Westford Wanderings

Edwin Hildreth: a local Horatio Alllger.‘

By GORDON B. SEAVEY
Sun Correspondent

WESTFORD - Life in a rural
community 150 years ago was not
for a local farm boy who, with $50
in his pocket and dressed in a
homespun "Freedom" suit, left
his father's farm at the age of 21
for the big city - Boston.

The brilllant, energetic youth
realized he couldn’t mako his
"fame and fortune” in a tiny town
of 1,300 competing with five
brothers and slsters on the 150-
acre farm where pots of gold
were not to be found.

When he dled at 73, he was a
millionnire and a highly re-
spected businessman,

Seeks his fortune

Hls nome was Abijah Edwin
Hildroth, a descendant of one of
the Waostford's oldest famllles. In
1687, Ephraim Hildroth built one
of the earllest homes in West-
ford. Abijnh Edwin was born in
this old Hildreth landmark, lo-
catod whore olsc but on Hildreth
Stroet, In 1809, the eldest of the
chidren. He enterod Westford
Academy in 1828 to recelve his
“book learning.” This gave him
the background to teach a dis-
trict school In Stoneham for
soveral wintor sessions. He al-
ways spent his Sundays on the
old farm. '

Having rcached hls majority,
hefound ittimetoleave the faml-

ly nest, His mother, Susan, made
a complete suit, probably hls
first, from materials grown, spun
and woven on the farm.

In Boston he met with an old
friend, George Cummings, to
form a wholesale business in
printed cotton goods, The firm
prospered, became well known,
and soon was exporting goods to
the West Indies,

One of thelr speclalities was a
bandanna kerchief, usually of a
blue or rod background on calico
with bright figures imprinted on
it. Natives In the Carlbbean went
wild with these as headpleces or
nockerchiofs.

Times were not slways lush for
this company and on an occasion
hocame tnsolvent. Yankee thrift
and hard wook soon changed the
picture.

AccordIng to one story, Cum-
mings and Hildreth invited thelr
creditora to an olaborate dinner,
the Intter not knowing the pur-
pose. To their amazement, each
creditor found beneath his plato
a check in the amount due him.
This act so established their
roputation for honest donlings
that it was snid Cummings & Hil-
dreth could get crodit for any
nocded amount from any busi-
noss firm In Boston,

Changes name, Image
By this time Abljah dropped

his Biblical name (he was deeply
roligious) and was callod Mr.

Edwin. He was married to Eliza
Parker White, a deacendant of
the Mayflower Pligrims and poss-
ibly a Westford girl. They first
lived in Chelseq, moved to Bos-
ton’s West End ond then for a
number of years lived in Com-
pridgo’'s ritzy Dana Hall Sectton,
He had become a successful
businessman and also made wise
financial investmonts, He was n
stockholder and director in
soveral rallroad and manufac-
turing companies in New Eng-
land. Perhaps his most worthy
business status was to be found
in his positlon as president of the
flourishing Bates Mills Manufac-
turing Co. ot Lowlsten, Maine,
Ho was president of tho Cam-
brldge Gas Light Co. and was
deeply intercsted in tho Jighting
of tho city. This was prior to tho
more general use of electricity.
Although.he moved about
qulte a bit, he loved his Bay Stato
and never settled far from his
many relatives in this arco. He
urchased a fruit farmof18 &cros
n 1847, in tho center of Groton,
nowthe homo ofthe Slstorsoftho
Holy Union, a long-time School.
Ho remodcled the Farnsworth
houso extensively. Hls introdue-
tion of running water, hot and
cold, with bathroom convonl-
onces was tho envy of the town-
speople. Perhaps he had no fond
remembrances of the primitive
facillttos on the farm and the
*necossary house” attached to
Westford Academy. .

During hls 12 years in Groton,
he took an actlve interest in locat
affairs and was trustce of Lawr
enco Academy for 33 years. He
also served one term as state
sonator.

By 1880, the Hildreths with
thoir 10 children went back to
Cambridge, living near the ruins
of Fort Washington overlooking
the Charles River, The move was
made for bottor oducational
advantages for his growing
family.

Mr, Edwin was a qulet, un.
assuming man who loathed pub-.
licity. Nevertheloss, he gave

engroualy to manly private char

ties, raroly mentioning the act,
Following his death a contury
0go, a dpughter presonted g buat
of his likeness to the Groton Pub-
lie Library, of which ho was o be-
nefactor,

Whon he died, his famlly was
scattored but all comfortably

rovided for In amounts of

100,000, Two gons, Edwin and
Stnnleg. wero ongaged in the
town of Harvard, manufacturing -
for a number of years varlous
agricultural mncxlnes. mostly
horse-powered, such as saw rigs.

Theperlod that Mr. Edwinrose
to fomo and wealth was during
the prolific writings of Horatlo
Alger whoso many books had as
horoes boys whose virtues were
Invariably roewarded with sues
cess and riches.

Perhaps Alger used Mr,
Edwlin's success for one of his
subjacts. .




