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William T. Merrifield (1807-1895)

Merrifield was born on a farm in north Worcester in 1807, and as a boy learned the building trade, while also
attending school on a winters-only basis, as was common in the outer areas of the town, and doing farm chores. He
made a name for himself at a young age as a builder. Having a strong interest in tools and mechanical processes, he
was an early proponent of the value of steam power as the motive force of heavy industry.

About 1848 he constructed in Worcester on Union Street a pair of
buildings, each 1200 feet long and 40 feet wide,in which a 500 horsepower
steam engine was employed to turn a shaft running overhead length-wise
throughout the buildings, to which machines could be attached by means of
belts. The purpose was to rent space with access to the power system to
small firms getting started, many of which went on to achieve great growth
and prosperity, usually relocating to larger facilities of their own when they
were ready.

The basic principles of the shaft-and-belt scheme is illustrated below,
from an exceptionally well-illustrated book by David Weitzman, Locomotive:
Building an Eight-Wheeler, Boston, Houghton-Mifflin, 1999. (Highly
recommended for fans of this kind of subject matter.)

Right: The operator has his hand on the clutch which allows him to attach
his machine to the turning shaft or to disengage, such that the shaft does not
transmit power to the machine.

The shaft at the top is always turning, driven by the steam engine located
elsewhere in the building, or in a separate, connected building. The wheel
on the left is attached and turns with it, while the adjacent wheel, onto
which the belt can be shifted, is a dummy, through which the shaft turns
while the belt on the dummy wheel is idle. The same is true of the two
wheels on the lower, local, shaft, which turns to drive the machine itself, but
only when the belt is on the attached wheels. When the belt is not turning,
the worker can adjust the location of the machine belt to obtain greater or
lesser turning speed.

This system allowed numerous machines to be attached to the shaft for
power, limited only by space and the total power generated by the steam
engine. This simple but extremely significant technology made it possible
to launch and provide the
foundation for the
industrial revolution by
making it possible to
develop and use drills, saws,
routers and shapers,
planers, lathes, and other
machines needed for
working with metals and
wood.

system. Prentice Bros. Machine Tools Co. on
Cambridge Street.

- ODKS WITH POVER 10 RERD.

Rooms with Power {o Rent,

;ﬁﬁ&:ﬁ@ C i

errifield’s Buildings,
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D. Hamilton Hurd, 1889, v. 2 .

HISTORY OF WORCESTER COUNTY, MASSACHUSETTS.

WILLIAM T. MERRIFIELD.

William Trowbridge Merrifield, manufacturer, con-
tractor and builder, son of the late Deacon Alpheus
Merrifield, was born at Worcester, April 10, 1807, and
being connected on the maternal side with the Rice
brothers, becomes identified with the earliest perma-
nent settlers of his native town. He worked on his
father’s farm until .the age of fifteen, the last two
years of which doing his full share of labor on a
farm of eighty acres; here he laid the foundation of
a rare physical development. During the winter
school-days he enjoyed the advantages of the district
school. At the age of fiftcen he began a six years’
service as an apprentice at the carpenter trade. At
the age of eighteen he was entrusted with the erec-
tion of several buildings, and soon after attaining his
majority he erected a block of houses, a store and a
mill.  In 1830 he began his career as a builder, and
soon became a prominent and leading contractor of
that day. In 1832 he also included a general lumber
business. In 1840, Mr. Merrifield put in operation
one of the first, if not the first, steam-engines in
Worcester, and added the manufacture of sash, doors,
blinds and builders’ finish, introducing into Worces-
ter the first power planer. Two years later he erected
at Princeton a steam saw-mill, and, so far as is known,
this was the first engine set up in the woods for the
manufacture of lumber. In 1844, Mr, Merrifield took
the contract for building the Lancaster and Coach
Lace Mills at Clinton, which, with the eighty dwelling-
houses, and other buildings, covered several acres of
ground; this being before the days of railroads, he
employed fifty teams to transport the necessary build-
ing material. The contract price exceeded three
hundred thousand dollars, a notable outlay at that
day, and from this beginning the industrial develop-
ment of Clinton dates. In 1848, Mr. Merrifield
realized theadvantages in making Worcester a leading
mechanical centre, and with a large investment laid
the corner-stone of her material growth and indus-
trial progress. In those experimental days of indus-
trial transition, the inventors and mechanies needed |
power and rooms, that they might perfect their vari- |
ous specialties. Mr. Merrifield furnished these at an |
all important era in the history of Worcester; he |
erected a series of buildings, exceeding one thousand |
two hundred feet in length, forty feet in width and |
four stories high, with over one and a half miles of |
main shafting, turned by a steam-engine of five hun-
dred horse-power, and suitably dividing the buildings |
to meet the mechanical needs of Worcester at that |
day, and rented the same to fifty individuals and ‘
firms, many of whom now have world-wide reputa- |
tions. New industries were immediately developed |

in these buildings, and Worcester, mechanically, was
greatly expanded. From this point of beginning dates
the energizing impetus which gave her the possibili-
ties that have made her what she is. In 1854 these
buildings were burned, and immediately re-built,
substantially as before, and devoted to the same gen-
eral purposes. Mr. Merrifield has always retained his
natural love for agriculture and horticulture ; upon his
farm of one hundred and thirty acres he has a herd of
high-grade Jerseys, having been a breeder of valuable
stock for over fifty years. For twenty-five years or more
he has been a prominent exhibitor at the annual fair
of Worcester County Agricultural Society; for many
years was president of the Worcester County Horticul-
tural Society which made Jarge drafts upon his green-
houses at their annual exhibitions; his contributions

| of rare exotics and specimen plants added much to the

| society’s success.

In both of these honored societies
he has rendered valuable aid in educating public
taste to a higher level of appreciated merit. He has

| been a member of both branches of the city govern-
| ment of Worcester. In 1856 and °57 he was a member
| of the Legislature ; he held for ten years the office of

trustee of the State Lunatic Hospital, and was made
a director of the Mechanics’ Bank on its organization,
which office he held for ten years; he was for scme

| time president of the Worcester Mechanics' Associa-

tion, also for ten years director in the Worcester
Mutual Fire Insurance Company. In 1836 he was
one of the first members that organized the Union

; Church in Worcester, and has ever since been a con-

stant attendant. He has been married twice. On the

| 27th of April, 1830, he married Margaret, duughter

of the late Jabez Brigham, of Worcester. William
I, and Henry K. are the surviving children of this
marriage. On March 9, 1847, he married Maria C..
daughter of the late Captain Charles Brigham, of
Brigham Hill, Grafton. One daughter survives, Har-
riet, wife of Hon. W. T. Forbes, of Westboro’. In com-
mon with all marked men, who have been pioneers in
shaping the material growth and prosperity of a com-
munity, Mr. Merrifield has those sturdy characteris-
tics which clearly define a strong individuality—se!?
reliance and even temper under the severest exigen-
cies, auniform courteous bearing, Kindness of speech.
tenacity of purpose, courageous in action, and uncon-
querable by discouragements, are some of the more
pronounced traits of character on which Mr, Merri-
field has built a symmetrical manhood of substantis!
moral worth—a clear type of a sturdy, self-made, New
England character, which took deep root in the earis
years of the century.




WorcesterThen.com

Charles Nutt, History of Worcester and Its People, vo. 4, pp.774-775

WILLIAM TROWBRIDGE MERRIFIELD, Contractor and builder, owner
of the Merrifield buildings in which many of the industries of the city were established,
was born in Worcester, April 10, 1807, died December 26, 18035. He had a common
ichool education. At the age of fifteen he began to learn the carpenter’s trade and
served seven vears in the employ of his father. When he came of age he started in
business as a contractor and builder, and from the beginning was uniformly successful.
He was the contractor for many of the important structures erected here in his day,
including the Worcester Academy, the Lancaster Mills, and many of the mansion
houses. In 1839 he bought land on Union and Exchange streets and erected brick
buildings four stories high covering two acres, renting them according to the needs
of his tenants for manufacturing purposes and furnishing steam power to such as
wished to hire it. Deacon Ichabod Washburn laid the foundation of the wire industry
here. The biographies of Worcester manufacturers in this book give scores of cases
where the business began in the Merrifield building. In 1854 the first buildings were
burned, causing a serious setback to the industrial growth of the city. But Mr. Merri-
field erected new buildings and to the present time he and his descendants have
maintained successfully his original idea in supplying quarters for the smaller industries
of the city. How important this idea was in determining the industrial growth of th?
city cannot be estimated, but it was certainly of great value. He was a member 0
the first Common Council of the city in 1848, and for several years was a representa'twle
to the General Court. He was for ten years a trustee of the State Lunatic Hospital,
and for several years president of the Worcester County Mechanics’ Association. ¢

Mr. Merrifield married (first), April 27, 1830, Margaret Brigham, da“ght?r ?d
Jabez and Nancy (Kingsbury) Brigham. They had four children, two daughters gr—
two sons; the sons were: William Frederick, born in Worcester, August 30, I‘(fe/s'
lives in Brookline, Massachusetts; and Henry Kingsbury, born July 21, 1840, rest

in this city. Mr. Merrifield married (second), March 9, 1847, Maria Caroline Brigham,
daughter of Charles and Susannah (Baylies) Brigham, of Grafton. Their daughter
Harriette married Hon. William T. Forbes (see biography).

The Merrifield line of ancestry is: William T. (4), Alpheus (3), Timothy (2),
Thomas (1). Thomas Merrifield was not the immigrant; the first settler doubtless
came with the Puritans, from England. Timothy (2) Merrifield and his brother Asaph
came from Sherborn to Holden, in the section now in West Boylston, in 1784. Their
old house is still standing. It was built about 1739, when the land was purchased of
Benjamin Flagg, Jr., by Joseph Woolley. In 1786 Timothy Merrifield sold his share of
this place and bought the farm on Mountain street, where he lived the remainder of his
days, and where his son, William T., was born. He died in 1806. He served as.a
private in the Revolution. He married (first) Lydia Cheney, and (second) Mercy
Perry, daughter of John and Mercy (Nelson) Perry. Besides Alpheus, Timothy Merri-
field had two daughters, Caroline and Chloe. Alpheus Merrifield held various town
offices in Worcester; was selectman five years; deacon of the First Unitarian Church.

e was a contractor and builder here and also had a business in South Carolina and
eorgia. He married, November 12, 1804, Mary Trowbridge, daughter of William and
Sarah (Rice) Trowbridge. Her father, William Trowbridge, was a soldier in the
Revolution. (See Trowhridge in Farly Settlers). ‘
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Death of the Venerable
William T. Merrifield.

Ce—

ILL BUT TWELVE HOURS,

A Life of Great Activity and Use-
fulness Closes.

William Trowbridge Merrifield,'the Nestor of
Worcester's industrial and manufacturing in-
terests, died at his home, Highland Place, at
12:10 o’clock this morning at the ripe old age of
almost 80 years. The news of his death, as it
was passed along thestreet this morning, caused
saddest and great surprise, for none had even
heard of his illness, which was of but 12 hours
by by Mr. Merrifield at his

y was ‘by Mr. at
mmbmu Exchange Street, the
lace fz:deed ;:k:h h‘:anudoum is 'bnllne-
me more n two of years
Wedoud%. Christmas Day, he passed
home. ursday he was up and about the
house until about noon when he took to his bed
and rapidly until the end came as stated.
He remained conscious up to within a half hour
of his death and the closing minutes of his long
and active years were as one falling asleep after
a» work been performed.

A NATIVE OF WORCESTER.

Mr. Merrifield was a native and life-long resi-
dent of Worcester. He was the son of Deacon
Alpheus Merrifield, and the second in a family
of seven children. He was bern on the farm at
the Summit Station, now owned by CharlesH.
Ellsworth, April 10,1807. As a mere child he was
strong and ged, and when only eight gu
helped in the daily task of milking nis father's
c':vn u;d in doil;guotber n:;lino work of 3!:0

mm. Asa boy o years possessed a fine
physical development, was manly, self-reliant
and fertile in resource. Like other boys
of his time, about his only school
days were those of the long winter
months, but he made the most of them
and the leaming he gained was of a thoroughly
practical nature. Manifesting & marked taste
and predilection for the industrial trades, he be-
came when 15 years old a carpenter's appren-
tice, his uppxemiuhip papers requiring the old
time service of seven years. He went to work

William T. Merrifield
Evening Gazette, Dec-27-1895

at his t:ade Wwith lhat remendous aona
tireless energy which in time made him
the most successful and conspicuous master
builder and manufacturer in all Worcester
County. He made the most of every oppor-
tunity and was so successful an apprentice that
when only 19, and while still in his appréntice-
ship, he was given the contract for the erection
ofa and im nt building in Worcester.
This work he to the entire satisfaction
of all concerned, as he did all subsequent con-
tracts and undertak entrusted to him. By
intuition, as it were, he early foresaw and be-
lieved in the power of machinery, and the great
part it was to take in the material development
of the country.

BUSINESS ENTERPRISES.

When he became a master workman he en-
larged his undertakings as a contractor by oper-
ating in lumber and other building msterials,
and in machinery. He bought extensive areas
of wood land in various sections of Worcester
County, but more particularly in Princeton. It
was on one of his wood in this town
that he wused the first steam saw-thill
set up in Worcester County, if not in all Massa-
chusetts. It was also while engaged in lumber-
ing at Princeton that he drove from Worcester
to Clinton on a terribly cold afternoon and ina
raging and drifting snow storm, and in less than
one hour after his arrival in that town closed a
contract for the building of the t Lancaster
mills, which at the time of théir completion
represented the largest industrial plant in Mas-
sachusetis. The drive to Clinton on that, to him
memorable day was one that few men would
have dared to make. The snow had drifted so
deeply in places that Mr. Merrifield had to
shovel a path for himself and trusted homse.
';I;rhl)i(t_ecton o“lm the hl‘hen proposed w.;

‘orporat no expectation

Mr. Merrifield that afternoon and their
surprise was almost unmessured when he stepped
into the office. The fact that he braved the ob-
stacles of the day showed the Directors the kind
of man he was, and with little delay the con-
tract was given Mr. Merrifield. This
great task Mr. Merrifield completed ahead

of specified time. While the work was in pro-
gress it was his wont to drive to and from Clin-
ton daily. It was while on one of these drives
at nightfall that Mr. Merrificld was attacked by
a man who demanded his or his life.
The weuld-'e highwayman ved neither,
fora well-directed blow from Mr. Merrifield
sent the man into the gutter, and when he
arose Mr. Mergifield and his horse were far
aleng on the road. On more than one other
occasion Mr. Merrifield had encounters on the
highway, but he was always the best man in
such aflairs.
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MERRIFIELD RUILDINGS,

After the cempletion of the Lancaster Mills
centract Mr. Merrifield inangurated his grand
enterprise, the construction of the now famous
Merrifield Buildings on Union and Exchange
Stieets. The primary pu of these
\mlldinl} was  to meu& room and
pewer for any an or
"""?e:i"' as might desire to rent (ﬁm for me-
chanieal pu The advantage which these
plants have been to  Worcester is simply incal-
culable, The material benefits which have ac-
crued represent untold millions, and they have
Leen the starting place of many an enterprise
later destined to attain great p: )

The conception and carrying to completion of
these buildings was one of the greatest enter-
veices whish had than heon nndertaken in the

(small amount of text lost)

ried to completion fnst enterprises before he
was 40 years old tells in a few words how great
and verratile were his abilities.

The Merrifield buildings as first completed
were about 1200 feet in length, 40 in width and
four stories. There was a'500 horse power en-
ine sud a mile and a half of main shafting.
Almost in the month of their completion in 1854
the buildings were burned and the fire is known
to this day as the “Merrificld fire.”” The con-
flagration was the all-absorbing theme of con-
versaticn in all the country about for months
after its occurence.

The buiidings were at once rebuilt, but with a
lessencd story, and for years have been a bee-
Lhive of industry. On a little tinned board,
banging by the side of an Exchange Street door,
has been for many years the sign: “Wm. T.
Menifield—Office,” This was up one flight,
and like the man himself was prac-
tienl  and  unostentatious. But in this
oftice has been done a vast amount of business
#nd man and room will long be remembered by
the Lusiness interests of Worcester and memory
will treasure the traditions of busy and eventful
year,

INTEREST IN RURAL AFFAIRS,

Put Mr. Merrifield was less distin-
guisked es an agriculturalist as & business
man. The word “agrienlt ist” is used ad-
vicedly for he was an ad in many of its
widely different branches. Horticulture, flori-

culture and arborculture hl:. knew intimately

and  well.  Yet it perhaps, as
a ‘ farmer and  eattle . breeder  that
he is - known _ in his  re-

laticns to rural cconomy. He never for the
moement, as it were, forsook farming. No mat-
ter how great were his other business ui .
irgs he never let his interest in agriculture lag.

He early en; in the breedi of pure bred
neat stock. e bred umm Short Horn,
Ayshire, Devon and Jersey cattle. It was asan
intreducer and breeder of the last named breed
that he became best known. He began the
portation ofJemyl:ln a date when  the mori
of the breed were but little known in Ameri

The cattle he imported and
foundation of famous herds of the
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owned one of the largest and rarest collections
of costly exotics, palms and like plants in the
state. He had quite extensive greenhouses and
in these he passed many an hour in plant study
and investigation.

“HIGHLAND PLACE.”

The home of Mr. Merrifield with its slopin
stretches of lawn fronting on Highland Htlr’mt‘f
he early named “Highland Place,” and it is
now, as it has been for years, one of the finest
estates  in  either city or county. The
first  work in. the development
the e¢state was  dome when he

years of . The tall
which

r!' to wis
emlocks and spruces dot the 1

ines
L
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unions. Three children survive. William F.,
and Heuq K., sons by the first marriage, live
1espectively in Boston and Woreester, and a
daughter, Harriet, the second murriage, is
the wife of Hon. William T. Forbes of West-
boreugh, Judge of Probate of Worcester County.

A long and earnest religious career ix the rec.
ord of Mr. Merrifield’s li He was one of the
founders of the Union Congregational Church,
and it is thought that only two of the founders
of this church survive, one of whom is the ven-
erable Albert Curtis.

PUBLIC LIFE.

Mr. Merrifield had, like most men of his na-
{ure, an aversion to public life. He was, how-
evet.(i‘nd to serve as a member of the Com-
mon

and form a belt to the north of t! ouse we;
planted by Mr. Merrifield when lt::w':- b4 m’
old, an age when most men would tres
r.lumng as futile so far as any probable advan-
ge 1o themselves was cencerned. Yet for
years these trees have been a source of comfort
to him who planted them. Secattered aboug
the groundg are great beeches, lindens, black
walnuts and Jong rows of evergreen trees, all of
which he planted and lived to see grow year by
ar. The house at Highland Place was built
n 1857, Its ks the city and long
stretches of country to the south and west.
DOMESTIC LIFE.

Mr. Merrifield was twice married. His first

wife was Miss B:”.hu.whom ! -
ried in 1 daughter Jabez Brigmf
Worcester and who in his day was a leading

citizen of the then town. His second wife was
Maria C., daughter of Capt. Chas. Brigham of
Brigham Hill, Grafton. She died five years
ago. In all nine children were born to these

cilin one of the n?z Worcester d&f
vernments, and latereerved in the Board of Al-
s:mwn. In 1856 and again in 1857 be was elected
& member of the Massachusetts Legislature. For
ten years he was a Trustee of the State Lunagic
umon Summer Street, this city, and had
been an honored President of the Worcester
Ccunty Mechanics’ Association. On the organ-

ization of the Mechanics Savings Bank he
was made a  Director, was for
ten years a Director of the Worces-
ter otual  Fire  Insurance Com

y.
For years he was closely identified with the
Worcester A ral Society and the Worces-
ter County Horticultural Society. Of the second
named he had been its President, and had fre-
quently been an officer of the first named

society.
THE FUNERAL.
The funeral will be from the house at 2P. M.,
Monday. The interment will be in Rural ceme-
tery.




