FLAX CULTURE AND THE MANUFACTURE OF LINENS
TO TAKE THE PLACE OF COARSER COTTONS IN
NEW ENGLAND.®

It may be of interest to refer briefly to the history
of the flax industry in this country. The art of raising
lax and spinning it by hand was brought to this country
Ly the carliest colonists. In 1629 the English Parlia
inant directed that fax shounld be cultivated for fiber in
Massachusetts.  As carly as 1048 the plant was culti
vated in Virginia by Captain Matthews,  Almost every
lousewife in the colonies wove linens by hand. 1n
1790 the Secretary of the Treasury reported that the
wenufacture of linen goods in a houschold way had
lnecome an established industry. it will be remem
Lered, in this same year (1700). the first cotton mill was
inspected by George Washington,  Thus linen manu:
facture antedates that of cotton in this country by
uarly 150 years. It may be said, in reply to this state
uient, that the linen industry was of little consequence
at this carly date.  But thirty vears before the erection
uf the first cotton mill, Massachusetts and Rhode Island
in a single year reported nearly 30,000 yards of linen
jabrics madc in families. .\l the records in New Eng-
land show a disposition to encoarage the growth and
manufacture of flax. .\ half century before the manu-
facture of cotton, Pennsylvania, Rhode Tsland, and New
York also offered special inducements for the manufac
ture of certain kinds of linen goods. In 1810, over
20,000,000 yards of linen fabrics were made in this
country in families. In addition to this, nearly 25.000,-
000 yards of linens of coarser quality were made. Water
and steam power as well as labor-saving machinery had
bren introduced previous to this, which resulted in 2
considerable extension of the industry.  But it was still
Lwgely a wholesale industry.  The following statistics,
taken from report No. g of “The Fiber Investi-
rations of the United States Departirent of Agricul-
ture,” by Mr. Charles Richards Dodge, special agent of
the Government, will be of interest.  In 1849, 562.312
bushels of flax sced were harvested in the United States,
and 7.700,676 1bs. of fiber were produced.  In 1839,
366,867 bushels of seed were harvested, and 4,722,145
lhs. of fiber produced. Tn 1869, the production of seed
had risen to 1.730.444 bushels, while the fiber in this
v ar rose to the phenomenal total of 27,133,034 1bs., an
an...nt never approached since.  In 1879, the produc-
tion of sced -as ncarly four times the quantity for
the year 186y, while the production of fiber fell to the
cemparatively insignificant quantity of 1,603.546 Ibs. In
(8%, 12,250,410 bushels of seed were harvested.  The
pauduction of fiber had fallen steadily during this period,
until it reached 241,38y Ibs. in that year.

The reason for the falhng off m the production of
nber smee 1809, while the acreage of flax aud the pro-
duction of seed were rapudiy mereasig, 1s not far to sceh.
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The impetus given to cotton manufacturing by the i
vention of the cotton gin and subsequent mechanieal
improvements, soon brought down the price of cotton
fabrics through the sharp competition among manufac-
tuters which followed on the rapid expansion of the in-
dustry.  Little by little the cheaper cottons have foand
their way into the homes, silencing the spinmog wheels
and almost all the looms engaged in the manufacture of
finer linens.  In spite of the decline of the inen wndustry
the culture of flan has steadily increased in this country,
At the present time it is grown alinost exclusively for
sced, The straw is of no value eacept in making certain
cuarse qualitics of bagging and of paper. Since 188y the
acreage of lax somn has fluctuated somewhat. This is
due, doubtless, to fluctuation in the price of flaxsead oil
amd flanseed cahe during this period. The acreage
sown has been affected somewhat, no doubt, by the
very general impression that flax is an exhausting crop.
At the present time the annual production of flan seed
and straw is approximately 12,000,000 bushels of sead
and 300,000 tons of fiber. It is doubtful, howeier, if our
farmers can coatinue to grow flax indefinitely for the
sced alone. Unless sume use can be made of the fiber
this great agricultural industry will doabtless suffer a
considerable decline during the neat decade, Is it not
possible that the manufacturers of this country may pre-
vent this decline? Manifestly, the surest and casiest
way to do this is to find some use for this nearly half a
million tons of flax straw produced annually in this
country.

Let us, then, ask and attempt to answer two wmpor-
tant questions about this matter.  First, ii the use of
this enormous quantity of flax-fiber is possible to us, will
it pay ?  Sccond, what considerations enter into the
production of flax in this country that favor the use of
the fiber in the manufacture of hinen goods ¥ Iarst,
then, will the manufacture of linen goods pay ? It is con-
ceded that next to cotton, flax is the most uscful and
valuable of all commeraial iber. It was thought at one
time that cotton goods, on account of mproved
methods of manufacture, might eventually almost en-
tirely take the place of hnen goods.  But plamly, this
is not to be.  More and more flax s coming to be again
what it was from the time of the carhiest ’haraohs of
Egypt, to the beginning of the present century, the
fiber of luxury, while cotton fiber is taking its place as
the fiber of the masses.  We are importing  annually
from foraign countries over $30,000.000 worth of hnens
—more than one-tenth oi our total output of manuiac-
tured cottons. It has been estimated that the world's
consumption of hnen goods 1s not far from one-tlird
the consumption of cotton gouods 1 money valuaton,
Tt must be evident that any country that pretends to
lead i the manufadtures of the world can il afford to
have no part in this important branch of  human in
dustry.  One nead only to visit the great centres of linen
manufacturing in Ireland and on the Continent to be
convineed that neat to the manufacture of cotton gouds



