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From Muscle to Mechanization

(1900-1930)

One of the most significant changes in the
manufacturing process within the granite industry
occurred during the waning years of the 19th century

and the early decades of the 20th century – mechanization.
Up until that time, quarrying, stonecutting and statue carving
had relied solely upon the physical efforts of man and beast.
The expansion of readily available electricity, coupled with the
use of steam and compressed air power, brought about huge
production advances and significantly better health conditions.

The demand for more finished stone stimulated the
development of machinery to perform the time-consuming,
laborious task of removing great amounts of stone from what
would become the finished product. Saws were eventually
developed which could cut large blocks of granite into slabs of
stone thereby lessening the waste involved in cutting stone to
the needed size. Today’s diamond saws have also increased
production rates with less risk of damage to the stone. 

The introduction of carbide steel tools also had a profound
effect. During the 19th century, the industry relied on
hardened steel which wore down rapidly in the drilling and
shaping of granite. Blacksmith shops sharpened great
quantities of tools each day. It was not unusual for a blacksmith to handle 800 drill bits (two a minute) a day. Carbide-

tipped pneumatic chisels replaced arm-powered hammers
significantly reducing the human muscle factor in the stone cutting
process.

One of the greatest technical advancements in finishing stone was
the introduction of sandblasting to carve inscriptions and ornaments
in the stone. Before the use of sandblasting, all inscriptions were cut
by hand. The sandblasting process has recently become
computerized allowing even greater machine-created detail and
ornamentation development.

Combined with harvesting and manufacturing advances, the
introduction of electric compressors brought about the development
of specialized vacuum air-handling systems that removed much of
the silica dust associated with stone cutting, statue carving and
sandblasting. Silica, a common, naturally-occurring crystal found in
most rock beds, forms a dust during the quarrying, cutting and
granite carving process. Intense exposure to the stone dust caused
chronic silicosis which, after years of exposure, led to the early death
of many of Westerly’s finest granite workers.
John B. Coduri

Smith Granite Company lathe shed; Alex Shanks operates lathe circa 1945. Note the early
dust removal system.

(above)
The granite bear stands in
Hyde Park on the Bowdoin
campus.

(left)
Edward W. Smith, part
owner of the Smith Granite
Company, with the plaster
model of the Bowdoin Bear.
The granite from which the
bear will be cut is behind
Smith.
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Patsy Capizzano, sandblast stone cutter, preparing the stone by placing the rubber stencil in its proper
location.

Recently, United Builders Supply provided
samples of both Westerly Pink and Westerly Blue
to the German Research Centre for Geosciences
in Potsdam, Germany. These samples are being
used to study the brittle fracture in the Earth
modeling, the processes preceeding powerful
earthquakes. Westerly Granite
fits very well for these
researches because of the small
grain size, pretty homogenous
properties and repeatability of
experiments. The U.S.
Geological Survey has been studying Westerly
Granite for decades, and now international
research groups will be able to conduct similar
studies thanks to United Builders Supply.

Westerly Granite in stock at United Builders Supply Co. awaiting
shipment. Westerly Pink and Blue Granites are available as a “Thin-
Stone” and full bed veneer in both Square, Rectangle and Ashler Strips.

Documented Granite Workers

Coming

Next Week

The decline of the industry.
(1930-1945)

An Open House will be held at the Babcock-Smith
House Museum on Saturday, May 29 from 2:00 pm –
5:00 pm. We will be happy to record biographical
information about your granite workers and to scan
relevant pictures that afternoon.
Please call us at 401-377-8490 or 401-322-0452 or
e-mail us at builtfromstone@gmail.com
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The polar bear became the mascot of Bowdoin College in the
1920’s, inspired in part by a 1917 gift from Arctic explorer
Donald Baxter MacMillan, class of 1898, of a full-grown
stuffed bear. This statue, designed by F.G.R Roth, was given
by the Class of 1912 on their 25th reunion. It was cut by the
Smith Granite Company from white Westerly granite in 1937.

Stone Chips

On carving the Bowdoin Bear: “And then Comolli would carve it [from the
plaster model] — a big hunk of granite. He’d start, you know, and you’d say
to yourself, ‘Is he going to come out right?’ By God, I’m telling you,
unbelievable! Perfect! He had that arm. Every once in a while he’d put it up
there to make sure the eyes was the same on that, make sure the nose or the
mouth, or the chin, you know, he’d set that thing up and he could move it
down where the bear’s paws was.”
Arthur Ferraro in an interview in 1984


