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Hopewell Furnace, 1887, four years after the last blast.



OPEWELL VILLAGE, in colonial times, was built around a cold-
blast, charcoal-burning iron furnace and associated structures.
The community life was in some respects similar to that of the
small feudal manors of medieval Europe and was largely self-sustaining.
This condition prevailed at Hopewell, little changed, beyond the colo-
nial period, through most of the nineteenth century. The furnace was
closed down permanently in 1883, after 113 years of activity. The quict
of abandonment gradually settled over the place, and it became a ghost
community of another era. Even though abandoned, except for limited
farm purposes, the quaint little group of early industrial structures and
the surrounding picturesque houses were preserved because of the iso-
lated nature of the site in the hills back of the Schuylkill River. The
restless hand of modern progress scarcely reached this little vale in the
lovely forest-covered hills.

Hopewell Village tells the story not of a single historical event, but
rather of a broad sweep of American growth and productive effort. This
story—from the first attempt at iron making in the New World, through
the days of *76 when an already thriving industry was able to play its
part for independence, down to recent times—is an inseparable part of
the American saga.

Here is an authentic display of social, cultural, industrial, and economic
environment of life in an iron-making community of colonial and early
America. Hopewell Village will afford for the present and future genera-
tions a picture of the humble but ingenious beginnings in our country
of this basic industrial enterprise and will provide a striking contrast for
measuring the growth and magnitude of the modern American iron and
steel industry.



Establishment of the Early American Iron Industry

Columbus, secking wealth in precious metals, as well as a route or pas-
sage to Asia, found that none of the natives he met was acquainted with
the use of “iron, steel or firearms.” There was a good reason for this.
Gold, silver, copper, and lead often occurred in a “free” state, almost
pure, and in sufficient quantity for satisfying the practical needs of even
such highly developed Indian civilizations as those of the Aztecs and
Incas. Iron ore, on the other hand, was hardly ever obtainable, except in
combination with oxygen, sulfur, phosphorous, or silica; and its isolation
from these “impurities” for the purpose of making iron objects involved
a comparatively difficult process. Hence, it remained for the white man
to develop iron manufacturing in the Western Hemisphere.

During the first attempts of the English to establish American colo-
nies, an expedition sent out by Sir Walter Raleigh, in 1585, found iron
ore in North Carolina. The news, together with the fact that an “infinite
store of wood” for charcoal was available, prompted Thomas Hariot,
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Artist'’s conception of Hopewell Village during its active days.
Drawing by Kenneth W. Thompson.

historian of the expedition, to suggest the establishment of ironworks
in the new colony. For England’s dwindling forests and the increasing
cost of wood, coupled with the needs of the Navy, posed a serious prob-
lem to English ironmasters. But the first attempt at iron making in
America was not made until 1621, at Falling Creek, Va., 66 miles north
of Jamestown. It was an ill-fated attempt, for in the following year
Indians swooped down on the tiny settlement, killing the ironmaster
and his men and destroying the works.

Not until the 1640’s were any successful ironworks established. These
were in the Massachusetts Bay settlements, where under the leadership
of John Winthrop, Jr., son of the Governor, a “Company of Undertakers
for the Iron Works” was formed. This company, incorporated by the
General Court in 1644, obtained 2 monopoly to make iron in the colony
for 21 years. Capital was secured, skilled workmen were brought from
England, and furnaces and forges were built at Lynn, on the Saugus
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Ruins of Hopewell Furnace and its blast machinery about 1925.

River, and at Braintree, about 10 miles south of Boston. Quantities of
excellent iron were smelted, cast, and forged from the bog ores of
Massachusetts at both of these works during the next half century

From Massachusetts, the infant industry spread into the neighboring
colonies of Plymouth, Connecticut, and Rhode Island. In 1654, Roger
Williams attempted to promote an enterprise at Providence. Soon after-
wards, Joseph Jenks, who made the dies for the famous pine tree shil-
lings, built a bloomery at Pawtucket. It operated successfully until 1675
when the Narragansett Indians destroyed it during the Wampanoag
War. By the beginning of the eighteenth century the iron industry in
New England had taken firm root, so much so that already English
manufacturers were complaining to Parliament of competition from the
New World.
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Colonial Iron Industry in Pennsylvania

Other ironworks were soon afterwards established in New Jersey and
Maryland. Principio, the first ironworks in the latter colony (1715), was
owned in part by Augustine Washington, the father of George Wash-
ington. But it was in Pennsylvania that colonial iron manufacture was
destined for its most striking expansion. Scattered over the southern
portion of the State—especially in the Schuylkill Valley, in the wide
Susquehanna Valley, along the beautiful blue Juniata, and across the
wooded Alleghenies—may still be found the ruins of old furnaces. Each
ruin—a pile of stones intertwined with leaves and the wild growth of
bramble—was once the scene of great activity, the center of a community
where the ironmaster and his dependents lived and labored.

Although the majority of such “iron plantations” had their origins in
the eighteenth century, many remained until the nineteenth, and even
later. With the development of large-scale capitalistic enterprise and
consolidation after the Civil War, however, they gradually disappeared
and became mere memories.

Not a single ironworks was built in Pennsylvania until long after the
English Quakers settled there, although William Penn knew of the
presence of iron ore in his colony and was himself connected with iron
manufacture in England. The first colonists, mostly Dutch and Swedes,
were concerned primarily with fighting for a foothold in the New World,
and they made their livelihood by farming, shad fishing, and trade with
the Indians. Other nationalities came in after 1681, bringing many fami-
lies whose names were to become famous in the early American iron
industry. There were Englishmen like Thomas Rutter, William Bird,
and John Ross; men of Welsh origin like James Morgan, Thomas Potts,
and James Old; and Germans like John Lesher and Henry William
Stiegel, the latter perhaps better known for his great work in the field of
glass manufacture. Other pioneer ironmasters claimed Ireland, Scotland,
and France as their place of birth. Many of the sons of these men also
learned the iron business, so that by 1800 most of the important in-
dustrial leaders of Pennsylvania were native-born.

The first bloomery forge in Pennsylvania was built in 1716 by Thomas
Rutter, near what is now Pottstown. Three or four years later, aided by
his friend Thomas Potts, Rutter also built the colony’s first furnace,
Colebrookedale. Further south, at Coventry, Samuel Nutt, Sr., built a
bloomery forge which in time became the famous Coventry Iron Works,
boasting refinery forges, a blast furnace, and even a steel furnace. It was
the first in the province, built in 1732. Mordecai Lincoln, great-great
grandfather of President Abraham Lincoln, was one of the partners.
After this, progress was rapid. By 1771, there were more than 50 iron
forges and furnaces in the province, and at the close of the eighteenth
century, iron plantations had been established as far as the western
borders of Pennsylvania, and even beyond. Reading (Redding), War-
wick, Coventry, Cornwall, Hopewell, Mount Hope, Durham, and Eliza-
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A scene in Hopewell Village showing the Big House, or iron-
master's residence, in the right background and the office and
store in the foreground. Photo by Hallman.

beth were but a few among these many early works, the ruins of which
stand today as monuments to a race of fearless ironmasters who faced
tremendous difficulties in obtaining capital, securing skilled workmen,
and dealing with metallurgical problems in an age of experimentation.

The Iron Plantations

The feudallike colonial iron plantations of Pennsylvania often comprised
several thousand acres of land. This was mostly woodland, because char-
coal, the fuel used at early ironworks, required enormous quantities of
cordwood. Besides the main works, each had its shops, its dwelling
houses and gardens, its orchards and grain fields, and sometimes its grist-
mills and sawmills. The people literally lived at their jobs, in a compact
community which was more or less self-sufficient.

The furnace itself was a truncated pyramid of stone, built near the
side of a small hill or bank. Across the opening between was a covered
bridge, or “bridge house,” over which the “fillers” carried iron ore, char-
coal, and limestone to the furnace top, where this “charge” was dumped
into the stack. When in blast, the furnace was an impressive sight. Its
brilliant flames lit up the night sky for miles around, accompanied by
the intermittent roar of the blast. At the other end of the bridge house
stood one or more large buildings for storing charcoal. Blast to operate
the furnace was furnished by a simple system of machinery geared to a
large water wheel. Long ditches, called “races,” brought water to the
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A section of the East Head Race and retaining wall, partially
reconstructed by the National Park Service. About a mile long,
it originates in the Baptism Creek area (to right above). Hope-
well Furnace is a quarter of a mile to the west. Photo by Finch.

wheel from the surrounding hills or the furnace pond and then con-
veyed it off again when its power had been spent. Within the casting
house, adjoining the furnace on one side, the molten iron was run out
into waiting molds of scorched and blackened sand. From the furnace
structure, the impure “slag” was drawn off through a “cinder hole”
above the hearth, later to be dumped outside. Iron lost in the slag was
salvaged by means of a crusher, or “stamping mill,” which some fur-
naces installed near the wheel. Both the ore and slag piles were close to
the stack.

Some of these early works consisted only of a furnace or forge, while
others had both. The forge, where cast “pig iron” was refined and ham-
mered into blooms, or bars of wrought iron, was generally not far from
the village center. This, too, was operated by water power. Within the
forge, half-naked men of strong physique swung the white-hot, pasty
metal from the hearths to great hammers by means of wide-jawed tongs.
Under the steady strokes of these hammers, and amid a shower of sparks,
they drew the bars to given sizes. Bar iron from the forges was used by
blacksmiths to make tools, implements, and ironware of different kinds.

On a low hill, overlooking the furnace or forge, stood the Big House,
or ironmaster’s residence, surrounded by a garden in which bloomed
pinks, lilies, hollyhocks, and other old-fashioned flowers. This building
had large rooms, with wide, open fireplaces, and fine furnishings often
imported from Europe. Together with the immediately adjacent grounds
and outbuildings, it represented all there was of elegance in such a
community.
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The Big House stood on a low hill overlooking the furnace. Photo by Hallman.



The blacksmith shop at Hopewell Village before restoration. Here
horses and mules were shod, woodchopper’s axes steeled, and
metal posts and fixtures for wagons and equipment made.

Far less commodious were the workmen’s homes, sometimes called
tenant houses. They were usually small stone structures, or were built of
logs and plaster with stone chimneys. All were poorly furnished, with-
out rugs or carpets. Cooking was done at the kitchen fireplace, which
also provided heat in winter. Pewter dishes and spoons, iron knives and
forks, and wooden bowls and trenchers were the utensils used at meal-
time. The bedrooms were bare and rarely contained mirrors, tables,
drawers, wardrobes, or even chairs.

There were also subsidiary work buildings. Among these were the
blacksmith shop, where draft animals were shod and where necessary
tools and other hardware were produced; the wheelwright shop, where
the several types of wagons used for hauling were constructed or repaired;
and the barns and sheds, where horses, oxen, mules, and other domestic
animals were housed.

In the midst of the community was the ironmaster’s office and store.
Here the business records were kept, and food, clothing, and other
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