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Parsons Paper Company 

The Parsons Paper Company was an American pulp 
and paper company specializing in cotton-based 
fine writing papers, based in Holyoke, 
Massachusetts (Wikipedia, see also Constance 
Greenʼs history of Holyoke). 

Founded in 1853 by Joseph C. Parsons, it was the 
first paper manufacturer in the city.

The company was liquidated in 2005 and the 
company's primary mill burned in a large fire.



Parsons Paper Company register



Parsons Paper Company register







Parsons Paper 
Company register and 
Revenue Stamps

Revenue stamps first appear on page 
133 (October 1, 1864)

Some pages were cut out to extract 
stamps



Importance of Archival Work: Nahia and Kevin

● Holyoke was founded as a company town
● Much of its history (19th, 20th, and 21st) is 

tied to the paper industry
● These people ARE part of this history
● Goal 1: Gain meaningful insights to this time 

period
● Goal 2: Make this history more accessible
● Digitizing historical archives is very 

important for preservation and future 
reference

Parsons Paper Company factory



Example of Digitizing a Page

1. The pages were scanned with a 
Canon 5d Mark II camera.

2. They were downloaded as CR2 
camera file to a tiff file

3. The tiff files were downloaded 
and manually cropped and color 
balanced (see Figure).

4. A jpeg file was created for each 
photo. 



Interactive Web App
An interactive display can be found at https://r.amherst.edu/apps/nhorton/Parsons-Paper/

https://r.amherst.edu/apps/nhorton/Parsons-Paper/


Scanned images
All of the scans can be found on Google Drive (see 
https://github.com/STAT210-S23/Parsons_Paper_Register)

https://github.com/STAT210-S23/Parsons_Paper_Register


Anna & Sarah

● Review contents of the register (Jan 1861 - April 1869)

● Discuss employment patterns and types of jobs within the factory

● Present an analysis of wages
○ Parsons Paper Company vs. Paper Industry State Averages
○ Male vs. Female workers
○ Literate vs. Illiterate workers

Insights from the Parsons Paper Company Register



Insights from the Parsons Paper Company Register

● Parsons was already the largest manufacturer of 
writing + envelope paper in the U.S. by 1861 (Green 1939)

● Employees were typically paid on the first of each 
month

● Goal was to explore patterns in employment and 
wage structure both before and after the civil war
○ Provide insight into the day-to-day operations at 

Parsons
○ Who did what work, and how were they 

compensated for it? 



Employment Patterns

● Average of 136 employees per month over 9-year period
● Generally increased each year, especially at end of Civil War: high retention rates
● By the end of 1867, Parsons was producing 800 tons of paper annually

*blue line denotes 
end of Civil War in 
April 1865, war 
began in April 
1861



Faces, Machines, and Voices: The Fading Landscape of Papermaking in Holyoke, Massachusetts (1992)



Analysis of Wages



Analysis of Wages

“In 1861, after a period of severe readjustment just prior to the Civil War, 
twenty- one of the thirty-six manufactures of fine papers met at Pittsfield...to 
organize a protective association. They desired to raise prices which had 
fallen drastically as the result of a decrease in demand. They agreed to 
reduce output by about one-third for about three months. This was the first 
trade association established in the paper industry of the United 
States....The Parsons Paper Company and the Carew Manufacturing 
Company were charter members of this organization”

John Hickey, The Holyoke Area Paper Industry (1954)



Analysis of Wages

Average statewide wages for paper roles in 1860 (dollars). Image from the 
Massachusetts Tenth Annual Report of the Bureau of Statistics of Labor.

Parsons Weekly Wages - 1861 (dollars)



Analysis of Wages

This plot shows the distribution of total monthly wages for 44 employees at Parsons Paper 
Company in Feb. 1867. Literacy is measured by an employeeʼs ability to sign their own name in 
the payroll. On average, employees who were literate earned higher wages.



The people behind the Parsons Paper Company 
register
Cam and Lorraine

Ancestry.com info 

about the Allen Family

Some worked as 
finishers

Lucy and Eliza Allen (1841-?) on page 259



Lucy Allen (1842-1893) Profile on 
Ancestry.com



1870 United States Federal Census Taken From Ancestry.com





Segue to end of semester project presentations

Early in the semester, students worked to make the Parsons Paper Company scans 
accessible.

For the remainder of the semester, they worked on other projects.

But Cam continued to dive into the payroll register…



More Parsons Paper Company payroll register

● Transcribed the names of the employees for over 80 

pages of the register

● Recorded more than 500 different people

● Sharing this information with the library so that others 

can use it for genealogy purposes or add to it 



Beginning of the transcription of page 1Page 1 of the registry



Some of the Things I Found…

● Remember the Allens?

Top 10 Most Frequent Names



Probability of Continued Employment

Survival Analysis Graph

50% turnover within a few months
75% turnover over a two year period
More than 10% employed for eight years!



● Which last names appeared the most?
○ Family-members?

Top 10 most common last names

Genealogical Insights



The Dowers

Dower information from the 1860 census



When Did the Accountants Change?

● Handwriting changes on page 97 (1863-10-01)

Top of page 96 (1863-09-01) Top of page 97 (1863-10-01)



● 1905 Holyoke companies first published a “reverse 
directory”

○ Given address, report who lives there instead of given 
person report the address

● Convenient in tracking down the history of any 
given location

● In 2013, the Internet Archive digitized the 1885 
Holyoke Directory and provided a txt file 
conversion of the pdf

○ ~40,000 Total Lines of text
○ ~10,000 Lines for addresses

Kevin: Reverse Directory

Photo taken by Nicholas Horton



1. Clean up the text file: formatting issues, text corruptions, and other 
miscellaneous mistakes

2. Automate a process to Parse through the strings to collect address 
information of individuals

○ Many different types of strings, i.e., businesses, removed to other locations, and other 
personal details

3. Output to a CSV/excel file for ease of use and accessibility
4. Give access to Eileen and the Holyoke Public Library History Room as an 

important genealogical resource 

Goals



Example Errors



Example Text Input



Example Output



Nahia: the municipal reports



City of Holyoke Municipal Registries

What are they?

● A Registry is an authoritative list of 
information. These Municipal Registries serve 
as Government Reports where they published 
reports and information for each year.

● There are 28 Holyoke Reports available on 
Google Books (see listing at the Holyoke Public 
Library): 1874-1922.



Increasing Accessibility

Much of this work is already done by having them accessible as PDFs, but that is the 
only form that they can be consumed as.

● By having them as txt files, we can apply text analytical techniques 
● Possible other applications, such as text to speech for accessibility

All of the reports have been run through and the full texts are available.



PDF to TXT

Long story short…

● Created a function that automates the conversion process of PDF documents into 
txt files by using Tesseract OCR technology.

● https://nahia.shinyapps.io/PDFtoTXT/

https://nahia.shinyapps.io/PDFtoTXT/


Board of Health Exploration

Pulled out the sections of the reports related to the Board of Health as it 
existed and changed.

● What can we learn about the structure of these reports over time?
● What language and sentiments are used in them?
● What are the topics overseen by the board of health?
● What were the responsibilities of the Board of Health?

These files will be available for others to see



Board of Health Structure

● The reports will summarize the health of the city overall and the 
work that the Board (or particular members) did throughout.

● Tables will be provided with the yearʼs statistics
○ Stillbirths, cases of diseases, etc.
○ These are not well read by the conversion process

● Occasionally Recommendations or Requests will be made for the 
upcoming year.



Board of Health Structure cont.

● 1902 - the City Physician starts submitting reports under the Board 
of Health.

● 1901 - the Board of Plumbingʼs report starts occurring under the 
Board of Health

● 1907 - the Inspector of Milk, Vinegar, and Petroleum starts 
submitting reports under the Board of Health.

● Sometime between 1899 and 1901, a Bacteriologist position is 
established.



Board of Health Report Length



Holyoke Population

Less space taken 
up by narrative, 
more taken up by 
tables



Board of Health Common Words



Board of Health Common Words cont.



Board of Health Sentiment
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Board of Health Sentiment cont.

[1] "report of board of health. jelly destroyed pails, .,,  

cheese destroyed pounds,  canned goods destroyed cans, .,  

butter destroyed pounds,. .  cabbage destroyed heads, ,.   

leeks destroyed bunches, . ."

● Part of a report by the Health Officer in which he breaks 
down the reason for 3 licences to peddle vegetables were 
refused.

● 1899 to 1909 had similar reports



Board of Health Sentiment cont.

Positive words Negative words



Board of Health Correlation Modeling



Board of Health Correlation Modeling

diseases/conditions

sanitation death/burials

Meat inspection

months

testing



Board of Health Exploration



Board of Health Structure cont.

1. General Reporting - (city, total, months, reported…)
2. Disease Reporting - (disease, total, fever, liver, disphtheria)
3. Action Items - (buildings, removed, inspections, contagious)
4. Administrative - (law, city, department)



Sarah and Lorraine: Riverview Urban Renewal Project

● Created a detailed overview of the archival information of the urban renewal 
project that took place in the 1960s.

● Created a spreadsheet that allows searching by address
● Organized scans and made them accessible
● Designed an app that individuals can access and track down the properties that 

existed before.



















Property Information Spreadsheet





Holyoke History Room Deliverables

Parsons Paper Company register scans (and partial list of employees)

1886 reverse directory: spreadsheet sorted in multiple ways for genealogical 
support

Municipal Reports: transcriptions for multiple years for several reports

Riverview Renewal Project: spreadsheet mapping from block/parcel to address 
and archive of scans and interactive display

https://github.com/STAT210-S23/STAT210-Holyoke-History-Room 
They will be donated to the Holyoke Public Library History Room collection to be made accessible via  
Digital Commonwealth

https://github.com/STAT210-S23/STAT210-Holyoke-History-Room


Sarah and Lorraine: Bachelder letters at 
Wistariahurst



letters

● The Bachelder Letters Collection contains 135 documents, comprised 
of letters and a few telegrams and cards

● Letters from Julia and Walter Frederick (Fred) to their mother Selma, 
who lived at 2 Harvard Street in Holyoke

● Spans 1927-1953 - most are from WWII time period



Julia Bloodgood Bachelder

● Born February 7, 1915
● Attended Wellesley College
● Worked at Compton Advertising
● Joined the NYTimes as a secretary to the war desk (under Hanson 

Baldwin) and later as a picture editor for both the Sunday Book 
Review (under Francis Brown) and Tuesday Science Section



Walter Frederick (Fred) Bachelder

● Born November 12, 1918 in Holyoke, MA. 
● Attended Deerfield Academy, Dartmouth, and the Tuck Business 

School
● Served in WWII and was commissioned as a First Lieutenant in the 

Office of Strategic Services (OSS)
● President of family business, Testing Machines, Inc.



WWII training at Camp Hulen, Texas. 211th Anti-aircraft artillery, 
Massachusetts National Guard (Digital Commonwealth)



Extracting Text



Extracting Text





Interactive Map & Letter Viewer



Anna: Insights from the Carlos Vega archive at 
Wistariahurst



Who Was Carlos Vega?

● Carlos Alberto Vega was born in Quito, Ecuador 
in 1950 and immigrated to Holyoke at the age of 
five

● From 1956-2012, Vega established himself as 
one of the city's most tireless and influential 
community activists

○ Advocate for affordable housing, anti-war movement, 
racial justice, voting + civil rights

● Co-founded Nueva Esperanza in 1982, ran for 
public office + spearheaded public initiatives

○ Community development organization w/ focus on 
safe, affordable housing

Vega holding a copy of Breakthru in a 1969 
issue of The Phoenix



About the Carlos Vega Archive
● Carlos Vega Collection of Latino History in Holyoke 

contains news clippings, letters, & memorabilia 
collected between 1958-2012 (43 boxes of material)

● Make community newsletters from Vegaʼs early years as 
a budding political activist more widely accessible
○ Oracle (later renamed Breakthru) - Holyoke High 

School (1968-70)
○ The Phoenix -  Holyoke Community College (1969-71)
○ The Community Builder - published by Nueva 

Esperanza in Spanish + English (1984-89)
● Topics explored: anti-Vietnam War movement; Black, 

Native American, immigrant, and labor rights; freedom 
of speech + student protests; educational reform



Making the Carlos Vega Newsletters Accessible

1) Collect png scan of original newsletter 2) Use OCR to convert scan into digitally encoded raw txt 
file

1969 issue of 
Oracle



Making the Carlos Vega Newsletters Accessible

3) Create clean txt file by making corrections 
to raw digitized text by hand

4) Repeat one-by-one for each column/page for 
all newsletters!



Example:  Spanish version of The Community Builder

Jan 1984 issue of 
The Community 

Builder



Text analysis – word usage

Top 60 most common words in 
Oracle/Breakthru Issues 1968-1969

Top 50 most common words in HCCʼs 
The Phoenix Issues 1969-1970

Top 50 most common words in 
January 1984 Issue of 

The Community Builder



Text analysis of Oracle/Breakthru

Top 10 most common 2-word phrases in Oracle/Breakthru Issues 1968-1969



Wistariahurst Archive Deliverables

● Bachelder letter: transcription and finding aid 
● Carlos Vega collection: digital raw + clean transcription of 

newsletters and additional material for the finding aid

These resources are available at 
https://github.com/STAT210-S23/STAT210-Wistariahurst 

https://github.com/STAT210-S23/STAT210-Wistariahurst


Thanks and acknowledgements

Thanks again to 

- Eileen Crosby (Holyoke Public Library History Room)
- Penni Martorell (Wistariahurst Library)

and the fabulous students in STAT210 (Mining the History of Holyoke)!



Q&A and refreshments

More materials and resources are available at 
https://github.com/STAT210-S23/STAT210-Wistariahurst 

https://github.com/STAT210-S23/STAT210-Holyoke-History-Room

Interactive display https://r.amherst.edu/apps/nhorton/Parsons-Paper 
 

https://github.com/STAT210-S23/STAT210-Wistariahurst
https://github.com/STAT210-S23/STAT210-Holyoke-History-Room
https://r.amherst.edu/apps/nhorton/Parsons-Paper

