Local country boy made it big in textiles

By Gordon B Seavey

Life tn a rural community 150
years ago was not for a local
farm boy who, with 850 in his
pocket and dressed tn a home
spun Freedom suit left his fa
ther s farm at the age of 21 for
the big city Boston

The brilllant energetic vouth
realized he couldnt make his
fame and fortune In a tny
town of 1 300 competing with
five brothers and sisters on the
150 acre farm where pots of gold
were not to be found

When he died at 73 he was a
millionaire and a highly re
spected businessman

His name was Abijah Edwin
Hildreth a descendant of one of
Westford s oldest families In
1687 Ephraim Hildreth bullt
one of the earliest homes In West
ford Abijah Edwin was bom In
this old Hildreth landmark lo
cated - where else but on Hil
dreth Street - In 1809 the el
dest of the children He entered
Westford Academy In 1826 to re
celve his  book leaming This
gave him the background to
teach a district school In Stone
ham for several winter sessions
He always spent his Sundays on
the old farm

Having reached his majority.
he found it time to leave the
family nest His mother., Susan.
made a complete suit. probably
his first, from materials grown,
spun and woven on the farmn.

lantmtha:;gldﬁmd.
George : together
they formed a wholesale busi
ness in printed cotton goods. The
firm prospered. became well
known, and soon was exporting
goods to the West Indies

One of their specialties was a
tardanna kerchief, usually of a
blue or red 2 on cal::g
with bright figures imprin
thereon. Natives In the Carib
bean went wild with these as
headpieces or neckerchiefs.

Times were not always lush for
this company and on an occa
sion became Insolvent Yankee
thrit and hard work soon

changed the picture.

An interesting anecdote is told
that Cummings and Hildreth In
vited their creditors to an elabo
rate dinner the latter not know
Ing the purpuse To their amaze
ment each creditor found be
neath his plate a check In the
amount due him This act so es
tablished thetr reputation for
honest dealings that 1t was said
¢ ummings & Hildreth could get
credit for any needed amount
from any business finn In
Hoston

ty this time Abfjah dropped
his Biblical name (he was deeply
religious) and was called Mr
Edwin He was married to Eliza
Parker White a descendant from
the Mavflower Pllgrims and pos
sibly a Westford girl They first
lived in Chelsea moved to Bos
ton 9 West knd and then for a
number of vears on ( ambridge s
ritzy Dana Hall section

He had become a sucvesstul
businessman and also made
wise flnancial Investments He
was a stockholder and director
in several railroad and manufac
turing companies In New Eng
land Perhaps his most worthy
business status was to be found
in his position as president of the
flourishing Bates Mills Manufac
turing Company at Lewiston
Maine

He was president of the (am
bridge Gas Light Company and
was deeply Interested in the
lighting of the city This was
prior to the more general use of
electricity

Although he moved about
quite a bit. he loved his Bay
State and never settled far from
his many relatives in this area
He purchased a fruit farm of 18
acres in 1847 in the center of
Groton, now the home of the Sis-
ters of the Holy Union a long
time school He remodeled the
Famsworth house extensively
His iIntroduction of runn
water. hot and cold, with bath
roomn convenlences was the envy
of the townspeople Perhaps he
had no fond remembrances of the
primitive facilities on the farm

and the necressary house at
tached to Westford Academy

Durt his twelve years In
Groton he took an active Interest
in local affairs and was trustee of
Lawrence Academy for 33 years
He also served one term as state
senator

By 1860 the Hildreths with
their ten children went back to
Cambridge. living near the ruilns
of Fort Washington overiooking
the Charles River The move was
made for better educational ad
vantages for his growing family

Mr Edwin was a quiet, unas
suming man who loathed pub-
licitty Nevertheless, he gave
generously to many private
charities, rarely mentioning the
act Following his death a cen-
tury ago, a daughter presented a
bust of his likeness to the Groton
Public Library of which he was
a benefactor

At his decease his famtly was
scattered but all comfortably
provided for In amounts of
8100,000 Two sons Edwin and
Stanley were aged In the
town of Harvard manufacturing
for a number of years various
agricultural machines mostly
horse powered such as saw rigs

The period that Mr Edwin rose
to fame and wealth was during
the proiific writings of Horatlo
Alger whose many books had as
htroes boys whose virtues were
invariably rewarded with suc
cess and riches

Perhaps Alger used Mr Ed
win s success for one of his sub
jects
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