A Backward Glance At lron
Dorothy McSwain Byrn

As we prepare to celebrate our national Bicentennial, the
industry of Western Kentucky and Tennessee which existed for ¢
tury merits a backward glance. The ruins of Center and Great W
Furnaces in the Land Between the Lakes, the chunks of glassy g
blue slag found at the deserted furnace sites, and the few pie
iron may appear to some viewers as foreign pollutants to the n
beauty of the landscape. To others possessing an imaginatiol
furnaces are monuments to the thriving iron industry erecte
adventurous men. The slag tells of hundreds of workers who cho
or dug in the forests and hills surrounding the furnace communities
remnant iron pieces remind us that the industry cast iron needé
household goods and farm implements in the area.

In the national scope of the iron industry, this area has
significance, but it was representative of many similar iron in
which flourished on the scene of our American economy durin
nineteenth century. Pig iron produced here was guided down t
for export to England. Ore was made inte machines which ran
ribbons of steel tying the nation together. Locally produced cane ki
were shipped to Cuba and Louisiana.

Although the English planned for the American Colonies
produce raw materials and ship them to England to be manufi
an exception was made early for pig iron to be shipped to
in quantities. In 1750, Parliament passed the Iron Act prohibi
erection of new iron mills, plating forges, and steel furnaces
Colonies. These restrictions were generally ignored as the
were producing one-seventh of the world production in 1750.1

Most of the early furnaces and forges were small and
analogous to the local sawmill or gristmill, in that they furnis
in the kinds and quantities needed in the community. Followi
Revolution, as settlers pushed over the mountains into the old
west and South, they lived in primitive frontier conditions sim
those of the early Colonists along the Atlantic seaboard. Iron was
especially in the remote districts. Consequently, one of the first col
of settlers was to establish an iron industry.?

Eastern Kentucky and Tennessee were settled much earlief
the areas west of the Tennessee River. The Western Districts
opened for settlement about 1820. Prior to this these lands were
by the Chickasaw Indians and were used primarily for hunting gr¢
Thus, the settlements along the Tennessee River were the "'jumpin
place” for pioneers until about 1820. According to Jefferson, iron
were ‘'on Kentucky' between the Cumberland and Barren Rive
also “between the Cumberland and Tanisee”” before the Revol
However, it was many years before the Western Iron Belt whic
fifty miles wide and one hundred ten miles long was devel
any extent. Most of the area was east of the Tennessee River e

20



fom northern Alabama through Kentucky. In Tennessee, the iron belt
induded these counties: Hardin, Lawrence, Wayne, Llewis, Perry, De-
catur, Hickman, Humphreys, Benton, Dickson, Montgomery, and Stewart.*
The industry drew investors from New Jersey, Ohio, and Pennsylvania
into the area, provided work for the early settlers, and influenced the
altural and social development of both states.

The first Tennessee furnace was old Cumberland Furnace in Dickson
County built by General James Robertson in 1793, Young Montgomery
Bell came to Tennessee from Pennsylvania to manage the furnace.
Cumberland was operated by several owners including Bell, Anthony
Vanleer, J. P. Drouillard and the Southern Iron Company.5 The April 7,
1808, "Impartial Review' of Nashville included this notice from
Montgomery Bell about Cumberland Furnace:®

| will pay fifty cents cash per cord for chopping wood, and
contract for any number of cords not to exceed five thousand.
Want to hire eight or ten negro fellows by the year, for whom
| will give a generous price.

Two other furnaces were built in 1830. One was Bear Spring
located five miles east of Dover. It was wrecked by Union forces in
1862 and rebuilt in 1873, resuming operations until 1901. The other
fumace was built in Hickman County but operated only a short time.

In the spring of 1833, Fair Chance Furnace in Humphreys County
Was erected on Big Richland Creek by John Lindsay Sullivan, Anthony
Vanleer, and Daniel Hillman, Depletion of ore deposits and trans-
Portation costs caused the furnace to close in 1835.7

The village of Model in Stewart County, Tennessee, was located
ot Great Western Furnace which was built in 1859 by Brian and Newell
and Company.8 Operations were discontinued after four years due to
i"_"'(fﬁsed costs of production. This furnace still stands at the base of a
ill in the east side of the South Trace of the Land Between the Lakes.

other attraction reminiscent of an era before the mid-nineteenth
ntury is the herd of buffalo living on a range adjacent to the Trace.

th (.:‘JPfuin Mockbee's sketch of recollections of the iron industry from

oe eighteen forties until the Civil War was enlightening. He was a son
John H, B. Mockbee, owner of Randolph Furnace on Lick Creek in

ok art County, and recalls life there from the age of five. His uncles
O had furnaces in Stewart, Montgomery, and Dickson Counties,
€Mnessee. He lived at Carrol Furnace with a cousin, Robert Baxter, Jr.,

wa“kf“!nd school.? He explained the arrangements for labor at the iron

. Tks, .Mosr of the men were slaves, but many white men worked for
98es in the more skilled jobs.

K viIhe management sfongd out on horseback soon after Chrisfn'_ms
% %I slave owners for miles around to secure labor for the coming
hung ave labor was priced from one hundred fifty dollars to two
With 'ed dollars a year. Training and experience determined the price

90od teamsters bringing even more. This was paid to their masters.

e 4 : ;
slaves were given two or three suits of clothes, one hat, three pairs
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of shoes, and one blanket. They were paid cash for Sunday
overtime and the value of clothing not used. A few young y w
were hired out by their fathers.

Weekly rations allowed each slave were seven pounds ¢
a peck of meal, and a quantity of molasses. They often ba
of these rations to shiftless white folks nearby for melons, eg
thing they fancied. The employer supplied medical aid by e
physician by the year to care for the men. Slaves own
proprietors received the same allowances and were paid ove
extra work.10

Many furnaces had several owners as the builders
place to place. The Clarksville (Tennessee) Jeffersonian i
November 2, 1850, through July 26, 1851, contained notices
and forges for sale. Some of these were Clay Forge, Louisa FU,
Vernon Furnace, Tennessee Furnace, and Water Forge. An
Priestly, advertised the sale of Louisa and Mt. Vernon Furn
heirs of Robert Baxter, Sr., an uncle of Capt. Mockbee !

There were forty-two furnaces in Middle and West Tennes
Tennessee had less than a dozen refinery forges and two b
between 1825 and 1860. The Cumberland Rolling Mill op
Stewart County from 1829 until 1856. Many of the furnaces
by Union Armies never were rebuilt because of the plight of
during the Reconstruction era.

The first furnaces in Western Kentucky were operating ir
Lyon, Hart and Livingston Counties before 1837, but their exact
were not given. The first furnace on the lower Cumberland
established by Matthew Lyon who had worked in iron w
Allen. Some of the early furnaces were Hopewell in Livingsto
Empire, Suwanee, and Fulton in Lyon County, and Cobb in C
The Lyon County iron ore beds were probably the deepest ar
inexhaustible in the area east of the Mississippi and south
Superior.}2 Kentucky counties in the iron area were Calloway,
Trigg, Livingston, Crittenden, Lyon, Caldwell, and Christian.

William Kelly came to Lyon County in 1846 after marry
Gracy of Eddyville. William Kelly and his brother, John Kelly,

and developed Suwanee and Union Forge Iron Works. William i
cast iron elastic molds in which sugar kettles were made, Un
iron went to Cincinnati.

The original spark which helped launch the Steel Age in Af
came from Kelly's observation. He noticed that although the air
in his refinery fire furnace was blowing on molten iron with no
coal covering, the iron became white-hot. From studying chem
metallurgy earlier, he knew oxygen was combining with carbo
produce heat. Secretly, he built and tore down seven converters |
in the forests to avoid his father-in-law's scrutiny. About 1850, f
vited ironmakers of the Cumberland Valley to a demonstration ©
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natic process’ of applying air to molten iron at which he had a
sith make a horseshoe and nails. Two Englishmen, witnesses of
onstration, left suddenly and were traced back to England.!s
Kelly applied for a patent for his process in 1857 after
emer had received an American patent for a similar process.!®
/s patent was granted on proof of earlier use of the process. Later,
d to Pennsylvania and his converter is still at the Johnson plant,

f Bethlehem Steel Corporation.

Kelly abhorred slavery and knew the best slaves were those most
‘to run away to freedom at the Ohio River just forty miles away.

solve this problem, he imported at least ten Chinese laborers
E a Philadelphia tea merchant. Plans were being made to import
oﬁ;;s.-r Chinese when national difficulties arose preventing their

~ Thomas Tennessee Watson was another rich ironmaker in Ken-
tucky. He built Empire Furnace in 1841 on the Cumberland River. The
site is now under the waters of Lake Barkley. It was Dr. Watson who
o a partnership with Daniel Hillman, Jr., in 1842. Hillman was
.~ descended from generations of Dutch ironmasters and became extremely
- wealthy in iron. Daniel Hillman named a son Thomas Tennessee

Hillman, for Dr. Watson.

~ Daniel Hillman's influence was the greatest over the entire
Western Iron Belt because of his extensive holdings. Empire Coal Com-
_ preduced bar and sheet iron, supplying eighty per cent of the
i southern foundries from 1856 to 1862. The company reportedly cleared
31,300,000 during that time. The Tennessee Rolling Works operated for
‘orly years in Lyon County. Among other products, locomotive boiler
was produced in this mill. Among Hillman's holdings were
impire, Center, and Fulton Furnaces. He remarried after the death of
first wife, Ann Marable. He died in 1883 at 76 and his widow,
ry Gentry Hillman, was then 42. She lived alone in the family home
until her death in 1902.18

A Thomas Tennessee Hillman spent his boyhood years in Kentucky
9n¢ attended school in Nashville, During the Civil War, he managed
m"ﬂ Empire, and Fulton Furnaces for his father. Center operated
boﬂ:m qII through the War although Union and Confederate bullets
Wh!zzed about it. A riding accident prevented his military service.
Nmurrlgd his step-mother's younger sister, Emily Gentry, and moved
ashville in 1879. Dissatisfied out of hot iron, he moved to Birming-
" Whefe he built the famous Alice Furnace and later Big Alice
Imnuce. qu!ly, he became First Vice-President of the Tennessee Coal,
o and Rcllwoy Company. The Tennessee Company was absorbed
fhe United States Steel Corporation. T. T. Hillman died in Atlantic
: Ne\_ﬂf Jersey, in 1905. He was the last of the outstanding men in
on industry to have lived in Western Kentucky.

S As the resources were depleted in the vicinity of the furnaces, new
in TC{ces were erected. In the eighteen fifties, Laura Furnace was built
99 County one-half mile north of the Tennessee Line. Miss Maud
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Nance of New Concord, Kentucky, owns a kettle made at this ful
It belonged to the Marberry family in the eighteen sixties. Lau
portedly was sold to George P. Wilcox about the time of the
War.19

Gerard Furnace was built in Calloway County on Shannon |
in 1854 by Browder, Kennedy, and Company. Partners in the ¢
were David Browder, D. W. Kennedy, John Barker, James B. T
Joshua Cobb, and W. C. McClure. They owned almost 3,000 acres §
were known as “coaling lands" to local residents.2? Only the ba
the chimney is visible today. An older citizen recalls playing
several large iron pieces about two and one-half feet tall and
in diameter.2! J. H. Perkins has a pot used in the camp's cooking
located one hundred yards east of the furnace. Gerard was ope
by slave labor. The furnace did not operate after 1858.22

Center Furnace had the longest period of operation. The las
of operation was from 1905 through the blast cycle of 1912, ¥
and Dixon Company leased the furnace and lands from the Hil
Land and Iron Company. The discovery of richer ore deposits and
modern methods of production contributed to the decline of
industry in the Western Kentucky and Tennessee area.?3

Many entrepreneurs in iron came to this field, exploited the ne
resources of the area, which are few, and took their profits to &
more promising fields. The Hillman Compuny sold the second gr
of timber for railroad ties.?* A 50,000 acre area once was consit
for a Resettlement Program in Kentucky, but this was abandoned.

This backward glance into the iron industry reminds us
ingenuity of a few and the stamina of many. Consider the ph
strength of those who cut trees, tended the charcoal pits, and
furnaces. Consider the courage of river pilots winding their ways &
the Cumberland, Tennessee, Ohio, and Mississippi Rivers. Conside
complex problems of manqgemen'r striving fo operate suc
under extremely difficult circumstances. Our society is better today
in the years of the iron industry, Iurgely because men of that time M
a positive contribution to the age in which they lived and helpe¢
the foundation for our standards of living today. Knowledge
past helps us understand the problems of today as we look forwal
a better tomorrow.
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