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INTRODUCTION:


As the 21st century begins, the lives of the hardy generation of immigrants who flooded into the United States from Europe around 1900 are ending.  The curtain is falling on our living connection with the historic period of that great influx.  Here and there, though, spoken ties with the past can still be found.  Paterson, New Jersey, is one such place.  The verbatim testimony that follows details, through the real-life experience of one group, a remarkable American immigrant success story of the early 20th century.

A few years ago, I began collecting information about Jewish involvement in the silk industry in Paterson, a city near my own.  The first silk manufacturer I visited complained, “Now you come!  Why didn’t you come ten years ago when my father was alive?”

If only I had.

But soon I discovered that drawers full of oral history tapes existed, embodying the recollections of Patersonians, most of them probably deceased.  The interviews had been recorded over a seven-year period, primarily by lay members of the Jewish Historical Society of North Jersey under the guidance of local resident Jerome Nathans.  The results of their invaluable service were stored at the Charles Goldman Library in Wayne.

With the anticipation of a treasure hunter, I listened to those voices from the past as they related arguments over wages, confessed business defeats, and told of personal sacrifices “made for the good of the family.”  What I learned from my research was that the story of the Paterson Jewish silk community was a special kind of American success story - an ethnic phenomenon.

People with substantially the same background, and the same skill and work experience, had come en masse from the same two cities.  In America, they had gone to the same place in New Jersey, to work in the same industry and form a community of their own.

Those emigrants had, essentially, one money-making tool, the ability to weave, along with a minimal education.  As their children say over and over, wonderingly, they arrived in the United States speaking Yiddish, "with nothing, no cash, no jewelry, no connections," except, perhaps, cousins with resources only slightly better than their own.

Remarkably, within 20 years, those poorly prepared transplants came to dominate a substantial part of what was then New Jersey's largest industrial industry.  This story tells how those thousands of Jewish weavers developed and changed as, in very different ways, they built their lives in the new country.

The players in these events, those who spoke to me live or on tape, were revolutionaries, proprietors of important mills, Communist Party organizers, poets, and weavers, among many others.  Speaking out of the past or in the present, they were good company – vigorous, earthy, and unpretentious.

When their personal narratives were not available, or to fill in background information, I drew on other sources, on Labor history, Jewish history, Paterson records, material about radicalism, and voluminous data about local silk manufacture.  As far as possible, though, I have passed on the weavers’ stories as they were told them, in their own words or those of their descendants.

JEWISH WORKERS /  JEWISH BOSSES IN EUROPE: 1890-1903
In the western part of the Russian Empire, in the late 19th century, young men, among them thousands of Jews, were leaving the economically distressed countryside and were heading for towns like Lodz and Bialystok.  The two cities were centers for a new, booming industry:  weaving cotton and woolen fabrics.  Bialystok, especially, was flooded with Jews, with 2,000 to 3,000 working there by the end of the century.

In Lodz and Bialystok, the Jews who later formed the basis of the silk community of Paterson, New Jersey, came together.   The Jews of both textile cities were commonly referred to as “Polish”, though only Lodz was in the Polish sector.  Bialystok was in Belorussia, but was like a Polish city.
  Almost all of the young people had grown up in orthodox Jewish communities, often in families disrupted by the death of one parent and the remarriage of the other.  Most had received only a minimal education, based on Jewish religious literature.  Some of the Jewish girls who became weavers in Lodz had received even less instruction and could not read.
When they reached, Lodz and Bialystok, the country boys found cities bustling with industrial activity.  Most of the large factories were light and clean and contained new mechanized equipment.
  Many of these big mills belonged to Jewish proprietors.  After years of repression, Jews had been able to break out of or ignore the legal restrictions hampering them.  At the end of the century, Jews owned 299 textile factories in and around Bialystok.
  A contemporary American Jewish traveler wrote that, thanks to the achievements of Jewish entrepreneurs, Polish cities like Lodz resembled “some of the most successful American business centers.”

But, as the teenagers looked for work, most found that Christian proprietors would not hire them, nor would important Jewish employers. 

The cities were full of small, marginal Jewish firms that were ignored by government safety compliance inspectors, used outmoded equipment, and had abysmal working conditions and wages.  These shops hired Jews.  

The small mills were located in cellars or homes and used heavy, archaic wooden looms, operated by hand.  Workers labored “without limit,” usually 16 to 18 hours a day, weaving after dark by the light of candles they bought themselves.  

ON THE WAY TO THE “OTHER SIDE”:  1895 – 1910

As bad as working conditions were in the small mills of Lodz and Bialystok, jobs there came to be seen as rare treasures toward the end of the century.  Young hopefuls from the countryside had continued to stream into the industrial cities of the Pale, the area to which Jews were restricted.  The number of workers had increased far out of proportion to the number of factories, 4,000 and 7,120, respectively, in 1889 and 1897.
  For Jewish weavers unemployment was a constant problem.  “In Europe,” some of the children recalled in later years, “we didn’t have enough to eat.”
For centuries, Poland had been an inhospitable and dangerous place for Jews.  Happily, though, an escape route had opened.  Stories about America and its prosperity were spreading through Europe.  Periodicals were full of information, much of it steamship and American railroad publicity, about the wonders of the New World.
  Praise for the new country came in letters from recent emigrants, who offered help in finding housing and work.  Many sent money back to “the old country” to bring over relatives, through a “chain of immigration” that was especially used by Jews.

Using hard-won savings, Jewish weavers began to join the slow exodus of adventurous Russian and Polish Jews who decided to try their luck in the New World.

Then, suddenly, in the early years of the new century, this steady stream of emigration changed to a flood, precipitated by a series of terrifying pogroms.  They were directed, it seemed, at the centers of Jewish textile manufacture.  The attacks were instigated by the government, it was thought, in retaliation for Bund militance.
  The pogroms were, in effect, riots that gave license to hoodlums to beat, maim, and kill Jews, and loot their property.

Lodz, with its strong Bund connections, received special treatment.  In June 1905, 341 Jews were killed there and 50 wounded.
  Bialystok had frequent pogroms, three within five months in 1905, with 70 Jews killed and 500 wounded altogether.
  The next year brought the notorious two-day massacre in Bialystok.  Two hundred Jews were killed, 700 injured, and eight streets thoroughly sacked.

The pogroms of 1903 to 1906 sent Jews fleeing by the thousands in panic toward the New World.  Most immigrants to the United States seem to have been drawn there by the economic opportunity.
  For Russian and Polish Jews, though, their emigration from Europe was related statistically far more to pogroms than to the state of the economy in either country.
  The experience in Europe traumatized the Jewish refugees so deeply that in Paterson many refused to relate their memories of the old country to their children.

Ashore at Ellis Island, some Polish weavers were met by relatives or friends who advised them to settle in Paterson, New Jersey, a world-famous textile center.

An immigrant’s estimate was that 75 percent of the weavers decided to go to Paterson, and most of those who went elsewhere eventually moved there, too, drawn by the city’s superior job opportunities.
  
ARRIVAL IN SILK CITY:

The immigrant Jewish weavers had come from dynamic textile centers.  In Paterson, they arrived in the busy atmosphere of another booming mill town.  Paterson's streets, many unpaved
 were full of horsecars, carriages, bicycles, and an occasional strikingly conspicuous automobile.
  Crowds of working people hurried along the sidewalks that edged the streets.  Block after block, there were massive three-story brick factories with rows of narrow windows.

This was Silk City, proud capital of American silk manufacture.  Paterson produced outstanding silk and huge quantities of it, over half of all the silk made in the country.
  Residents boasted of living in the "Lyons of America," pronouncing it "lions," like the animal, in one local version.

Not just an ordinary product, silk had a special glamour that shed luster on the Northern New Jersey community that produced it.  For women the fashionable look was elegant; yards of silk went into their floor-length dresses.  Silk, described as "the queen of fibers," "the raiment of queens ... the aristocrat of textiles," was a status symbol.  "Ladies," it was said, "don't wear cotton.  Ladies wear silk."

The city had relatively few silk mills, 165 in 1902,
 owned chiefly by people of English origin.  Under its own roof, each firm performed most of the functions needed to make fabric.  Production began with the importation of silk from Japan and China, where the fiber was unwound from the cocoon of the silkworm.  In Paterson, the silk filaments were strengthened by being twisted together, or "thrown," into yarn for the loom; then, woven and dyed, the silk was "finished," to create a desired "feel," such as weight or softness.

Paterson's factories turned out a great variety of silk products, but their principal output was in ribbons and "plain goods," or broadsilk, a wide fabric without a woven-in pattern, used for dresses, underwear, and tie silk.

The weavers had come to a relatively new city.  Unlike its neighbor Newark, which had developed under strong Protestant religious influence, Paterson had begun as a planned industrial center, one of the first in the country.  Paterson's site had been earmarked a little over one century earlier by real estate speculators, including Alexander Hamilton.  They were impressed by the spectacular 72-foot Passaic River Falls and their potential as a source of manufacturing power.  As "The Society for Useful Manufactures," they bought acreage around the falls for their site.

The project came to very little.  Then, after the Civil War, the country went wild with industrial production and the judgment of the developers was confirmed.

A small silk industry had begun in Paterson, nurtured by technicians from England.  Paterson, it became clear, was a perfect place for manufacturing fabric.  Its falls provided energy to drive machinery, and the river supplied excellent water for dyeing.  Mills not on the river could receive anthracite via the new Morris & Essex Canal.  The city was close to its customers, the fashion market in New York, linked to it now by a railroad and a turnpike, the super-smooth "Plank Road," and then a ferry across the Hudson River.

One of New Jersey's major cities, Paterson at the turn of the 20th century had two thriving industries, the manufacture of silk and the manufacture of locomotives.  The city's new affluence was reflected in handsome buildings: the red-brick City Hall, a stunning example of Beaux Arts architecture; St. John the Baptist Cathedral; Barnert Temple, a Jewish synagogue, Bella Vista Castle, the palatial home of silk manufacturer Catholina Lambert; and even a baronial-looking mill, with "here and there a modest turret ... and an occasional pinnacle".

With its many factories, though, Paterson was essentially an immigrants' town; more than half its population of around 105,000 (1900) were first- or second-generation Americans.  The older stock came from Britain, Germany, and Ireland, while the newer arrivals, received with little enthusiasm by their predecessors, were from Italy and Eastern Europe.
 
The silk workers found housing near the Passaic River, near the mills.  The river overflowed regularly, flooding basements, often bringing with it foul odors.
  The area was full of saloons, which drunks frequented on payday.
  Sophie (Bornstein) Cohen, a child at the time, drew a picture of the neighborhood:

To get to the factories, you had to cross the raceway.  They used little bridges.  The kids would swim in the raceway.  It came down Van Houten Street.  They had six-family houses, three stories high, near the mills.  In the center the building had a big arch.  The stairways were very long, with heavy banisters, because the ceilings were very high.  They didn’t have indoor plumbing.  Everybody had to scrub their own privy.  It was very clean.  There was no toilet paper.  They cut up newspaper and put it on a hook.  We were part of a community of Jews, with small stores, tailors, Irish people, Italians, Scotch.  They worked 6:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m., with an hour off for dinner in the middle of the day.  At first, you lived with relatives.  Or, if you had nobody here, they’d take you in as a boarder.

The Jewish ladies had private restaurants in their house.  They would have six or so guests to provide kosher food to men who had come to the United States alone. 

THE MILL, 1900 - 1911:

Until around 1910, when their influx into Paterson tapered off, Jewish immigrants flowed into the silk plants, usually under the aegis of a relative or friend.  Silk and woolen weaving were similar enough so that experienced woolen weavers from Lodz soon felt comfortable with the Paterson looms.

In Paterson, Jews became weavers or warpers, those who prepared yarn on the loom, so that it could be interwoven with the weft; dying “was Italian.” 

The Paterson mills employed almost 28,000 silkworkers.
  They offered a hard way to make a living.  Hours were long, 55 per week,
 from seven in the morning till six at night and a half-day on Saturday.  Wages were at the bottom of the list for industries in New Jersey.  Fines by the employer nibbled away at the workers’ already low earnings.  An Irish woman who wove in a Paterson ribbon plant in those early years claimed that workers lost a nickel with each trip to the bathroom.

The glamorous silk that issued from Paterson came out of workplaces that were dimly lit and unhealthy.  The racket of sound, the high-pitched squeal of metal on metal, was literally deafening and resulted sometimes in hearing loss.  Contemporaries, not realizing how destructive the clatter was, found it comforting and familiar.  “After a while,” Sophie Cohen commented, “the rhythm becomes part of you.  That’s why we always used to sing at work.”

Because mill wages were so low, it took the efforts of several people to support one family.  Many Jewish women worked as weavers after marriage.  Others operated a small restaurant at home, or took in a boarder, at $3 a month.  Some poor Jewish families "suffered to keep their children in school," said a contemporary, and even sent them on to college and a professional education.  But many Jewish children in Paterson left school without finishing and went to work at an early age because their contribution was needed.  The oldest child in the family was expected to assume this obligation (Korn) and to turn all earnings in to the family (Batavia); some did this dutifully with a longing look at the world of books they were leaving.

A state report from 1903 noted that "The Hebrew population of Paterson is very large.  The children are in all trades.  Not over 20 percent, it is said, work in the mills and factories."
    The report showed that almost all children in the Paterson textile mills worked the standard ten-hour day, and remained standing for most of that time.  Although 14 was the legal minimum working age in New Jersey, the children canvassed by the state ranged in age from 12 to 15 and most had begun work at age 13.  Paterson principals would tell their graduating eighth-graders which factories were hiring.
  The children came into the mill with their fathers, who would teach them the trade (S. Cohen).

Judging from their own accounts, the teenagers were outspoken and able to hold their own in the mills.  Mrs. Sall, an aggressive wage-earner in her time, tells how she stood up for her rights:

When I was a youngster I worked in the mill.  But 55 hours a week [the work week] wasn't enough.  I worked on Saturday afternoon in a millinery store.  I worked till 12 noon in the mill, then in the store till 12 midnight.  I got one dollar.  I was also the housecleaner at home.

The people here worked at a very low wage.  But some of the manufacturers couldn't see, how can we pay so much.  The piece of goods that rolls off the loom, if there's a, we called it a mispeek, blemish, it may be a mispeek for half an inch or an eighth of an inch, you stop the loom and you tie it on again.  Every time there was a mispeek, the boss, they'd call you in the office and they'd say, "Now, look, I'm deducting you a dollar and a half for that," or, "I'm deducting you $2 for that."

They would measure the goods.  They'd give you credit, instead of thirty yards, they'd give you credit for 19 and a half.  'Cause you worked by piecework.

I was a weaver.  The boss at one time said to me, “A schnitt like you can go home with $40.00 a week.  I'm charging you off $1.50 for this mispeek."  I said, "Mr. G., if it wasn't for the money, I wouldn't work in a shop!  Where [sic] do I come to work in a shop?  But I need the money.  That's the only reason I'm here."

“AS TO A DANCE, I GO ON STRIKE!:  1912 – 1913

The Polish weavers had settled in a major center of labor unrest.  Although it was illegal at the time to strike or belong to a union in New Jersey, one strike followed another in Paterson.

Meanwhile, major old-line silk manufacturers, courted by the railroads, were opening mills outside of New Jersey in areas that offered lower rents and more compliant factory hands.  Improvements in the machinery made it possible for mills to hire unskilled women and children at lower wages in other states, particularly in Pennsylvania.
  By 1912, the old-line firms had opened 27 of these branches, some running several hundred looms.
  

Part of the workforce in the Paterson silk industry consisted of Italian weavers and dyers who, like many of the Polish weavers were politically radical.The racket of sound, the  Some of the Italians had come to America as committed anarchists.  Gaetano Bresci, the anarchist who assassinated the king of Italy in 1900, was a silkworker from Paterson.  Some Jews had also been anarchists in Europe.

Together, these activists began flooding the mills with propaganda, introducing into Paterson's silk industry the radical, politicized character which became its hallmark.  In addition to trying to improve conditions in the mills, Paterson's silk unions often had a broad agenda, such as bringing about a new social order in the world.

In the early years of the new century a bitter labor/management conflict had developed in Paterson.  At issue, along with a demand for an eight-hour day and higher wages
, was principally a dispute about the looms.  With new equipment now available one worker could supervise three or four looms, instead of, as formerly, two.  Paterson weavers were resisting this "speedup," which was being introduced successfully in other states.

Old hands in Paterson, silkworkers from Britain and northern Europe, questioned about the dispute, said that in their opinion what caused the problem was the influx into the silk trades of a troublesome element, "too many immigrants ... that did not thoroughly understand the workings of our organizations or had not become Americanized."

Responding to the turmoil, a moderate faction of the IWW, Industrial Workers of the World, came to Paterson as organizers.  This part of the union had a Socialist orientation and appealed primarily to Jews, who were known for their Socialist leanings and dislike of violence.  Among Paterson silkworkers, Jews now numbered 4,000-5,000.
 
Some Jewish silkworkers walked out with this union in Paterson in 1912.  The Yiddish handbills assured them that they would "be the masters of future society."  The future masters were so temperate, though, that they refrained from picketing and were cautioned "to give no one the slightest pretext to call you disorderly."

Another part of the IWW was far more militant.  Its philosophy was based on anarchism, which envisioned a society without a government.  The IWW rejected the political process and called on "the workers of the world as a class [to] take possession of the earth and the machinery of production and abolish the wage system."
   Some weavers, like Sophie Cohen, who became a "Wobbly," or IWW adherent, dreamed of bringing about great changes in the world:

We really thought we were building a new society.  It wasn't only hours, it wasn't only an increase in pay, it was changing everything, that's what we felt.

Everyone seemed to have a dream of getting out of the poverty that kept them down.  That's what made them rebels, that's what gave them the strength to go out on strike.  There were conditions that forced them [to rebel].

Most of the silkworkers, though, Jews and non-Jews alike, had no interest in overturning the government; the United States, though imperfect, was, after all not Czarist Russia.  Besides, many of the weavers now had wives and children to support.

In 1913, the militant faction of the IWW emerged as the leader of the silkworkers, who began a strike that shut down Paterson’s silk industry for six months.  The episode became a landmark in Paterson history and in the annals of American labor.  

END OF THE REBELLION:  1913 – 1919

With rallies, demonstrations, speeches, and group singing, the rebellion rolled along at first in a spirit of high hope.  Suddenly, the eyes of the world seemed to be focused on Paterson, and the weavers were exhilarated by the attention.  Big Bill Haywood, and IWW strike leader, “marched with 30,000 people to Haledon [a nearby town] every morning to Haledon [for rallies], they went there every day for six months,” said Morris Freed.

Years before, “on the other side,” the weavers had aroused the daring and revolutionary courage of their fellow-workers with Bund songs.  They had brought that music with them, along with a love of group singing.  Joe Walkowitz tells how that tradition evolved during the strike into the famous Freiheitgesgangsverein, the Paterson Folk Chorus:
When they went to organize the silk workers, they were singing the songs on the picket lines and in the shops.  They would walk the picket lines and sing the old folk songs.  The chorus was made up of people who didn’t know a note of music.  The conductor owned a tailor shop on River Street in Paterson.  They taught them music by rote.  They sang four- and five-part harmonies, all by rote.

The majority of members were weavers, winders, and warpers from Lodz.  They had participated in the revolutionary movements of Poland and Russia and some fought in the 1905 Revolution in Russia.  Most did come from a religious background, but here, no, they did without it.  They were saying to composers, “Write about us, don’t cry, don’t pity us.  We want to fight!”  I’ve met these people, they had unbelievable spunk.

To go on strike for a better livelihood became a very important part of their life.  What they were performing was about themselves.  They felt that music without a conscious message was just singing in the air.  The text was very important.

Along with moments of warm camaraderie and fervent purpose, the weavers experienced physical abuse.  Freed describes how “the police [beat] unprotected heads, like angels of death, screaming as they did it.  Blood was pouring down.”  

But the manufacturers were not bending, and after a few months, with their small savings gone and no silk mill wages coming in, the worker’s families began to face genuine deprivation.  
When it became apparent that the strikers were no longer able to feed their children properly, the union asked colleagues in New York to find families there to take the youngsters in.  With stories about the strike now of front-page importance outside of Paterson, pictures of the evacuated children appeared nationally in newspapers.

To raise money, the union produced a giant pageant at Madison Square Garden in New York picturing the strike.  The event, for which Annie Silverman led the weavers’ parade up Fifth Avenue, was a huge success as a work of art and public education, but ended up with a $2,000 deficit.

Their resources gone, the strikers resorted to desperate measures; they sent four trucks from Paterson through the lower East Side, the Jewish immigrant area of New York City, begging for money, food, and clothing.  Strips of oilcloth implored bystanders to “Help the striking silk weavers of Paterson and New York” and girls with metal containers passed among the crowd.  Store-keepers came out of delicatessens and bakeries with food and money.

Finally, the workers began returning to the mills in July, many to the same wages and hours;
 they did hold onto the slow and now outmoded two-loom system, though.
  Those were the lucky weavers; others were blacklisted and had to look for work outside of Paterson or New Jersey.

The weavers had thrown themselves against the barricades and had been defeated.  Some skeptics claimed that the IWW encouraged strikes recklessly, using them as a learning experience for workers, without any real concern about their outcome.  Many rebels disagreed, though.  The failure did not shake Sophie Cohen’s faith.  “If there was any anger expressed after the strike,” she maintained, “it was at the people you worked for, the bosses.”

The mood in Paterson was bleak.  More big old-line silk firms were leaving the city for Pennsylvania.
  The year after the strike Sam Aronsohn opened branches in Bayonne, New Jersey and Coatesville, Pennsylvania.
  Some families had moved away during the strike and others followed later.  Jacob Zimel went to Galveston and picked fruit.  David Schwartz told his family. “I think I’ve had it.  I’m sick of being in the middle of strikes.”  They opened a grocery store in Michigan.

Then, a few years later, World War I began, bringing orders for parachute silk and other fabrics needed by the army.  Business came to life again in Paterson.

THE SMALL BOSSES

World War I brought a surge of business to Paterson.  Silkworkers like the Schwartzes who had left the city during the strike began moving back.  Some could now accumulate considerable sums of money, which they used to open their own plants.

The same weavers who had recently cheered denunciations of capitalist oppression and "the bosses" were now eagerly becoming bosses themselves.  At the same time, many still retained socialist sympathies and affiliations.  Like so many other American Jews of the 20th century, Paterson Jews in the silk industry could have their hearts in one place and their pockets in another.

By 1918, Jewish names were prominently represented among the 400 broadsilk mills listed for Paterson.
 
Most Jewish firms, though, were small, and two- and three-loom mills were springing up all over the city.  To Nelson and Shriver, Paterson historians writing in 1920, it appeared that "thousands of silk weavers, especially recent immigrants" (a tactful reference to the Polish Jews), had set up their own establishments.
  As the fever spread, everybody, recalled one contemporary, "was becoming millionaires."  But the road to riches was far from smooth.  Some of the new proprietors had no experience whatever in their new field.  Often they had tried a few other lines of work before following the crowd into "silk."  Nathan Doblin, for one, had been in various businesses in Newark, but, although he came from Bialystok, had never been in textiles.  In 1919, he borrowed a little money and became a partner in a shop with 12 looms.  A rumbling sound emanating from a house was a sign that, as in Poland, there was a loom at work inside, possibly in the cellar.  Many firms rented the partitioned-off quarters in a factory building.  Because the spaces formed little nests, one theory goes, they were called "cockroach mills."

Like most American firms of the period,
 the small mills began as family enterprises, operated by family labor, including that of the children.  The arrangement gave a small company a big advantage over a larger one run by hired staff,
 and helped the weavers, like many other American immigrants, succeed in business.

And a few not only survived, but developed their enterprises into important firms.

THE SILK BARONS:  1921 – 1929
In 1916, New Jersey’s governor, James F. Fielder, told an audience, “Whenever the word “silk” is used, one naturally thinks of Paterson.”
  Ten years later there was a further association, the silk industry’s unmistakably Jewish complexion.  The Polish Jews who only a few years before had arrived “with nothing” now owned and operated a good portion, 90 percent in some estimates,
 of New Jersey’s major industry.

No longer “Number One” nationally, Paterson in its peak year, 1927, produced only one-fourth of American broadsilk.
  But its textile industry with its 754 mills
 was still important.  Silk manufacture, predominately from Paterson, was New Jersey’s biggest employer.

Unlike the silk mills of turn-of-the-century Paterson, the firms of the 1920s concentrated on one product.  Paterson was particularly famous for its broadsilk and it was in this part on the industry that Jews specialized and predominated.

Outside of New Jersey there were large silk manufacturing operations.  But Paterson, with its profusion of tiny units, was unique.
  In the late 1920s, while producing 14 percent of all silk products in the country, Paterson was home to 42 percent of all American silk shops.
  There was nothing like Paterson anywhere, except, apparently, in turn-of-the-century Lodz and Bialystok, from which, conceivably, Paterson derived its distinctive fragmented pattern.  

The war had brought with it new trends that were soon to have a profound effect on Paterson’s silk industry.  Ostentation had gone out of style and had been replaced by a tailored look, and then by the simple, casual air of the Jazz Age.  A mass market had emerged for attractive clothing for working women who could not afford silk.
Since 1912, American knitting mills had been using “artificial silk” imported from Europe to make stockings.
  After the war ended, I. Du Pont de Nemours was looking for peacetime products that would replace their wartime money-maker, explosives, and use some of their powder-making ingredients, particularly nitrocellulose.
  In 1919 they secured American rights to the major French artificial silk patent and began manufacturing the fiber.

The new Du Pont plant converted wood pulp into material that was extruded as an "artificial silk" filament.
  Unlike variable, delicate silk, the new fiber was uniform.  Like cotton, wool, or silk, the synthetic yarn could be woven into fabric on looms.  Other American chemical companies soon followed Du Pont's lead.

The introduction of the new fabrics had a revolutionary effect on the textile industry.  Later, in 1937, the invention of synthetic fiber was cited by the National Resource Committee as one of the six outstanding technical achievements of the 20th century, along with the telephone, automobile, airplane, motion picture, and radio.

One Paterson firm, Brawer Brothers, immediately sensed the potential of the new fiber.  Irving Brawer told how his father, Arthur, established a foothold in the field by learning how to dye the imperfect synthetic then being produced:

In 1921, my father found out there was a firm making artificial silk and a few years later they called it rayon.  Rayon was handled exactly as silk.  You couldn't tell the difference from silk, it was packed like silk, they put it up in bales.  It could be woven on looms, like silk.  In 1921, Du Pont had limited production, the question was how good was it.  They said, "We don't have nearly enough of the first quality."

My father decided to try five bales of the second grade.  You had to have it dyed.  The question was, how well would it dye?  My father was dyeing silk himself at the time.  They spoiled the first four bales, but the last time they did it right.  They went back to Du Pont and they said, "We can take all your second quality."

A competitive synthetic, Celanese, was also being promoted by the American Viscose Corporation.  That and "Rayon," as the new Du Pont fiber was named in 1924, were "being pushed like hell," said a contemporary.  Some Paterson manufacturers tried it.  J. Rosen & Sons did experimental work for Du Pont.  Edward Bloom, now in business alone, devoted part of his large and diversified operation to weaving rayon.

But for the most part, Paterson manufacturers were not buying rayon.  A factory accustomed to natural materials encountered unpleasant surprises, working with the new fiber, which at first even tore and fell apart when wet.

Paterson mills had only a limited number of textile technicians trained to cope with the vagaries of this radically different kind of yarn.  Oscar Brawer told about one disaster that resulted from simple lack of know‑how:

The silk mills had to learn how to handle it.  It took quite a while to get the mills to accept it.  People oppose change.  Rayon was an infant industry.  The manufacturers were suspicious.  They were not technically trained.  The bosses were immigrants or sons of immigrants.  They knew nothing about the technical end of the business.  They didn't have the wealth of college graduates to draw from.

We had two throwing plants in Pennsylvania where they sent raw silk for throwing. They were trying to run rayon the way they handled silk. To set the twist they were putting rayon in the steam chest. A chemical change in the yarn produced streaks. Few people knew how to handle synthetics. In the South there was a lot of cotton expertise that helped them.

There were other obstacles, too, in converting to rayon.  Synthetic fabric was being woven in Paterson on the old, slow silk looms.  But it was becoming increasingly obvious that manufacturing rayon was a completely different kind of operation; it used high‑speed equipment, with each worker supervising many looms.  In the 1920s, Paterson unions would never have agreed to such a multi‑loom arrangement.  To make the change, a mill family had to undertake a major expense, to buy new, high priced equipment and set it up in another state.

Besides this, it seemed probable at that time that nothing could ever replace silk.  A contemporary business writer reported that:

Opinions differ as to whether rayon is cutting into the silk and cotton goods industries.  Most silk manufacturers think rayon is making for the increased salability of silk and fine goods.

Rayon has given to the textile industry a new fiber to blend with silk, wool, linen and cotton," said H. R. Mallinson, a leading silk merchant.

The consumers of rayon were primarily working‑class women.  The market for silk was, after all, enormous.  Consumption of the luxury fabric had increased 218 percent in the United States from 1914 to 1925.
  Americans were buying huge quantities of clothing; in 1929 New York had 2,300 dress houses, producing $750 million worth of garments.
  For these, or possibly still other reasons, Paterson mills stayed with all‑ or almost all‑silk.  The Industrial Directory of New Jersey for 1927 lists only two firms as weaving and three as dyeing all‑rayon in Paterson.

PRINCES AND PAUPERS:  1929 – 1939

When Franklin D. Roosevelt became president in 1932, Eleanor Roosevelt chose silk from Paterson to wear to the Inaugural Ball.  The First Lady’s gown, in a metallic fabric from Rosenstein Brothers on Broadway, is in the Smithsonian Institution in Washington.  But the great days of Silk City and its famous product were passing.  Unobtrusively the industry had been losing ground for years.  Then, on October 21, 1929, came the Stock Market Crash, bringing a decisive end to the high-flying 1920s.  With the market’s series of downward slides, went a good part of the silk profits of many Paterson Jews - $1 million, it was said, in one case.

A desperate sense of panic and failure gripped some proprietors.  Said one mill owner, “All hell broke loose and people started jumping out of windows.”  “We lived on a block with five families,” recalls Charles Bloom, “and two of the fathers committed suicide.”

As bank failures, unemployment, foreclosures, and evictions spread across the country, the weight of the Depression fell on Paterson and also on its silk industry.  The garment business was ailing; almost half the dress houses in New York City had closed after 1929.
  And competition from other fabrics was undermining silk.

Yet 70 percent of Paterson firms were still weaving all-silk,
 working with equipment which in many cases was “antiquated, outworn and obsolete” according to a city report.
  New England cotton mills were operating under the same handicap.
  The capital needed to convert or update was not available now.

Silk manufacturers laid off workers and cut wages.  In downtown Paterson, people from the dyeworks stood in line at the soup kitchen.  Since silk manufacturing had employed 48.5 percent of Paterson’s wage earners in 1925, the decline of the industry, added to the effects of the Depression, left the city in deep distress.

Among those who were struggling to support a family during those years was Samuel Lautenberg, who had come to Paterson from Lodz as a child with his parents early in the century.  A warper by trade, Lautenberg had worked in the Doherty silk mill in Clifton.  From there, his family followed his uncertain fortunes from one failed venture to another.  “He got fired, and then we’d move away from Paterson,” recalled his son Frank, who was six years old as the 1930s opened.  “He’d go out and buy a little store and then later we’d move back to Paterson to the shelter of my grandmother’s house.”  Relocating constantly, the boy went, by self-report, to “13 different public schools.”

In spite of the disjointed nature of that early schooling, the youngster went on to found Automatic Data Processing, one of the nation’s largest payroll processors, and to become a U.S. senator from New Jersey.

SILK BOWS TO SYNTHETICS:

The glory and excitement of previous years had left Paterson’s once-thriving silk district as the 1930s came to a close.  A few long-established firms were still in business in the city, and, in dusty and half-empty mill buildings, other hardy veterans of the textile industry were weaving broadsilk, rayon, and specialty goods.  “We’re bent and battered,” acknowledged one survivor, “but we managed to pull through.”
Paterson was now the source of about 12 percent of America’s small silk production.  Much of the output was going overseas as gun-powder bags, which were made of pure silk, and parachute fabric, a silk and rayon mixture.
  Dyeing had replaced weaving as Paterson’s important textile industry.

American women were still buying some silk for luxury use, but the market was now dominated by the new fibers.  Rayon production soared in 1940 in the United States.  And then, in that year, nylon was sold publicly for the first time.
  The new fabric was a sensation in the fashion industry, as a synthetic that had the elegance of silk, and in addition, properties that made it easy to wash and care for.
The appearance of nylon, said one Patersonian briefly, “was the end of silk.  Nylon was like gold.”  The cut-off of shipments of raw silk from Japan in July, 1941,
 completed that process of replacement.

At one time Paterson had been considered “a perfect city for textiles’” in the words of one manufacturer, “good sewage, good water, and proximity to the market in New York.”  But whether the product was silk or rayon or nylon, Paterson was no longer a good choice for textile manufacture.   Its old multi-storied buildings adapted poorly to large-scale operations and its union activity was a strong deterrent.  Textile firms kept closing and moving to easier situations in the South.  Allen Gordon, still hard of hearing from the sounds of the twisting spindles, told how he arrived at his decision to close his plant in Paterson:

I saw an awful lot of looms in Paterson.  We were one of the owners of a building that was originally owned by SUM [Alexander Hamilton's Society for Useful Manufacture].  As a kid I'd hang around my father's mill.  I'd get a hand in the machines.  Then I went into textiles. We made fine yarns used in the manufacture of lace, they went into the trimmings for furniture, boucle, sweaters, rayon, cotton, wool, a little silk in each product, in combination with metallic yarns to give it strength.

The business was good to me.  I made a nice living at it.  It was frustrating.  Successes don't come easily.  You try to do a lot of things, but you're not always successful.  You work weeks and weeks on a product, but it doesn't come out.  Something goes wrong with the product.  Or you get it right and the product doesn't sell. 

When we quit, we found people weren't paying.  It was time to close up the tent.  Labor wasn't so much of a problem, but it was difficult dealing with the customers, knowing the market, where things can sell. 

I visited my competitors in the South.  I had the gut feeling those people that were down there had to be bigger.  It was cheaper to operate there.  They had offices up here, executive offices.  It was so, that the operation would have to be much bigger than we were.  I would have to do bigger projects. I couldn't compete. 

I sold my machinery to a Pakistani.  A few pieces of machinery that came out of our building went into the Textile Museum in Paterson. 

Stanley Rosenstein gave an account of why another family decided to leave Silk City: 

In the late [19]40s we started to have layoffs, shortly before Thanksgiving.  There was a dispute about holiday pay in connection with layoffs.  It was submitted to arbitration. At one of the hearings the union representative ranted and raved.  He was a fiery orator, and he called my father a thief in a large gathering.  The air was very tense. 

After that meeting we went back to the plant and the family met and discussed it, and the decision was made right then and there to move out of Paterson.  We made the decision to move south, because that was where our supply was of cotton and rayon yarns.  We acquired some property in North Carolina and proceeded to build a plant and bought new machinery. 

We slowed down the operation in New Jersey, sold the looms in place and closed down.  Paterson lost 300 jobs. 

Paterson's title as Silk City had become a historical artifact and its fate a popular topic for master's theses. What had caused the demise of a booming industry in a NJ town once considered ideally suited for it?  Scholars pointed accusing fingers at the constant strikes, the industry's reputation for radicalism, the failure to modernize, competition from synthetics, the Depression, family ownership.  One writer suggested that the industry had become "an anachronism. . . a remnant of the Industrial Revolution.” 

Meanwhile, in Pennsylvania, New England, and particularly the South, mills that had their origins in the Paterson silk industry were now weaving synthetics in high-speed, mass-production operations.  In these mills huge spools held uniform synthetic strands that could be several miles long.
 In some plants, workers tended so many looms they used roller skates to reach them. 
Many of those descendants of small immigrant-owned mills were on their way to becoming large and lucrative enterprises.  Having survived the Depression, the firms did well during the subsequent war and thereafter, say local observers.  The textile fortunes of Paterson Jews were made, they suggest, after the silk business left the city. 

In the early years of the century the Polish Jews had come to Paterson as working-class people, Yiddish-speaking, with many indifferent or hostile to religious observance and many also politically radical.  But through the years, the community had changed.  Paterson Jews of the silk community had in fact come to resemble other American Jews. 

Some silk families had passed the business on to children and, in a few cases, to grandchildren.  Julian Bornstein was one of those who continued to operate the family mill.  Judging by his own account, he felt some of the exuberance expressed by Pinchas Goodman when, 30 years earlier, he rejoiced at producing "a new joy upon the world": 

My father got raw yarn, silk, and they converted, put a twist into it.  I hated it.  They didn't do anything.  I swore I wouldn't go into the textile business. 

 In 1937 they closed shop.  He couldn't make a profit.  Then he started a weaving business, making upholstery.  The upholstery made was usually very expensive, made with silk and linen.  My father made it with rayon and was able to bring the price down.  In the [19]30s there was a demand for it.  I joined the business. 
With this business you're creating something, you're making something tangible, a piece of fabric.  This is mine!  I made it.  I created it, produced it, I started with nothing and this is what comes out!  I make something!
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