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In her Reminiscences of a Nonagenarian, Sarah Anna 

Emery described her distant cousin Enoch 

Noyes as “a great oddity. He would run half over 

the parish bareheaded and barefooted. It was no 

uncommon thing for him to appear at our house, 

after dinner of a hot summer day, in only a shirt 

and breeches, having run across the fields two 

miles, ‘jest to take a nooning.’ A great joker and 

a capital story-teller, his appearance was the 

signal for a general frolic. He was fond of telling 

strangers that his father used to say he had ‘four 

remarkable children: Molly was remarkably 

hand-some, Tim was a remarkable sloven, John 

was remarkably wicked, and Enoch was 

remarkably cunning.’” 

Enoch Noyes, who lived his life in West 

Newbury, was indeed extraordinarily cunning 

and energetic. A polymath, his interests and 

improvements ranged from grafting fruit trees to 

raising special fish varieties. In 1759, at the age 

of 16, he began as a self-taught maker of buttons 

and crude combs from cow horns, which he 

peddled in the neighborhood.  

Comb Making in America says he cut off the ends 

of the horn, split it lengthwise, used hot whale 

oil to soften it, opened it like a book, and then 

placed it under heavy stones to flatten it as it 

cooled. Another source suggests that he 

“straightened the horns by steaming them over 

his kitchen fire and pressing them in a cleft log, 

opening it with wedges . . . .” After the horn was 

by whatever means flattened, he sawed or cut out 

the desired shape. 

According to Comb Making in America, Enoch 

Noyes continued in this fashion for some 19 

years until one day, “[a]s he sat absorbed in his 

work . . . he heard a footstep and looking up saw 

a stranger—evidently a foreigner, to judge from 

his clothing. He asked Noyes for employment 

and opened a dusty and grimy knapsack from 

which he brought forth the curious tools which 

he as a comb-maker had used in Germany. 

Nothing is known about the real name of the 

man. It has come down through the annals of the 

comb industry as William Cleland, Cleland 

evidently being an effort to Anglicize the odd 

Hessian name which the stranger, who proved to 

be a soldier from Burgoyne’s army, must have 

borne. . . . He not only taught Noyes how combs 

were made in Europe but gave him the tools 

which he had brought with him from Germany. 

Together they evolved the first [folding] comb, 

called a ‘case comb,’ made in this country. So it 

happened that although a Hessian did not make 

the first comb in America, he made possible the 

rapid development of the comb industry.”  

The American Revolution brought not only 

William Cleland but also considerable con-

troversy to Enoch Noyes, who was an outspoken 

Tory. Comb Making in America recounts: “It was 

due to this state of affairs that he built in his 

house a sort of sub-cellar, the entrance to which 

was by the chimney. When the town threatened 

to make it too hot for him after he had freely 

expressed his opinions, he would hasten home 

[presumably 127 Main Steeet, described in the 

Town’s 2018 Historic Sites Survey] and 

disappearing down the chimney, remain in his 

novel hiding place until the agitation had 

subsided. His presence during his hibernating 

period was known only by his wife [Sarah L. 

Emery], who daily lowered food in a basket by 

means of a rope.” 

Enoch Noyes died in 1828 and is buried along 

with his redoubtable wife Sarah and other family 

members in West Newbury’s Merrimack 

Cemetery. His descendants carried on the comb 

business and other townspeople followed his 

lead in setting up combmaking enterprises in 

West Newbury and elsewhere.
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Marker Location 127 Main Street, West Newbury, MA   Latitude: 42.785615     Longitude -71.003239 
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