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Flanagan Family in
LECLAIRE, Illinois

Home of N.O. Nelson Manufacturing Company

An 1893 rendering of the N.O. Nelson Manufacturing Company factory and Leclaire.
(Source: N.O. Nelson Manufacturing Company Catalog, 1893).
http://preservationresearch.com/projects/leclaire-historic-district/

Moses M. Flanagan worked as the Superindendent of the Cabinetry Shop, from the fall 
of 1893 ill October of 1897.

Leclaire was a dream ahead of its time.
—Upton Sinclair
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Catherine, Thomas, and Nellie Flanagan in Leclaire, 

My grandmother Kitty Flanagan suffered many disruptions in her youth, but she remembered the time 
in Leclaire, Illinois, as the golden years, full of music, learning, and family prosperity. The Flanagans 
lived in Leclaire roughly between 1893 and 1898, when Kitty was 3 to 8 years old, a magic time for any 
well-loved child, right?

Kitty spent a lifetime trying to recapture those years, full of beauty and laughter.

Was there something special about that interlude between Chicago and St. Louis? What attracted her 
parents to the Edwardsville area in the first place?

Turns out that Leclaire was in fact a little Utopia, an intentional community founded on the vision of an 
enlightened relationship between employer and workers.

Leclaire was built around the N.O. Nelson Manufacturing Company, built as a model workplace. 
The goal was to combine the best of capitalism and socialism by means of a profit-sharing sys-
tem.
A. E. Cameron, a prominent St. Louis architect, was hired by Nelson to design a remarkable 
manufacturing facility which stood in marked contrast to other factories of the time. The single 
story brick buildings were spacious and each housed a separate manufacturing function- ma-
chine shop, marble shop, cabinet shop, brass shop, and varnish shop. 

Skylights topped the buildings, and the walls were lined with large, arched windows, which 
flooded the work space with natural light and opened to admit fresh air. All buildings were 
equipped with electrical wiring, a sprinkler system for fire protection, and ice water for the men. 
The grounds were landscaped with grass and flower beds, and screened from the rest of the vil-
lage by a hedge of Osage Orange Trees.

Friends of Leclair, http://www.historic-leclaire.org/leclaires-history

His unionized workers didn’t have to live in the community, but he encouraged it by building pretty 
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little houses in a variety of styles, by giving away plants and flowers from his greenhouse, and by adding 
athletic amenities, a library, and a theater. The educational system included both academic and manual 
training, for children and for adults.

An evening lecture series was presented at the school house during the winter. Notable person-
alities such as Jane Addams of Hull House, Edward Everett Hale, and Sam Jones, were brought 
to Leclaire. There were regular concerts, debates, dramatizations, and lantern slide shows. Young 
people held dances on weekends. Men from the company organized a brass band which per-
formed throughout the country.

Friends of Leclair, http://www.historic-leclaire.org/leclaires-history

The Friends of Leclaire have an archive of news articles about the company. I was thrilled to find my 
great-grandfather there in an 1895 article published by The Edwardsville Intelligencier. He was the 
Superindendent of the Cabinetry Shop.

The planning and cabinet mill turns out finished wood work for houses, mantels, bathroom 
appliances, special doors, sash and frames, and fine cabinet pieces. In this line the company 
employs not only mechanics, but artisans.

https://oldgreenriver.files.wordpress.com/2020/04/c5e45-leclaire-articles-1895-1899.pdf, page 2

In 1895, Kitty (age 5) and Nellie (age 7) would have begun school here, in a spacious four-room school-
house that included a library.

Kindergarten children were taught, among other things, the cultivation of flowers and vegeta-
bles. Between this age and twelve a regular school course was followed, supplemented by manu-
al training.

Friends of Leclaire, http://www.historic-leclaire.org/leclaires-history

So Kitty had moved from the life in an apartment on the congested Cottage Grove Avenue in Chicago 
to a rural Eden, where her first lessons in school were about gardening. It was a community conscious-
ly built for beauty, contentment, and learning, as well as for productivity and profit. No wonder those 
were her golden childhood years.

It also positions her father Moses as an idealist, willing to uproot his family for a vision of the good life 
— the promised land he left Ireland to find.
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Source: Cindy Reinhardt. Leclaire. Images of America Series. 
Arcadia Publishing, 2010.

From looking at other photos of him, I’ll wager that 
this man in front in my grandfather, Moses McCarty 
Flanagan, who ran the Cabinetry Shop for four years, 
early in Leclaire’s history, from fall 1893 till October 
1897.
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CLIPPED FROM
St. Louis Post-Dispatch
St. Louis, Missouri
29 Jul 1894, Sun  •  Page 11

BLY visited Leclaire during Moses Flanagan’s tenure as 
Superintendent of the Cabinetry Shop. Her original article 
was published in the New York World.
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Nellie Bly portrait from cabinet card by H.J. 
Meyers, 1399 Broadway, New York, 1890
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CLIPPED FROM
The Edwardsville Intelligencer
Edwardsville, Illinois
09 Aug 1895, Fri  •  Page 1

NOTE: Archives of The 
Edwardville Intelligencer 
between June 1893 and 
Nov. 1894 are not present 
on either Ancestry.com or 
newspapers.com
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CLIPPED FROM
The Edwardsville Intelligencer
Edwardsville, Illinois
09 Aug 1895, Fri  •  Page 1
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CLIPPED FROM
The Edwardsville Intelligencer
Edwardsville, Illinois
07 Jan 1896, Tue  •  Page 1
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CLIPPED FROM
The Edwardsville Intelligencer
Edwardsville, Illinois
01 Oct 1897, Fri  •  Page 1

CLIPPED FROM
The Edwardsville Intelligencer
Edwardsville, Illinois
08 Oct 1897, Fri  •  Page 1
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Resources
BOOKS
Cindy Reinhardt. Leclaire. Images of America Series. Arcadia Publishing, 2010.

VIDEO
Leclaire: 100 Years of Prosperity
Describes an historic cooperative community established near Edwardsville, Illinois. Even though 
the experimental community was eventually annexed into the city, it is still a pleasant place to live 
and work. This video tells the history of the neighborhood, and describes the cooperative goals of its 
founder, N. O. Nelson. This is a shortened version of a longer documentary, edited for my old TV show, 
“Hometown TV.”
From <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kPTivdpGLtY&fbclid=IwAR3S3SXJotyix5GtUnzWu-sfmc-
q0r0N5WJhE7F02gzCT4dQk3of81YUO8gY> 

WEBSITES
Friends of Leclaire < http://www.historic-leclaire.org/>

Madison Historical: The Online Encyclopedia and Digital Archive for Madison County, Illinois. See 
section on Leclaire by Cindy Reinhardt. < https://madison-historical.siue.edu/encyclopedia/leclaire/>

Madison County Historical Society Archival Library. < https://madcohistory.org/archival-library/ar-
chival-library-resources/>


