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THE WINDMILL INDUSTRY IN KAlAMAZOO 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 
I. INTRODUCTION 

When and where windmills were first used 

is a debatable question. It has been reported 

that mills were used in Persia between 915 and 

943 A.D. Many European writers, however, are 

unwilling to accept the idea that they were first 

used in the East because they are used so little 

today in that area. The development of windmills 

may have originated in several ways. It is, however, 

idle to speculate about the details of the origin 

of windmills. The use of wind power in Europe 

has not been established by anyone before the 

twelfth century. Nevertheless, it is quite certain 

that windmills were used in Europe prior to the 

end of the Crusades. l 

The first drawings of windmills that are 

available were drawn in the fourteenth century. 

These early drawings are quite small and incomplete 

1. Abbott Payson Usher, A History of Mechanical 

Inventions, Cambridge, 1954, p. 172. 
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and the details of them are difficult to see; 

however, they have been very helpful because much 

can be discovered about them from studying the 

outsides of the mills. The windmill involved a 

new mechanical problem that had to be solved before 

it would be of much'practica1 use. It was necessary 

that the sails be directly facing the wind in 

order for the mill to work, and therefore, the 

whole structure,- or'at least a part of it, had 

to be on a pivot so that the sail could always 

turn into the wind. Two different types of wind

mills appeared: one type, and no doubt the oldest 

type of mill, was the post mill. The whole structure 

was carried on a post. To turn the sail so that 

it would face the wind, a long lever was turned 

by hand. The second type was usually larger and 

was known as the tower mill. This type of mill 

consisted of two parts: the tower which was station

ary, and the turret'or revolving cap on the top 

of the tower. Even the mills of this type had to 

be turned manually at first, for it was not until 

the middle of the 18th century that Andrew Meikle 
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introduced a small fan fixed at right angles to 

the main sail which turned the mill automatically 

to the wind. 2 

Nearly all of these early mills carried four 

to six arms which were often 30 to 40 feet in length. 

The sails of these mills were' almost always made 

of cloth spread over a wooden framework; some how

ever, were made of light wooden boards. 3 

Holland probably made more use of windmills 

for draining her land than did any other country. 

Other countries also depended upon windmills for 

pumping water and for grinding. 4 

In the United States the first windmill was 

made in 1854 by Mr. Daniel Hal1ady. His mill was 

derived from Buropean designs, but instead of 

having cloth covered sails, it had wooden ones. 

This first mill was 'much more crude th~n the very 

first windmill made in Kalamazoo. This is under-

2. Ibid., pp. 173-174. 

3. Interview, Mr. John Coombs, Kalamazoo Tank and 

Silo Company, December 28, 1959. 

4. Ibid. 
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standable, however, for it was not until 1867 

that the first mill was made in Kalamazoo; in 

thirteen years a machine, such as a windmill, 

changes considerably.5 

1883 was a big year for the windmill industry 

of the United States, for it was in that year that 

Stuart Perry introduced the first steel-bladed 

windmill that was to become so common by 1900. 

It was three to six years later that the first 

steel mill was made in Ka1amazoo. 6 

Windmills were of great importance in the 

late 1800's and early 1900's. The most. important 

use of them was for "pumping water for farm, industry, 

and irrigation, with grinding the second most 

important use. Wind power was also used for churns, 

many farm implements, generating electricity, as 

well as a number of other uses. 7 

5. ~. 

6. Ibid. 

7. Kalamazoo Gazette scrapbook in Kalamazoo Public 

Libra~y, August ?, 1924. 
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Today, windmills are still used in the United 

States for pumping water in the plains states. 
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II. GENERAL GONSTRUCTION OF WINDMILLS 

The first windmills of Kalamazoo were naturally 

made of wood. They were very decorative, since the 

different companies all tried to made their wind

mills more decorative than their competitors'. 

The railings of many mills were neatly carved and 

the four corner poles of the tower were cut to be 

more appealing to the eye. All mills were always 

painted to be very attr~ctive, also. The wood from 

which windmills were made was white pine and white 

ash. The white pine was used for the sails and 

the vanes because it was available, light, and 

easy to work with. 'The cross bar and arms were 

made from whi te ash "because i t wa~ stronger and 

more elastic than pine. The towers were generally 

also made of pine. The only parts:"of' :them-. tha. t 

were not made of wood were the working heads that 

were made of cast iron.8 These working heads were 

very simple, for they contained no springs, no 

8. Interview, cited above. 
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geared wheels or other cumbersome mechanisms. 9 

After a few years many companies also made covers 

that fitted over the working head to keep the head 

clean and to ~mprove the looks of their mills. 

The manufacturers tried to make windmills so that 

the wheel of the mill was about fifteen feet above 

the surroundings, or, in other words, its top was 
10 thirty to forty feet above the ground. The 

windmills' wheels of the different companies varied 

somewhat in size, but not greatly. The Manvel 

Windmill made by the Williams Manufacturing Company, 

for instance, is a typical example of the mills made 

in Kalamazoo. The wheels of these mills 'came in 

different sizes; the ten and twelve foot mills 

were the most popular. ll 

Steel windmills were not very popular 'when 

they were first made, but then they suddenly started 

9. Kalamazoo Tank and Silo Company, Manvel Windmills, 

1927 (1) p. 10. 

10. Interview, cited above. 

11. Ibid. 
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to sell at a faster rate. The Williams Manufacturing 

Company, which made both steel and wood windmills, 

however, claimed that any wooden mill would outlast 

any steel mill. They claimed that the best type 

of mill to puy was one with a wooden wheel on a " 

steel tower. 12 They felt that this type of mill 

was the strongest, most durable, and very economical, 

too. BecAuse all tlie steel windmills were back 

geared "mills, the average size of the wheel was 

eight feet instead df ten or twelve as the wood 

mills were. If the steel wheels would have been 

larger there would have been more power produced 

than was necessary for pumping water.13 

There were two main types of windmills made 

in Kalamazoo: The direct stroke and the back geared 

m~lls. All wooden mills were direct stroke mills. 

This type of mill made one stroke for each revo

lution of the wheel. The length of the stroke 

12. Kalamazoo Tank and Silo Company, QQ. cit., p.6. 

13. Interview, cited above. 
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was adjustable to four, four-and-a-half and five 

inches. This regulated the amount of water that 

was pumped. This type of ·mill was the best kind 

for farm and ranch use where there was plenty of 

water that was not too deep. They also pumped 

more water in a li~t wind than did the back geared 
. 14 
~ll. 

All steel mills were back geared mills. The 

back geared mill was much better on slow flowing 

wells, which a faster pumping mill would likely 

suck dry. They also were-more effective on very 

deep wells. These mills were geared to about 

two-and-a-half revolutions of the wind wheel to 

one stroke of the pump. Different companies also 

had different length strokes which the mill could 

be adjusted to take. The eight foot back geared 

steel mill made by the Kalamazoo Tank and Silo 

(earlier known as W1lliams Manufacturing Company), 

for example, could be adjusted to three different 

14. Ibid. 
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lengths of pump strokes, those being four, five 

d . . h 15 an s~x ~nc es . The three different strokes 

were obtained by securing the crank pin into one 

of the three holes whi ch were bored in the gear . 

Windmi ll s also had speed gove rning devices 

which controlled t he speed at which the mill r an . 

These governing devices were quite simple and 

reliable, since go ve rning within close limits 

was unnecess <').ry. Actually, they were devices 

that changed the area of the sail. This was 

accomplished either by opening or closing the 

slats of the wheel by hand or automatic governors. 

The mill would run no faster or at least not much 

fast e r in a forty mile wind than in a twelve mile 

breeze. The danger of a mill running at dangerous 

speeds was thus eliminated. 16 . 

15 . Kalamazoo Tank and Silo Company, QQ . cit. p. 6. 

16 . Interview, cited above. 
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III. SALES PROMOTION 

Windmi·l~. salesmen, or agents as they were 

called, traveled throughdut the land and to foreign 

countries selling their mills. Most of these agen~s 

were very taliative men who could sit down with a 

customer to talk and very likely before leaving 

him would have a contract signed and in their 

pockets. Most of the salesmen sold ona commission 

basis; some, however, worked for a salary, while 

a few purchased the mills outright from the manu

facturers and sold them to the farmers. Most agents 

had model mills that folded into a wooden box to 

use to demonstrate or in later years the models 

were replaced by gaudily printed pamphlets with 

illustrations. l7 

Salesmen usually had four or five sales points 

that they would be sure to get across to their 

customers. Some of the very common sales points 

were economy, simplicity, practicality, and depend-

17. Kalamazoo Gazette scrapbook, loc. cit., August 

?, 1924. 
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ability. In the first place, wind power was the 

cheapest power ever devised and because windmills 

were simply made the upkeep of them was also very 

low. Agents were always very proud to pOint out 

how long one of their mills had run without need 

of repair •. For example, it was always pointed out 

by the Williams Manufacturing Company agents that 

one Manvel Windmill had run for 48 years without 

d f · 18 f h • nee 0 any repa1r. Many 0 the ot er compan1es 

could also point out that their mills were trouble 

free for 20 to 30 years. 

So little repair was needed because there 

were very few parts to wear on windmills. Wind

mills made by Williams Manufacturing had only 

three wearing parts: the main bearing, crank pin, 

and pumping rod pin. About 20 to 25 years after 

the first mill was made in Kalamazoo, covers 

were made to protect the working head parts to 

18. KAlamazoo Tank and Silo Company, 22. cit., 

pp. 3-4. 
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keep out dirt and snow, etc. 19 Just as many 

salesmen can not be trusted too far today, many 

of the windmill salesmen were also rather dis-

honest. Windmill contracts usually bore a line 

which stated that any agreement written on the 

margin, outside the printed lines, would he 

inoperative. Nevertheless, some agents inserted 

promises of extra equipment with the mill that 

they sold. When the pruchaser would fail to 

receive it, he would naturally become very dis-

gusted and very likely would write to the factory 

only to be told to read his contract carefully 

and see that he was not entitled to more than 

• . f 20 the m1l1 1tsel • 

19 0 Ibid., p. 7. 

20. Kalamazoo Gazette scrapbook, 1oc •. ~., 

August 1, 1924. 
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IV. BEGINNING AND RAPID GROWTH FROM lS67 TO 1880 

The Windmill industry got its start in Kalamazoo 

in 1867 when Mr. William H. Pendleton, Sr., made 

his first windmill. 2l Mr. Pendleton, who was the 

father of the well-known insurance underwriter, 

William H. Pendleton, made his windmills less 

cumbersome than were those made in Holland, the 

home of the windmill. Although there were many 

improvements and additions made to Pendleton's 

mill, it was quite ·complete in itself. Messrs. 

Pendleton and Lucasse headed the firm which began 

f H ·· 22 the production 0 the old standard oll1day m111. 

Mr. Pendleton died, however, before he could enjoy 

full benefits of the industry which he started. 

Then in 1873 the Williams, Smith and Company 

started and began immediately to made the Stover 

Automatic Windmill. They made and sold on the 

average twenty-five mills per week and employed 

21. Kalamazoo Gazette, Centennial Issue, January 

24, 1937. 

22. Kalamazoo Gazette, June 4, 1875. 
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approxima~e1y 40 men. The Williams, Smith and 

Company did a great deal of selling outside the 

United States. 23 By the end of 1876 it had orders 

on hand for mills from Cuba, Japan, Germany, Prince 
. 24 

Edwards Island, and Canada. A whole car load 

of windmills were shipped to Port Elizabeth, Cape 

Colony, South Africa on November 1, 1877, from 

the Williams, Smith and Company.25 

The Phelps and Bigelow Company was organized 

in 1873 by Melville J. Bigelow and Horace Phelps. 

This company was located on Eleanor Street along 

with the previously mentioned companies. Three 

years later this concern, the Phelps and Bigelow 

Windmill Company, was incorporated under a state 

charter with a capital of $20,000.
26 

This same 

year that it became a corporation it moved to a 

23. Ibid., June 18, 1875. 

24. Ibid., September 17, 1876. 

25. Ibid., November 2, 1877. 

26. David Fisher and Frank Little, History and 

Biography ~f Kalamazoo County, Michigan, Chicago,1906o 
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new location on North Burdick Street between 

Green's Harness Shop and Woodham's Music Store. 

The new home of this concern was a one story 

building fifty by eighty feet which served as 

both office and factory. The first officers 

of the corporation were I. D. Bixby, president; 

Lorenzo Bixby, vice-president; M. J. Bigelow, 

secretary and treasurer; and Horace Phelps, 

general manager. It was two years later (1878) 

that Mr. Bixby was succeeded as president by 

J. P. Woodbury, who held the office until 1881, 

when his son, Edward Woodbury became president. 

The firm, which employed twenty to thirty men, 

rapidly became well-known and respected in business 

circles throughout the world for its "1 X L" 

windmills. The ttl X Lit windmill was one of the 

best, if not the best, for farm use. It is claimed 

that it had no equal when it came to beauty, 

simplicity, durability and power. It had only 

two points of friction: one was the main shaft on 

which the wheel is fastened, which operates the 

machinery; the other the crank which moves the 
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pitman up and down to accomplish the pumping. 

The wheel was solid, after the kind 1010wn as the 

rosette. The wheel was strong and had more wind 

surface than any other mill made. Bach of these 

mills was warranted by the company. The "I X L" 

was not the only mill made by the company; in fact, 

they manufactured the Perkins Mill before they 

even started to make the "1 X L'·s". It was the 

"I X L", however, that made the Phelps and Bigelow 

Company, as well as Kalamazoo, prominent throughout 

the world. 27 The retail sales of this firm during 

their second year amounted to 500 mills. The 

market for these mills grew rapidly and after a 

couple of years they' were being sent to all parts 

of the country east of the Mississippi River. 28 

In February 1877, the firm expanded by purchasing 

property adjacent to them, which included Green's 

27. Kalamazoo Gazette, March 17, 1876. 

28. Samuel W. Durant, The History of Kalamazoo 

County, Michigan, Philadelphia, 1888, pp. 258 

and 259. 
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Harness Shop and the Temperance Building as well 

as thirty-three feet on Water Street, for a total of 

$7,500.
29 Wh d h . 1 en the company expande , t e cap1ta 

stock of the firm was increased to $40,000 and 

the number of employees rose to thirty to fifty 

men. 3D The demand for their windmil1~ continued 

to increase; in fact, there soon was a large demand 

for their mills in South America, South Africa 

and Austra1ia.31 

Another company'was started in January 1878. 

This was C. H. Bird and Company, founders and 

machinists. The building that they occupied was 

on Church Street just north of the Michigan Central 

Railway. Thomas Clarage, who had been superintendent 

for Lawrence and Chapin for ten years previously, 

soon after was admitted as a partner. The windmill 

29. Kalamazoo Gazette, February 16, 1877. 

30. Hector C. Grant, Jr., 'The Development of Industry 

in Kalamazoo between 1870 and 1890:' Kalamazoo 

College Seminar Paper, 1949, p. 30. 

31. Fisher and Little, 22. cit., p. 274. 
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industry of Kalamazoo was growing very rapidly 

now and C. H. Bird and Company decided to begin 

making windmills, too. The name of their mill 

was the Bird. 32 

There was also the Bush and Pat·erson Company, 

which was located on North Burdick Street; it 

bad been established in 1856. This firm made 

a number of products, including blinds, doors, 

sashes, fanning mills, billard table legs, building 

materials and in the late 1870's they too made wind

mills. They never did become a leading producer of 

them. This concern besides manufacturing all of 

these products also was engaged very extensively in 

t t - db-Ide 33 Alth h th con rac 1ng an U1 1ng. oug ere was no 

great demand for their windmills they never had 

any trouble selling those that they made because 

they had established themselves much earlier, and 

their reputation was sound. 

These were the five firms that were manu-

32. Durant, 22. cit., p. 257. 

33. Ibid., pp. 259 and 260. 
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facturing windmills in Kalamazoo before 1880. 

Although it was still a young industry, it was 

becoming more important to Kalamazoo every day. 
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V. THB PEAK DECADE, 1880 TO 1890 

In the next decade the windmill industry 

hit its peak with 1886 as the peak year. In this 

year there were more than two hundred men employed 

in the five companies that were in business. These 

five firms had a total capital of $400,000. In 

that one year they put out 4,000 windmills and 

windmill engines, but they made more than just 

mills and engines. They also manufactured and sold 

tanks of all sizes, pumps, pipe, and buckets, making 

a total volume of business of about $600,000. Of 

the 4,000 windmills built in that year, about 1,500 

were exported to foreign markets. 34 

About midway through the decade three industries 

were battling for first place among the manufacturers 

of Kalamazoo. These three industries were the harrow 

spring cultivator industry, the manufacture of 

buggies and the manufacture of windmills. Kalamazoo 

was to be later known as ''The Windmill City. ,,35 

34. Interview, cited above. 

35. Kalamazoo Gazette scrapbook, loc. cit., October 

18, 1925. 
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All of the companies that made windmills in 

the preceeding decade continued to do so in the 

1880's, although the names of some companies were 

changed when new partners were admitted or old 

ones dropped. There were also two new companies 

that began to make mills during this period. 

In 1880 or 1881 the Homer Manvel Company 

began manufacturing windmills at the corner of 

Water and Edwards Streets. It never made a great 

number of mills, but remained in business through

out the first part of the 1880~s.36 

Another company, the Smith and Woodard Company, 

began the production'of mills also in the early 

1880's. This firm, along with two or three of the 

others, was located on North Burdick Street. 

Members of this firm were Kirk A. Smith and John B. 

Woodard. 37 

36. R. L. Polk, Kalamazoo Directory, Detroit, 

1881, p. 178. 

37. Kalamazoo Gazette, Centennial Issue, January 

24, 1937. 
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The Williams, Smith and Company became the 

B. S. Williams and Company in the early 1880's when 

Bradley S. Williams took over the company. The 

B. S. Williams and Company was located at the corner 

of East Water and North Edwards Streets in a frame. 

building. 38 They made the Stover Mill that the 

Williams, Smith and Company had made for ten years. 

In 1883 the first steel windmill was made in Kalamazoo 

by the B. S. Williams and Company. They didn't 

make very many steel mills in the first year of 

production and they were quite a bit more clumsy 

than were wooden mi11s.
39 

Then, after another year, 

Mr. Homer Manvel, who had been owner of the Homer 

Manvel Company, manufacturers of windmills, joined 

the B. S. Williams and Company and this firm then 

also began to manufacture the Manvel Windmill. 

The firm continued to grow and manufacture "mills 

that became well-lmown throughout the world. Many 

large shipments were made to foreign markets during 

38. Kalamazoo Gazette, scrapbook, loc. cit., April 

1, 1926. 

39. Interview, cited above. 

-23-



the first half of this decade. 40 M. B. Williams 

(son of B. S. Williams) and J. D. Brower were 

also active in the company at this time. Owing 

to the great volume of business, a stock company 

was formed in 1889 with a capital of $100,000. 

The name of the company was also changed to the 

Williams Manufacturing' Company. The first officers 

of this newly formed stock company were M.'B. Williams, 

president; B. S. Williams, vice president; Homer 

Manvel, secretary and general manager; and Frank P. 

Johnston, treasurer. 41 

In 1883 C. H. Bird and Company incorporated, 

under the name of the Bird Windmill Company. The 

firm moved at this time to a new location in the 

400 block of Bast Main Street where the new office 

and works were set up. The capital of the firm was 

$50.000. They continued to make the Bird Windmill 

as well as windmill equipment and other small im

plements. During this period there were 30 to 35 

40. Ibid. 

41. Po11t, 1881, .QQ.. cit., p. 332. 
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~en employed by the firm. The officers of the 
, 
I 

[firm were L. Cahill, president; Charles H. Bird, 
I 

I 

:vicerpresident; R. P. Emerson, secretary and 
42 treasurer; and j. R. McCall, manager. 

The St. John Plow Company consolidated with 

the Bird Windmill Company in 1886 under the name 

of the St. john Plow Company. The office and 

works were located at the corner of Patterson and 

Cement Streets. The'firm made the St. john Disk-
43 

landslide Plow and also continued to make windmills. 

The capital stock of the firm was $100,000. St john 

Plow Company officers were Garland B. St. john, 

president; Hudson B. Coleman, vice president; L. 
. 44 

Cahill, treasurer, and H. B. Fisher, secretary. 

In 1886 the Geprge H. Garside Company was 

another leading firm of windmills. The Leader was 

the mill that they made. It was a good, very 

42. Ibid., 1885-86, p. 28. 

43. Kalamazoo Gazette scrapbook, loc. cit., 

October 18, 1925. 

44. Polk, 1889, ~. cit., p. 332. 
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dependable mill that sold very well both locally 

and throughout the nation. 45 

In 1889 the Smith and Woodard Company, which 

had been making windmills now for about eight years, 

became Smith and Pomeroy. In the same year they 

· t d 46 1ncorpora e 0 They continued to make the "Eureka" 

which Smith and Woodard had made from the begi~ing. 

45. Ibid. 

46. Polk, 1889, ~. cit., p. 332. 
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VI. THE DECLINE OF THE INDUSTRY AFTER 1890 

The 1890's were difficult years for businesses 

throughout the United States and many were forced 

to close because of financial loss. Farmers were 

having a difficult time trying to sell their crops 

and manufacturers sold many of their products to 

farmers who could not pay for them. Any company 

that could show a profit after the first seven 

months of the 1890's was very lucky •. 

Kalamazoo was no exception, for it also had 

its problems. A number of firms were forced to 

close including some windmill companies. 47 

In the 1890's there were still four windmill 

companies in operation in Kalamazoo, but one of 

the four produced on1y'a few mills after this date. 

It was the St. John Plow Company, that ceased to 

make windmills in the early years of this decade. 

In 1892 or 1893, Thomas Clarage took over this 

firm And changed the name of the company to the 

47. Hugh Mehaffie, "Kalamazoo Industry:" 18'90-11900, n 

Kalamazoo College Seminar Paper, 1955, p. 1. 

-27-



Clarage Company, which was the forerunner of the 
48 firm known today as the Clarage Fan Company. 

There were two big manufacturers of windmills 

left in Kalamazoo. One of these was the Williams 

Manufacturing Company, which was, as a matter of 

fact, the oldest company that produced windmills in 

town. They continued to ship their mills and mill 

accessories to various· parts of the world. In 1890 

they sent a large shipment of mills to Australia 

and another to England and four years later England, 

once more, and South Africa received shipments from 

Kalamazoo. This company could have become exceed

ingly rich, according to Mr. Maxwell, company pres

ident, if it had not been for the high tariff on 

raw materials. In 1894 the company built a three

story brick addition to its new factory on Harrison 

Street. 49 The capital 'stock of the company was 

raised to $140,000 in 1899 from $100,000.
50 

The 

48. Kalamazoo Gazette, Centennial Issue, January 24,1937. 

49. Kalamazoo Gazette, April 7, 1894. 

50. Polk, 1902, QQ. cit., p. 38. 

-28-



firm continued to do business under the name of 

the Williams Manufacturing Company until 1905, 

when it became known as the Kalamazoo Tank and 

Silo Company.51 

The second large concern remaining in the 

1890's was the Phelps and Bigelow Windmill Company. 

They also were still shipping their mills to all 

parts of the world. In the 90's this company made 

two shipments: one to Puerto Rico in 1894,52 

and another to England in 1896.
53 

The windmill 

business had begun to slow down midway in the 90's, 

and the Phelps and Bigelow concern felt that some

thing new was needed to catch the public's eye 

and to stimulate business. So in 1896 they intro

duced a new twelve foot steel mill. They ran an 

advertisement in the Gazette inviting all the 

Kalamazoo County farmers to see their new mill in 

operation. This mill ran a grinder, a corn sheller, 

S1. Ibid~, 1905, p. 39. 

52. Kalamazoo Gazette, April 7, 1894. 

:53. Ibid., May 6, 1896. 

-29-



and a number of other tools at the same time. 54 

The Smith and Pomeroy Windmill Company was 

the only other company that made mills in Kalamaz60 

in the 1890's. It also had had a number of foreign 

markets in previous years, but in 1890 made its 

last shipment of mills 'to France. 55 

All three of these companies took their gal

vanizing work to be done at the Kalamazoo Galvan

izing Gompany until late in the 1890's, when this 

company was taken over by the owners of the three 

windmill companies that were still in business. 

The officers of the galvanizing company after 

the new owners took over were also officers of the 

windmill companies. This company waS owned by the 

three companies until i9l2 when the Kalamazoo 

Tank and Silo Company bought out the other "two 

companies. The Kalamazoo Tank and Silo Company 

moved the galvanizing plant to Harrison Street, 

where the rest of their plant was located. The 

54·~ Idem. 

55. Ibid., October 19, 1890. 
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two other companies, the Phelps and Bigelow Windmill 

Company and the Smith and Pomeroy Windmill Company, 

after 1912, took their galvanizing work to be done 

at the Tank and Silo Company. They did not have 

to do this for long, however, for 1915 was the 

last year that the Smith and Pomeroy Company re

mained in business and the following year the Phelps 

and Bigelow Windmill Company closed its doors. 

The Kalamazoo Tank and Silo Company continued to 

make windmills until 1929 or 1930, when they made 

their last mill. After it was no longer profitable 

to make windmills they stepped up their production 

of silos, both wooden and tile. They also made 

water storage tanks, fire clay and other farm 

equipment. In 1936 Henry Ford bought the ·last 

windmill sold in Kalamazoo. 56 

56. Interview, cited above. 
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"', 

VII. CONCLUSION 

It seems rather ironic that an industry which 

was the leading industry in Kalamazoo in the 1880's 

would almost overnight become of such little im

portance within a decade or two later. Kalamazoo, 

known as the "Windmill Citytt throughout the world, 

at one time made nearly eighty per cent of all 

windmills used in the world. Even Holland, the 

land of the windmills, imported Kalamazoo mills. 

Kalamazoo, which was in the early days a purely 

agricultural community, developed into a community 

equally divided among agricplture, commerce and 

manufacturing. What did Kalamazoo possess to 

cause this great increase in manufacturing and 

commerce? The railroads played a very important 

part in the growth of Kalamazoo industry, espe

cially between 1878 and 1880, the years in which 

the windmill industry was growing so rapidly. 

Raw materials were near and could easily be shipped 

into Kalamazoo by use of the railroad and the 

finished products could be shipped out by these 
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- d - hId · d- t e 57 ra1lroa s Wh1C e 1D every 1rec 10D. Good 

quality wood, a necessity in the manufacturing of 

windmills was plentiful and always available. 

What then caused the decline of the windmill 

industry in the early 1900's7 It was the advent 

of the gasoline engine and electric power for famm 

use, together with the cost of wood that caused 

it to cease entirely in a short period. It was 

not because gasoline engines were any more econom

ical, but they did have certain advantages over 

the windmills. For example, a windmill was of 

little value in areas where there was little or 

no wind. Electric power did not begin to reach 

many of the farmers until about 1915, but its use 

d -dl 58 F sprea rap1 y. armers could see no need for 

windmills when all equipment was run by gasoline 

engines or electric power. 

57. Floyd Wayne Moore, ; ''Kalamazoo, Michigan; The 

Evolution of a Modern City Free from General Fund 

Indebtedness," Northwestern University, Evanston,1941. 

58. Interview, cited above. 
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While the windmill industry lasted, however, 

it had done much for Kalamazoo. It had made the 

name Kalamazoo known throughout the world as well 

as providing a labor market for hundreds of Kala

mazoo men. It must not be forgotten either that 

while the industry ,prospered it brought a great 

deal of wealth to Kalamazoo. 
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