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Dangers in the Industry

The Westerly granite industry reached its
zenith before the days of the Occupational
Safety and Health Administration (OSHA)
but granite workers did their best to
protect themselves. 

Uneven ground and loose stone in the
quarry holes made footing difficult.
Blasting presented the danger of flying
debris. Moving the stone and lifting it out
of the hole meant strains on derricks,
chains, and cables which could break.

Before safety glasses, stonecutters wore
goggles with slits to minimize the possibility of getting stone chips in
the eye. If a workman did get a tiny chip in his eye, another
workman would hold his head up against a pole to keep his head
still while a third workman used a straw from the broom to get the
chip out.

The quarryman’s sturdy clothing and heavy duty shoes wore out
quickly. Stonecutters wore denim aprons, gauntlets and gloves to
protect themselves from flying stone chips. 

Stonecutters often put lamb’s wool in their nostrils to filter out the
fine dust. As the industry became more mechanized, the finishing
machines used to hammer the surface created large amounts of
dust. The men who worked these machines were very susceptible to
silicosis (white lung disease). The lathes and the surfacing machines
were the first machines to be fitted with a dust-collecting system and
eventually each of the stonecutter’s bays had dust collectors.

During the winter the only
fire in the unheated shed
was not for the comfort of
the men, but rather for
warming the tools. Working
with cold tools could actually
lead to frostbite. 

Although there were
accidents and deaths,
attempts were made on
every level to make them as
few as possible.
Linda Smith Chaffee
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Stone Chips

Narragansett Weekly, March 9, 1871: Mr. Eugene Driscoll, employed at
Smith’s Quarry, met with a painful accident, on Friday afternoon. While
standing in the engine house, in company with several of the workmen, he
slipped and caught his left foot under the piston rod of the engine, smashing
two of his toes so badly that the whole of one, and a portion of the other, had
to be amputated. 

A Different Kind of Quarryman

Some people quarry for granite and others
quarry for information. Dwight C. Brown,
Jr. fits into the second category. Over the
last 25 years, Dwight and his wife Anna
have spent hours finding bits and pieces
of information, scanning old photographs,
and cataloging. 

For Dwight it began as a boy when his
uncle shared discoveries as they hiked
through old fields and quarries. His
interest flared when, as a worker at
Bradford Dyeing Association, he had
access to early records. He found the
research process to be like solving a
mystery. One clue led to another, until the
facts were uncovered and the mystery solved. 

His first major project was to search the microfilm at the Westerly Public Library for information about the
Pawcatuck River industries. All his notes were taken by hand. Excited when he got his first computer, an
Atari 800, he discovered that he typed faster than the computer could accept the input. As the years
passed, Dwight’s search for history became more technology-dependent and the available technology
improved.

An invaluable project was the completion of the contact printing of the Burke Glass Negative collection for
the Westerly Historical Society. It took twenty minutes to develop two negatives in the dark room. Every
time that a copy of a particular image was wanted, the same procedure had to be followed. These prints,
which Dwight has now scanned at very high resolution, take up a large portion of his terabyte external
hard drive. Computer scanning, taking approximately 20 minutes, needs to be done only once. Dwight has
catalogued both the digital and photographic images to be sure that the information is preserved. 

Dwight, author of several local history books, has completed many other projects of local history, including
cataloguing all the monuments in River Bend Cemetery and gleaning bits and pieces from Narragansett
Weekly newspaper articles about the granite industry. He is a Westerly treasure who has had a major role
in preserving the Westerly granite industry, preserving both verbal and visual images of a time gone by.

Linda Smith Chaffee

Documented Granite Workers

Coming

Next Week

Union and Labor Issues

Share your stories, photos and artifacts. Earlier volumes of
“Built From Stone” are now on the museum’s website;
www.babcocksmithhouse.org.

Please call us at 401-377-8490 or 401-322-0452 or e-mail us
at builtfromstone@gmail.com.
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Dwight C. Brown, Jr., local historian, at his computer
surrounded by his carefully cataloged discoveries.

Above: Blasting stone at the
Smith Granite Company 

East Quarry

Right: Smith Granite Company,
East Quarry, 6th hole, looking

southeast, circa 1934.

Men had to use ladders to get
into the holes which were from

100 to 160 feet deep.

Below: Large lathe at Smith
Granite Company. An example of

a manufacturing process in
which the stone turns and the

tools are essentially stationary. 
If the stone should break loose, a

very dangerous situation would
arise often resulting in loss of

equipment, injury or death. 
Ike Smith told of a stone on the

boring mill breaking loose,
forcing him to scramble up the

nearby staging. His clothes were
torn and he was shaken up, but
was very lucky not to have been

hurt more seriously.
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Hoisting dark pink granite block
Smith Granite Company, North
Quarry circa 1938.


