
SENATE.....No. 106.

House of Representatives, Feb. 24, 1851.

Ordered, That the Committee on Agriculture collect and re-
port to this Legislature, such information as they can procure
concerning the culture and growth of flax, and its probable sub-
stitution for cotton in the manufacture of cheap fabrics.

Sent up for concurrence.

LEWIS JOSSELYN, Clerk.

In Senate, Feb. 25, 1851.
Concurred.

C. L. KNAPP, Clerk.

CommonlucaUlj of JHassaattuaetts.
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The Joint Standing Committee on Agriculture, to whom was
referred the order “ to collect such information as could be pro-
cured concerning the culture and growth of flax, and its proba-
ble substitution for cotton in the manufacture of cheap fabrics,”
would report the accompanying papers, as containing their
views on the subject.

LUKE WELLINGTON, Chairman.

House of Representatives, Boston, April 15, ISSI.

To the Committee on Agriculture :—

Gentlemen, —Agreeably to your request, I herewith transmit
such information as I have been able to obtain, in relation to the
culture and growth of flax in this country, and to its probable
substitution for cotton, to a certain extent, in the manufacture
of cheap fabrics.

For the facts I now present to you, I am indebted to various
historical and statistical authorities, —to much incidental though
reliable data, which has not hitherto been published,—to the
practical experience of many kind and scientific friends of agri-
cultural progress,—and to the deeply interesting experiments, in
England, by the Chevalier Claussen himself, who may appro-
priately be termed the operative pioneer in the preparation of
flax cotton.

The introduction of flax into America seems to have been
coeval with the earliest settlement of the country. The plant
itself appears to have been originally a native of the east; al-
though it is probably indigenous, in some of its varieties, in
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other parts of the earth. There are no records or traditions up-
on which to depend, with certainty, for a knowledge of the
date when its properties were first revealed, and its fibrous
threads practically applied to the construction of textile fabrics.
The Egyptians, it is thought, were foremost in its adaptation to
the manufacture of cloth; but the precise period, at which its
employment for that purpose commenced, is lost in the abyss of
by-gone ages. The culture of flax, however, for various pur-
poses, has been extensively pursued in most of the European
and Asiatic countries, as well as in the north of Africa, from
the remotest point of time that can be reached by the light of
history. The medical virtues of its seeds, and the value of the
oils expressed therefrom, especially as agents in the art of paint-
ing, were probably known anterior to the fabrication of drapery
from its fibres. But the use of the plant for the latter purpose
can be traced to the earliest annals of the Egyptians, who en-
veloped their mummies in vestments of this material, and who
continue to manufacture it in large quantities, and to wear it,
almost universally, to this day. From them, doubtless, the an-
cient Greeks and Romans derived their knowledge on the sub-
ject; and the latter, in turn, when they invaded Britain, carried
thither the results of their own experience, and planted that
germ which has since grown into an important branch of na-
tional industry and prosperity.

Although, for centuries, Great Britain has been the largest
manufacturer of flaxen fabrics, she has been constantly depend-
ent on her imports from other quarters for a great portion of her
supply of the raw material, notwithstanding the liberal encour-
agement afforded by her government to its growth within her
own dominions. Of this foreign stock, up to the year 1832,
Russia furnished about two-thirds; Prussia and the Nether-
lands, about one-twelfth each; and France, Italy, and New
South Wales, the residue. At the present time, the value of the
flax fibre imported into Great Britain for manufacturing pur-
poses, amounts, annually, to upwards of five millions of pounds
sterling; and the value of imported flax-seed for crushing or
sowing, and of oil-cake as food for cattle, is estimated at £2,-
600,0U0, annually, viz.; of seed for crushing, £1,800,000; ditto
for sowing, £200,000 ; oil-cake, £600,000. The proportions of
flax-seed contributed by different foreign countries towards this
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supply, may be deduced from the following statementOf
2,759,103 bushels imported in 1831, 2,210,702 were brought
from Russia, 179,099 from Prussia, 106,294 from the United
States, 105,448 from Italy, 98,847 from Egypt, and 53,738 from
the Netherlands, &c. The increase from the. United States,
since the above date, has probably been very great.

It would appear, then, that while Great Britain has been the
greatest consumer, Russia has been by far the greatest producer
of that article for the English markets. Of this fact the British
government have long been aware, and have resorted to every
expedient, by a system of bounties, premiums, &c., with a view
of meeting, in a comparatively larger measure, the home de-
mand. This demand, however, annually increases, greatly
surpassing all the additional contributions of home-grown flax
yet obtained through the efforts of government. The causes
which have hitherto affected thus unfavorably these attempts to
encourage a more general culture of flax in Great Britain, are
chiefly these ; 1, a want of suitable apparatus for preparing it
for use; and 2, a prejudice which has always prevailed in
regard to its supposed injury to the soil. Both of these reasons,
undoubtedly, are now in course of removal; for the new light
lately thrown on the subject of adapting the fibre to manufac-
turing purposes, by means already in use, or which may readi-
ly be contrived, will dissolve the first objection ; and the second
must soon be overcome by a diffusion of facts relating to the
management of the crops.

Within the last twenty years, the attention of large portions
of the American people has been more earnestly directed than
at former periods, to the raising of flax ; but, for the most part,
the seed has been the exclusive object. The two reasons, ex-
isting or imagined, in Great Britain, against the cultivation of
flax, are to a certain extent applicable to the United States.
ißut, if our necessities had been like hers, involving our manu-
facturing interests, and we were alike indebted to foreign sources
for the supply of our wants, it is quite certain that the ingenuity
of our countrymen would have seasonably provided all requisite
means for preparing the fibre for the spindle and the loom. And
when it is considered that flax may be raised as easily and pro-
fusely as any other crop, and that, with due care that the refuse
be converted into compost, to be consumed on the land, it be-
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comes evident that its cultivation must prove extremely profita-
ble,—the soil being enriched thereby, rather than impoverished.

But the extraordinary discoveries recently made, whereby it
is claimed that the fibrous texture of the plant may be brought
into a condition as suitable for the manufacturer’s use, in all
respects, as cotton, must soon engage the most active solicitude
of political economists throughout the world. The landholders
and agriculturists of both Europe and America, will shortly be
apprised of the immense importance of the subject, and will be
stimulated to renewed zeal in prosecuting the flax culture. It
is not for a moment to be doubted that all needful facilities for
fitting the fibrous substance for market, so far as mechanical
appliances may be concerned, will be duly provided by skilful
and enterprising artizans. Indeed, the late experiments in the
premises have been watched through every stage of their
progress, and their truly wonderful results regarded with intense
interest, by men of science in both hemispheres.

The flax crop in the United States is of much greater mag-
nitude than is apparent from mere superficial observation. It
is somewhat difficult to ascertain, exactly, its aggregate quantity
and value, the returns being made, mostly, in connection with
the hemp crop. To a great extent its cultivation is confined to
the Western states, where scarcely any portion of the plant is
deemed of use, except the seed for exportation. According to
the Patent Office report, 100,000 bushels of flax-seed were raised
in a single county in Ohio, last season, which produced to the
growers the sum of $65,000; but nine-tenths of the fibrous sub-
stance were thrown away as worthless, which, had it been saved
and properly prepared, would have commanded in the city of
New York, a further sum of $150,000. In 1849, it is affirmed
that in the state of New York, not less than 46,000 acres of land
were sown in flax; but what proportion, if any, of its fibre was
preserved, is unknown. Other instances, illustrating the vast
product of seed, and the great waste of fibre, in our country,
might be adduced; but the foregoing facts are sufficient to indi-
cate the importance of investigating and improving our agricul-
tural resources, —and of promoting the development of those
which may be made available in the advancement of our na-
tional interests. The fact that flax can be raised in every cli-
mate, and in almost every quality of soil adapted to the growth
of the ordinary grains, renders the subject of its culture a ques-
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tion of momentous concern to the world at large; but espe-
cially so to every country or state which has no exclusive agri-
cultural staple of its own.

The adaptation of every section of the United States, north
as well as south and west, to the successful prosecution of the
business of raising flax, will not be doubted. Not so with cot-
ton : and if, as is asserted, the former may be as easily, expedi-
tiously and economically converted into the form of cloth as the
latter, it is palpable that in those portions of the Union where
cotton cannot grow, a very deep interest must be felt in the
culture of its anticipated substitute.

The first attempts to prepare flax so as to resemble cotton in
appearance and texture, were made in Sweden upwards of one
hundred years ago. We find in the Swedish Transactions for
the year 1747, a description of the method and agencies em-
ployed for the purpose. Coiling small quantities of the plant in
a mixture of sea-water, ashes and lime,—subsequent rinsing in
sea-water, rubbing with the hands, repeated washing with soap,
exposure to be bleached, additional washing, alternate beating
and rinsing,—then drying, working, carding and pressing,-
constituted the tedious process there described. It is true, the
results of these protracted and laborious operations were similar
to those produced by the experiments of our own day ; but they
were the fruits of chemical and mechanical influences combined,
requiring the aid of a prodigious amount of manual toil,—while
the modern improvement is effected almost exclusively by chem-
ical means.

The new process by which “flax cotton” as it is called,
can be prepared for the manufacturer, is thus described by the
inventor, Chevalier Claussen:

“The principle of the invention by which flax is adapted for
spinning upon cotton, wool, and silk, independent of flax ma-
chinery, consists in destroying the cylindrical or tubular char-
acter of the fibre, by means of carbonic or other gas, the action
of which splits the tubes into a number of ribbon-like filaments,
solid in character and of a gravity less than cotton, the upper
and under surfaces of which are segments of circles, and the
sides of which are ragged and serrated. In order to explain
the nature of the process by which this change is effected, it is
necessary first to explain the structure of the flax plant. The
stem of the plant consists of three parts; the shove or wood,
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the pure fibre, and the gum resin, or glutinous matter which
causes the fibres to adhere together. In the preparation of the
plant for any purpose of fine manufacture, it is necessary first
to separate from the pure fibre both the woody part and the
glutinous substance. The former of these may be removed by
mechanical means, previously referred to, almost as simple as
those employed in the threshing of wheat. In order, however,
to remove the glutinous substance from the fibre, recourse must
be had either to the fermentation produced in the steeping pro-
cess, or to some other chemical agent. The present system of
steeping in water, whether cold or hot, is, however, ineffectual
for the complete removal of the glutinous substances adhering
to the fibres, a large per centage of which is insoluble in water.
The first process, therefore, which it is necessary to adopt in
the preparation of flax cotton, is to obtain a perfect and com-
plete disintegration of the fibres from each other, by the entire
removal of the substance which binds them together.

“ This is effected by boiling the flax for about three hours,
either in the state in which it comes from the field, or in a par-
tially cleaned condition, in water containing about one half per
cent, of common soda. After undergoing this process, the flax
is placed in water slightly acidulated with sulphuric acid; the
proportions of acid used being Ito 500 of water. Any objec-
tions urged against the employment of such substances, even in
the small proportions above stated, are at once met by the fact,
that the soda present in the straw, after the first process, neu-
tralizes the whole of the acid, and forms a neutral salt, known
as sulphate of soda. This process, producing, as it does, a
complete separation of the integral fibres from each other, is
equally adapted for the preparation of long fibre for the linen,
or of short fibre for the other branches of textile manufacture.
When required to be prepared for linen, all that is necessary
after the above process, is to dry and scutch it in the ordinary
modes.”

Should flax supersede cotton, there must inevitably ensue a
vast revolution in our relations with Great Britain; and a great
change, also, in the relative interests of the northern and southern
states of our own country. A glance at the annually increasing
value of our cotton crops, from the date of the first exports to
England, to the time when New England has begun to divide the
market, and to share largely in the consumption of the material,
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may foreshow the immense reflux in the tide of trade, which
this expected innovation must produce. But, as the universal
law of mutation is written on every national as well as social
and domestic interest, the results of such changes should not
be dreaded.

Time and nature are constantly exerting their recuperative
energies. Nations have risen and flourished, with prospects of
perpetual duration, quite as well founded as those which we in-
dulge at this moment in regard to the permanency of our own
political organization; yet history, at this day, only tells us that
they once existed, and that others have sprung up in their
stead. Trade, and every species of human intercourse, contin-
ually undergo fluctuations; but the principle of regulation is
ever at hand, to equalize and harmonize the various conflicting
interests which might otherwise destroy each other. We are
too often deceived into a belief that our individual or national
prosperity is so unchangeably established, that there remains to
us no further duty than to live on in the enjoyment of present
possessions. But civilized life produces, daily, new wants, to
meet which, new means of gratification must be as often de-
vised : for the sources of support, both for nations and families,—
as well as the character of all the wishes and demands of man-
kind, whether in power or in poverty, differ essentially in the
present age from those of the last; and are perpetually varying
and multiplying—perhaps reforming and refining —from cen-
tury to century, as our race presses onward in the “march of
improvement.”

From the foregoing facts and considerations, it will be ad-
mitted that the culture of flax in the United States fully deserves
that share of public attention which the subject is daily excit-
ing; for it must eventually become a highly important item of
our agricultural resources. That the plant can be raised abun-
dantly, in every state of the Union, under proper tillage, with-
out exhausting the soil, cannot be doubted; and, from recent
developments, it is but reasonable to conclude that, to a consid-
erable extent, this material may soon be adopted as a practica-
ble substitute for cotton, in the manufacture of the same class
of fabrics as are now produced from the latter substance.

I have the honor to be, gentlemen, your obedient servant.

STEPHEN M, ALLEN.


