TURNING BLACK ROCK INTO BLACK DIAMONDS

WHEN? 1808 WHERE? Wilkes-Barre, PA

EVENT
Fell's discovery of
how to burn coal

VOCABULARY
anthracite bituminous
blacksmith  grate

Most of us are well aware of our mining heritage. We live on top of high carbon, low ash
anthracite coal—one of the richest deposits in the world. In 1769, two brothers Daniel and
Obadiah Gore, opened a mine near Plymouth in order to get the coal they needed to burn in their
blacksmith forges. The anthracite burned hotter and cleaner than the bituminous. While many
area blacksmiths followed their example, it was not used in private homes because it was
difficult to ignite. That was until Judge Jesse Fell found a grate that solved that problem in 1808.

It was about this time that Jacob Cist met and married Sarah, the daughter of Matthias
Hollenback in 1807. Hollenback, owner of over 48,000 acres of coal land, was considered to be
the wealthiest merchant and largest landholder in Pa’s northeastern corner. Cist invested with his
father-in-law and other area entrepreneurs such as Jacob Weiss and Charles Miner in coal mines
and the iron trade.

They shipped coal south to Philadelphia, but found no buyers. The grates and furnaces had yet to
have wide appeal. Most of the coal was dumped and the arks were broken up and sold. The
shortage of wood as a fuel began to shift the emphasis to an anthracite based economy. That, of
course, meant that the valley and its fledging coal industry were in a good position.

The challenge was how to get the fuel to those who needed it. Philadelphia would have been a
natural market for us, but the cost of getting the coal across the mountains made it so expensive
that it was cheaper to import bituminous coal from England (Zbiek 37).

During the war of 1812, a fuel shortage developed in the country’s coastal cities due to the lack
of bituminous coal from England and wood. The conflict helped to spur the growth of ideas to
get our coal to market. It would take several years before canals would ship coal, but Cist and
others began to develop markets for their fuel using the river and horse drawn wagons. Once
canals and railroads came in, the transportation of coal created prosperity for the area.

Without a way to get the coal out of the valley, Wilkes-Barre would not have been worthy of the
investment of time and money it soon attracted. People were attracted to the area because of the
jobs available in the mines and the ancillary industries like timbering, heavy industry to build
coal cars, pumps, wire cable, picks and shovels and much more that were needed by the mines.
We needed entrepreneurs—those with large visions and means to see them through to spur our
growth—men like John Lord Butler as a coal operator. He was the son of General Lord Butler
head of the Pennsylvania militia and grandson of Col. Zebulon Butler. He helped to develop the
Butler Mines and Coal Company. Charles Miner, the Smith brothers, Colonel Shoemaker took
coal to Philadelphia to demonstrate how to burn it. Of course, there were many others such as
Charles Parrish owner of the Lehigh Valley & Wilkes-Barre Coal Company and President of



Parrish and Annora Coal Company. He controlled some of the canal routes and also served as a
Director of several of the railroads out of the valley such as the North and West Branch Railroad.
In addition, he was a Director of the Lehigh Coal and Navigation Company. The Coxe brothers,
Charles Huber, Arlo Pardee and his brother-in-law George Maekle were very instrumental in the
development of the industry. Markel developed a pump to get water out of the mines (Legacy
53). There were many others who played a role in the building of the area.

By 1889, according to Robert Porter superintendent of the Department of Interior, Pennsylvania
coal accounted for over 57% of the total output of coal for the U.S. Over 45,000,000 tons were
taken out in that year alone. By 1917, the peak year, the tonnage taken would be over
100,000,000.
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