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garmﬂn Tales

from Turners Falls

BY ANNE HARDING

GREAT FALLS - The Great Hall
was packed on Friday, September
7th as the Great Falls Discovery
Center hosted the first of four talks
on the contributions of immigrant
populations that shaped the village
of Turners Falls during the industri-
al period between 1850 and 1950.
Friday’s topic was “German
Stories” to be followed by Polish,
French Canadian, and Irish stories
in subsequent weeks.

Sponsored by Turners Falls
RiverCulture and coordinated by
town manager Frank Abbondanzio,
the first presentation in the Tales
and Legends of Turners Falls
offered a wealth of historic photo-
graphs, ephemera and displays on
exhibit for audience members to
explore. The series promises a

similar exhibit for each program.

Veteran TFHS history teacher
and local historian Vicki Valley
introduced the first of several
speakers to a crowd numbering
about 100. Valley worked with
Abbondanzio to develop the series,
suggesting local families who
might contribute to the four presen-
tations. Abbondanzio has worked
for the town for 30 years and
remains fascinated by its diverse
history.

Abbondanzio started with a
brief overview of the town’s indus-
trial history in the late 1800s when
Fitchburg industrial tycoon Alvah
Crocker initiated his plans to har-
ness the water power of the
Connecticut River along with the
“people power” of the increasing
waves of European immigrants
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Alvalh Crocker looks over a crowd that swelled fo 100 as the program got underway last Friday. Polish Tales from Turners tonight!
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arriving in the area. With about
30,000 horsepower available from
the falls, there was much power to
harness.

Crocker’s economic success was
hampered by the recession and
depression of those times, but he
still managed to lure several viable
mills to his planned community.
The Russell Cutlery factory was
one of the movers and shakers of
the time, and its relocation from
Greenfield was a boon for Turners
Falls. The factory actively recruit-
ed skilled German cutlery workers
at a time when immigration was
increasing for various reasons —
avoidance of conscription during
the time of chancellor Otto von
Bismark, the promise of inexpen-
sive land, and availability of jobs.

As more immigrants arrived in
Turners Falls, they began to estab-
lish neighborhoods and by 1900
there were three distinct German
neighborhoods in town.

Abbondanzio took the crowd
through a virtual tour of downtown
Turners Falls on or around July
3rd, 1884 — beginning at a 15 foot
tall pile of wood that would be
ground to pulp and used in an inno-
vative new process for manufactur-
ing paper at the Montague Paper
Company. Through slides and
anecdotes from the archives of the
Turners Falls Reporter (the name-
sake of this paper) the audience
could easily imagine the flavor of
the times.

The German community was
known for its strong work ethic,
not to mention its love of beer,
music and festivities. In response
to a petition to halt the serving of
beer by the Germans on July 4th,
the editor of the paper quipped, “A
German without beer is like
Shakespeare without Hamlet.”
The virtual tour left us at the Colle
Opera House, where Royal Colle
took over.
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Turners Falls, and in 1872 began to
build the Colle Opera House.
Royal Colle credits his great grand-
mother with bringing the project to
completion after Friedrich passed
away. The 1000-seat theater
brought all manner of entertain-
ment to the village, and the family
managed the opera house and
adjoining pharmacy for many
years.

John and Jan Haigis came to
town from Pennsylvania for Friday
night’s event. They treated the
audience to stories of his great
grandfather, who worked at the cut-
lery factory. The Haigises pur-
chased a home on Second Street
recently and spend about one week
a month in town. Following fami-
ly stories, the couple entertained
the crowd with dulcimer music and
songs from the old days.

Carolyn Stotz McLellan spoke
of growing up on Third Street as a
small child — in a world of tiny
urban farms in an orderly and neat
society. She described the use of a
“neplie board” to make fresh
homemade noodles — though sadly
did not demonstrate its use.

Don’t miss the Polish stories
this evening. September 13th,
French Canadian stories on the
21st, and Irish tales on the 28th, all
at 6:30 p.m. at the Great Hall, 2
Avenue A. Leave yourself plenty of
time to explore the exhibit space
before or after the talk.
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