
petition—he would unilaterally set the terms. Further, he told them,
the company “refuses to discharge Mr. Walmsley, or to interfere
with him.” However, they would agree to take back any employees
who reapplied for their jobs on that coming Monday and that any
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complaints against Walmsley “will be considered and
investigated.”14

While some would accept the conditions, there were still a
faction of strikers for whom Walmsley’s continued presence was a
deal-breaker. Some were willing to call Clark’s bluff on shuttering
the mills. Even if he made good on the threat, they reasoned, it
would not hurt them as much as he might think—and he might
even spite himself. There were other textile mills being built over in
Harrison, for instance. Rather than having to train all new workers
from scratch, they might be eager to sweep up former-Clark
employees who would bring immediate experience, even giving
themselves an edge on their shuttered rival. An idea of how
sizeable this faction was might be indicated by the result of an
attempted intersession by Father O’Connor of St. Pius Church in
Harrison, where many of the strikers were parishioners. Around
half of their total number attended a special gathering he called,
where he entreated them to remember how well they had been
treated by the Clark family until the present unpleasantness. He
urged them to accept William Clark’s offer and return to work that
Monday. After a vote, however, just six agreed to heed his advice.15

Local public sentiment ran both ways. An unnamed but
apparently wealthy man from Harrison was interviewed by a
reporter, explaining he felt the women had not made any
substantive charges against Walmsley “and they have made up
their minds not to try and get along with him. I do not know him. He
may be a tyrant, and he may be merely one of the brusque and
occasionally sarcastic men we meet.” He thought they were indeed
blowing things out of proportion by taking the drastic step of
striking immediately. “These operatives are bright enough; they can
all read and write, but they are not far seeing or provident,” he
described. “Incidents of mill life assume in their eyes the magnitude
of important affairs of state. They are touchy and sensitive about
their liberties and their work, and jealous of their station in life.”16

There was a strain of classism throughout—from Walmsley’s
supposed offense that “mill girls” dressed, in his estimation, above
their place, to the unnamed man’s dismissal that they were merely
overdramatic girls, “jealous of their station in life.” This was all
happening during what would become known as America’s “Gilded
Age,” a period of rapid growth and industrialization where wages
outpaced those in Europe, luring an ever-growing mass of
immigrants to fill the expanding factories and mills—including
many from the United Kingdom who found work in the Clark
Thread Factory. It was also a time of extreme income inequality
where the gulf between the haves and the have-nots could be vast.

The Clarks themselves had been immigrants, but they were
hardly of the same impoverished stock as those they employed.
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James and Patrick (a.k.a. Peter) Clark had started manufacturing
thread in Paisley, Scotland, in the mid-18th century. By the
beginning of 19th century, under supervision of members of
multiple branches of the Clark clan, the company was firmly
established, but faced a threat by the economic fallout of the
Napoleonic Wars between 1803 and 1815, when France blockaded
the exportation of silk and flax to Great Britain—the very raw
materials they needed. In response, the Clarks developed a method
of making a thread of similar strength and appearance but from
cotton. Introduced in 1812, it would replace silk and linen thread for
hand-sewing and grow the company’s success. By the 1840s, they
were looking to expand their business to include the United States.
The advent of increasingly practical and commercially-available
sewing machines had also increased demand for thread on both
sides of the Atlantic.17

In 1855, George A. and William Clark arrived in America where
they found a source of cotton in the south, mills in the north, and a
growing market for thread throughout. Despite restrictions on the
sale and export of cotton during the Civil War (1861–1865), their
sales managed to still grow, and the George A. Clark & Brother
company was formed in 1863 in Newark, New Jersey.18 The
following year, they began operations in a rented factory on Front
and Fulton Streets and, by 1866, began construction of a giant
factory complex of their own on the Passaic River. The press called
the new mill “one of America’s greatest factories,” noting how it
took some 4-million bricks to finish six large buildings. The main
edifice alone was 325- by 108-feet and five stories tall, its
foundations 3-feet thick. It had its own water towers and a 400-
horsepower power plant, built by Newark’s Hewes and Phillips. A
watchman manned a tower where he could keep an eye over the
whole of the property, as well as for “river thieves” on the Passaic—
a likely reference to fears of raids by Confederates coming inland
along the waterway. More than a thousand people were employed
in what was the only such thread factory in the country and “one of
the most thorough and complete manufacturing establishments in
the world.”19

George A. Clark died suddenly from heart disease in 1873, but
over the next few decades, William continued to expand the factory,
adding 10 more acres of buildings for added spindles, engines, and
employees. When he ran out of land in Newark, he built additional
mill complexes across the river in East Newark, Harrison, and
Kearny. Over 40 new buildings covered 16 acres of East Newark
waterfront, constructed of red brick on cast-iron frames, with huge
windows of 20-over-20 wood sashes.20

By 1888, the Clarks were among the wealthy industrialists who
were putting Newark on the map as manufacturing powerhouse.
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Their success, of course, was thanks in no small measure to the
thousands of the working class wage laborers toiling in their mills—
including the “mill girls” who felt aggrieved by the allegedly
tyrannical Mr. Walmsley.

The Kearny mill where the trouble had started was under the
supervision of another of the Clark clan, W. Campbell Clark, who
had also been away, as a newspaper reported, “enjoying himself for
several weeks with a party of young friends from Newark, on the
Clark steam yacht Mohican at Fortress Monroe [near the mouth of
Chesapeake Bay], and has been apparently indifferent about the
trouble in the factory.” He was the youngest of the family engaged
with the company and described as “extremely popular with his
employees.” Indeed, some felt Mr. Walmsley’s attitude only
became worse because W. Campbell Clark wasn’t there.

Father O’Conner failed at convincing the strikers to return, so he
appealed to the management side of the conflict, meeting with
William and W. Campbell Clark, as well as Herbert Walmsley on the
Tuesday after the Monday return deadline. The newspapers
reported “the object of his visit was to arrange, if possible, a
peaceful and satisfactory settlement of the strike.” The position of
the Clarks was largely the same—Walmsley was there to stay, the
two supervisors had left of their own free will, and they were still
willing to let the workers return. On that last stand, however,
O’Connor was able to secure one small concession. The women
did not want to have to reapply individually for their jobs. Perhaps
they feared the company would impose conditions to their
employment, or the simply wanted to preserve some dignity and
not feel like they had to grovel. William Clark agreed to let them
simply show up for work as usual, no reapplying, no questions
asked. While Walmsley would still be there, Clark reportedly gave
his assurance that “no employé need be afraid to make a
complaint, as he would see that none would be molested on that
account.” He would “do the employés justice according to the
printed rules of the mill.”21

As for his comments that they dressed too fancy for mill girls,
Walmsley did not deny it, but claimed he meant no disrespect. W.
Campbell Clark remarked he was glad to see his employees so
well-dressed,22 adding it he took personal pride that visitors to the
mills “see what a splendid appearance our operatives make.”
Nevertheless, the woman had been concerned Walmsley’s remark
was a hint he thought they were making too much money if they
could afford such things, suggesting he would advocate a wage
reduction. William Clark firmly assured that this was not the case—
their pay would remain the same as before.23

Father O’Conner was rather candid when he explained his
motives for risking “the delicacy of my interfering in this matter.”
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Certainly he had a desire to see a just and peaceful resolution, all
the more so when many of the strikers were members of his flock.
But he also admitted to a more mercenary motivation as a
consequence of that fact. If the strike became general, those
parishioners would find themselves without a paycheck and, he
added, “I also remember that my people contribute annually
$25,000 for the church.”24

The priest obtained personal pledges from 60 of his
congregation to return to work. It was estimated there were around
300 strikers total, and it seemed many were still too opposed to
working under Walmsley to accept any settlement that left him in
place.25 Nevertheless, judging by how it disappeared from the
newspapers, it appears the whole thing just petered out. Those
who accepted Clark’s terms went back to work; those who didn’t
moved on. It is to be wondered how much tension was in the air
between Walmsley and the women that first day back—did he
address them about what had happened? Did they just carry on as
if nothing had?

By February 10, 1888, William Clark and his wife were reportedly
off again to Virginia to join the yacht Mohican and sail for the
Windward and West Indian Islands. Among their guests were
members of another well-known family of Newark industrialists,
the beer baron Ballantines. There was an interesting juxtaposition
when the New York Tribune reported the trip in their social news
items from Newark—the very next story told of Belva Lockwood
announcing there that she intended to run as a candidate for
president on the Industrial Reform Party, into which the Equal
Rights Party had been merged.26

That life had returned to normal at the Clark Thread Factory
was further indicated by how on April 12, 1888, their company
baseball team, “Clark’s O.N.T.s,” were advertising their interest to
“arrange a game with some good club, having inclosed [sic]
grounds for the afternoon of Decoration Day.”27 Their name was
derived from the company’s six-cord soft-finished thread called
“Our New Thread,” which became known as O.N.T. Decoration Day
was the post-Civil War precursor to Memorial Day. And, by July, it
was announced the company was giving their 5,000 employees a
free excursion that August to Asbury Park.28 It was reported that it
took 85 total cars on six trains to carry the employees and their
families. The employees travelled free, but their guests paid a dollar
each, which went into a “benevolent association of the factory.”29

This is not to say that the naturally adversarial relationship
between labor and capital was forgotten. It was noted later in
August, after the excursion, how the Clark Thread Company was
the only major employer in the state who would not be closing for
Labor Day—and that they were among the monopolies that would
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benefit from a tariff being debated at the time.30

It is difficult to say today whether the women had legitimate
grievances or pride on both sides caused a perceived slight to be
magnified out of proportion. Was Herbert Walmsley the tyrant they
claimed or a stricter taskmaster than they were used to? Did his
experiences with the mills in England cause him to fail to recognize
the relative laxity hadn’t been hurting production? Were Spillane
and Douglass justly dismissed or unfairly forced out? Did they
return to work with those who risked a strike on their behalves?
Evidence is wanting on all these questions.

What can be said is Walmsley remained in Newark, likely with
Clark Thread, at least until 1897, when he moved to New Bedford,
Massachusetts and became a U.S. citizen in 1907. He died in 1917.
As much is known thanks to information that had been given by his
son—also named Herbert—when he applied for a passport in 1920.
He was headed to Peru to “investigate cotton growing.”31

The year ended for the Clark Thread Company on a differently
sour note. The hot-button topic of the 1888 election was the desire
among Democrats, led by President Grover Cleveland, to reduce
tariffs enacted during the Civil War on imports. They accused
Republicans, who favored keeping them, of abetting the
monopolies that benefitted from it—the Clark Thread Company
among them. They were accused of using various questionable
means of influencing and even threatening their employees to vote
a straight Republican ticket.

Nevertheless, there was one bright spot—that stack that I had
initially intended to write about...
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The Kearny mills needed 21 steam boilers of 300
horsepower each to power the expanded plant. Those
engines, in turn, necessitated a flue—a chimney that vents

combusted gases and brings in fresh air. In 1887, the Clark
Thread Company designers decided on one massive smokestack
to serve all the boilers. Most of their construction projects had
been large scale, but this would prove especially grand. Planned
to be 335-feet tall, there was nothing like it in the United States.
There were three taller chimneys in Scotland, but they were used
by chemical plants to vent noxious gasses—so the distinction of
being a draft for a boiler, gave the proposed stack the technicality
of being tallest such flue in the entire world.1

The construction feat was impressive enough for Scientific
American to report on its details. “The general methods of
construction adopted were characterized by simplicity as well as
efficiency,” it described. The work had begun in late 1887, with the
foundation, base, and 18-feet of the shaft completed by
December. Work halted for the winter, resuming in April 1888 as
weather permitted. A steam-powered elevator was set up in the
middle, surrounded by ever-growing scaffolding as course after
course of brick was laid. When the construction became high
enough, the guides for the elevator were added on to, allowing it
to grow higher with the work, carrying men and supplies. It was
rated for a 3,000-pound capacity, but typically carried no more
than 800 in practice on its 3.5-foor by 3-foot platform. While that
might not seem like a very large platform, the inside diameter of

Gordon
Bond

Scientific American illustration of the new chimney along side the older
square stack. Both survive today (though the taller was truncated in the
1980s).

The Kearny mills once boasted the
tallest chimney in America...
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the flue was 11-feet from top to bottom. The elevator had to fit
inside along with its guides and the bricklayers’ scaffolding. The
exterior diameter of the stack, however, tapered from 28.5-feet at
the base to 14-feet at the mouth. Eight bricklayers and five
helpers worked inside the interior space, coordinating with seven
laborers on the ground who kept them supplied with a constant
flow of materials. A system of bells and flags was developed to
allow the two crews to communicate as the one grew more
distant into the air.2

Critical to the work was the man tasked with “training and
plumbing”—basically, making certain the stack’s diameter was
perfectly round, was growing straight upward, and the outside
tapering at the correct angle. Every 40 feet, the circle was
plumbed at a series of center points to verify the circle was
correct, a process known as “training.” The slope of the outer
wall—known as the “batter”—was also tested using a mason’s
plumb rule. “Eventually the chimney was plumbed from a height
of 300 feet, a forty-foot plumb bob being used,” Scientific
American described. The tools being used were simple and of an
ancient pedigree. Nevertheless, in skilled hands, they did the task
admirably. “The deviation from the vertical was practically
imperceptible,” the article announced.3

The brickwork was completed in September and topped by “a
well proportioned capital surmounted by a cast iron coping”
weighing six tons and composed of 32 sections bolted together
by inside flanges “so as to present a smooth exterior.” Scientific
American laid out the impressive statistics involved in the project.
The amount of time for the construction was tallied as 150 days
of nine hours each. 1,687,231 bricks were used. The whole
weighed in at 5,000 tons, assembled from 9,651,899 pounds of
brick, 1,000,000 of concrete, and 40,000 of ironwork. The cost
was $30,000—it is estimated it would cost over $7-million to do
in 2020.4 It is worth noting that there were no injuries of any kind
during construction. “From the point of view of architectural
beauty, as well as perfection of structural features, too much
credit cannot be awarded to all concerned in its erection,”
Scientific American enthused.5

In 1888, of course, there were no airplanes and passenger
balloons were not common, making the view from atop the
chimney a rare opportunity to witness Newark, the Passaic River,
and the surrounding towns from a proverbial bird’s eye vantage.
Before it was capped by a hood, a platform was erected and the
public invited to ride the steam elevator to the top.6 “If you want
to get up in the world,” quipped an article making the rounds of
newspaper throughout the country, “and get up swiftly and
rapidly, go to the Kearney [sic] mill of the Clark Thread Company
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Scientific American included an illustration of
members of the public enjoying a rare view of the
Passaic River and Newark from atop the chimney.
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and be jerked to the top of the tallest chimney in America.”7 If
someone visited on a particularly windy day, they might have
experienced motion sickness. It was designed to sway as much
as six inches against the strongest gusts anticipated.8

The view of the chimney from the ground was also
impressive. Scientific American waxed almost poetic about it. “It
presents a most graceful appearance, and for the traveler
passing through Newark, it forms an impressive feature of the
scene. The ground on which it stands is on the eastern bank of
the Passaic River, a rather low, flat area, so that the chimney
bears somewhat the same relation to Newark that the
Washington monument [sic] does to Washington. The latter
structure is the only one in America that can dwarf it.”9

Once completed and ready to be put into operation, however,
the visitor platform and elevator had to be removed. This left no
means to ascend for any repairs. It was envisioned that a balloon
could be floated up through the flue and then down the outside,
drawing up and over a stout line by which a man might climb.10

The impracticality of that plan, however, was made
dramatically evident just two years later. On the Friday morning of
March 28, 1890, the chimney was struck twice by lightning, once
at about 8:00 A.M. and again roughly fifteen seconds later. The

Those who traveled to the top of
the chimney in 1888 or made the
1890 repairs were treated to a
view like this, taken from it in
1892. Note the steam train
crossing the bridge!

Courtsey www.oldnewark.com
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first strike caused bricks to come away from two spots, and the
second larger strike from eight or nine
spots. In all, 50 to 75 cartloads of brick
came crashing down, according to a
follow-up article in Scientific American.
The damage penetrated as many as
three courses or bricks deep, or about a
foot. The explosive sound and crashing
bricks alarmed the employees inside,
who were evacuated and work halted
out of fears the whole thing might come
crashing down. The hot air from the
boilers was kept up, however, lest the
contractions of cooling caused more
bricks to loosen and fall.11

The idea of using the balloon to hoist
a line up and out of the shaft was
rejected because of the cast iron cap.
The edges were sharp, and, even if they
managed to get a balloon up and out of
the hood, there would be a serious
threat of chaffing the rope because of it.
A professional steeplejack was instead
employed—John Phillips of Smith &
Phillips, a slate and felt roofing
company from Newark. He was
described as a “slight-built man” who
learned his trade in his native Scotland.
He was, essentially, the point man, who
would do the climbing up the outside of
the stack, supported by a ground crew.

The process involved fixing a series
of ladders to the undamaged side, one
over the other, all the way up to the top.
The first was leaned against the shaft

and affixed by driving hooked spikes and wood blocks into the
masonry to secure it. A block-and-tackle was attached to the
wood at the top and a second ladder was hoisted up. Philips lifted
and pushed it up along the side above the first and similarly
anchored it into the bricks. This process was repeated 24 times
over three and a half days with ladders 17-, 20-, and 22-feet. The
final ladder was 30-feet tall and reached the cast iron cap. A final
iron ladder with hooks at the top was hooked over the lip. Philips
attached himself to the ladders with a length of rope as he went.
Another line led from his harness around a pulley he kept anchoring
higher as he climbed and down to a group of men who held onto it

Scientific American highlighted
the chimney repair on the cover
of their April 19, 1890 edition. 

Note the cut-away illustration
showing how the boatswain
chair was lowered into the
interior and the scaffolding was
rigged for exterior repairs. Fixing
the ladders around the cap was
especially tricky.

The illustration at left shows the
extent of the exterior damage.
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on the ground. Should he have slipped, they could arrest his fall.
The process of anchoring the ladders had taken over three days,
but once set up, it took Philips just ten minutes to climb to the top.12

The first step was to examine the inside of the flue to see if it
had been damaged or pierced. Philips was lowered into the inside
of the chimney on a boatswain’s chair—a seat that could be
lowered from above by a rope. Fortunately, the inside was
undamaged and all appeared structurally sound—work in the
mills could resume. Repair of the exterior was accomplished by
dropping scaffolding attached to the top by chains and iron
hooks over an attached brace. Workers climbed the ladders
Philips had established to reach this platform, which could then
be raised or lowered as needed.13

“It seems strange that in this age of electrical enlightenment
the owners of this fine chimney should have neglected to protect
it by ample conductors,” pondered Scientific American.14 The
basic idea of the lightning rod dated back to the Middle Ages. In
America, Benjamin Franklin famously experimented with them in
1752. Scientific American referenced its own prior coverage of
the scientific consensus that they worked. Why one had not been
installed on the tallest chimney flue in the world is unknown. “Had
this chimney been properly protected by rods,” the article
concluded, “it doubtless would have escaped injury.”15

Nevertheless, the fact it survived such a violent assault by
Mother Nature remained a testimony to the quality of the
masonry work.

The Clark chimney stood over the factory throughout the

A view from my apartment in
Newark shows two relics of the
area’s industrial past. The
chimney is at center and the NX
Draw at left, an out-of-service
bascule railroad bridgebuilt by
the Erie Railroad opened in 1922
as the third bridge since 1871. It
was closed an welded in the
upright position in 1977. Locals
call it “the Annive Bridge”
because it was used in the 1982
movie, “Annie,” where the
heroine is seen climbing up it. 
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changes of the turn of the 20th century—from the 1890 strike to
the 1897 death of William Clark to the transfer of
operations out of New Jersey to Georgia between
1926 and 1947. By the 1980s, the buildings were
occupied by smaller industrial enterprises that
didn’t need the giant, aging stack, so it was
truncated to its present height. These days, many
of the old factory buildings along the Passaic
River in Kearny and East Newark have been
replaced by new residential apartments and
mixed-use. As of March 2020, there are plans to
redevelop the mill buildings into 616 residential
apartments and commercial space. While it will
most likely never regain its 335-foot stature, the
chimney (along with its shorter companion) will

be retained, a stoic reminder of the areas industrial past as the
neighborhood finds a new future.
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This is a rendering by Bleeker
Architectural Group of plans for
converting the Kearny mills into
apartments and retail space that
appeared in an article from the
Jersey Digs website, March 5,
2020. The chimneys remain as
architectural features.

https://jerseydigs.com/conversion-of-clark-mill-complex-
east-newark-set-to-break-ground/


