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Alabama Iron Works
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Cedar Creek Furnace
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Just south of Russellville near Roclmvod - __NOT FOR PUBLICATION

CITY, TOWN CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT
Russellville X_ VICINITY OF 4
STATE CODE COUNTY CODE
_Alabama 01 Franklin 059
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DESCRIPTION

CONDITION CHECK ONE CHECK ONE
—EXCELLENT —DETERIORATED —UNALTERED XORIGINAL SITE
—GOOD _XRUINS XALTERED —MOVED DATE
—FAIR —UNEXPOSED

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Cedar Creek Furnace J.stodayanovergrmmnmmdofearthandmck
about 40 feet in diameter at the base, 15 feet high and 8 feet in diameter at
the top. It is located just south of Russellville and near Rockwood in Franklin
County, Alabama. It was built on the bank of the creek, from which it derives
its cammon name, and where the latter stream makes a deep 1oop of about a mile
in length, but is-only 600 feet across at the neck. ~ = °

The furnace was a very simple affair, similar to a limekiln in appearance,
and not unlike furnaces of the colonial period that were already built and in
use in nearby Tennessee.. It was constructed,of .limestone .quarried nearby -
and lined with firebrick,. handmade on .the site and still visible from the top.

In shape it was somewhat conical and is estimated to have been about 25 or 30
feet in diameter at the base and tappering at about 25 feet into a short smoke-
stack. A bellows-like apparatus which supplied the blast that heated the furnace
was powered by water from the sluice.

The sluice, or mill race, built across the neck of land between the loop
of the creek, carried water from the dam constructed on the upstream side to
the waterwheel, the large forge hammer, the grist mill and the saw mill on the
downstream side. Originally, about 12 feet wide and 8 feet deep, time and
erosion have greatly changed the appearance of the mill race, though it is
still easily recognizable.

Evidences of other structures and the slag heap are also still identifiable.
About 100 yards south of the furnace and also on the creek bank is the remains
of a slave-laid stone wall, said to be tbe foundation of the warehouse. Nearby,
is the stone foundation of the overseer's house, where a spring was located
in the basement. Foundation or chimneremains indicate the locations of,
several other structures. Evidently, all of the original structures on the site
were log, or frame, on stone foundations.

In the side of a nearby hill there are still evidences of old mining
pltsandonthetopof another nearby hill a cemetery contains around a dozen
graves. Of the latter, only two even have limestone markers, with no inscriptions;

' the rest of the graves are only incicated by sunken holes.
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Additional information on boundaries:

The land between the furnace and the cemetery is the iron ore site and the furnace
cannot be understood without the iron ore recourse. '
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Joseph Heslip constructed this furhace with $lave labor in 1818 and ramed' it -
the Alabama Iron Works; it derived its more common name in later years, due
to its location. Previous to this the frontier Alabama smith wrought chiefly
out of imported bars and bloams and little use was made of local iron ore.

' The abundance of iron ore had been duly noted by many and especially
the Tennessee followers of Andrew Jackson who often passed through the area
in the early days before settlement. ILarge boulders of iron ore literally
covered the ground in the area where the furnace was built and limestone was
plentiful there also.

Heslip, the son of a surveyor, was a partner in an iron works in his
native Pennsylvania from 1809 until he and his family moved to West Tennessee
in 1812. He remained in the latter location, where he was connected with the
Grey Iron Works and the Red River Iron Works, until he moved to Alabama.
Heslip obtained the property, on which he constructed the furnace, by patent
fram the United States Government on November 11, 1818, although he may have
already been squatting on it.

Slaves constructed the furnace on a side of the horseshoe bend of the creek
out of local limestone and lined it with fire brick they made by hand. They
built a dam on the upstream side of the creek and dug a mill race across the
neck of the horseshoe which brought water power. Water power turned the
waterwheel which activated the bellows and provided the blast for the furnace,
lifted the great 500 lb. hammer of the Catalan forge, and provided power for
a grist mill and a saw mill. Slaves also made charcoal for the furnace by
cutting and burning the great Cedar forests found in the vicinity.

Heslip found a ready market for his iron bars among the local blacksmiths
and forge operators. A great quantity of the pig iron was also transported
by oxen over a winding road to a point on the Tennessee River, near the
present day Pickwick Landing. From there, it was shipped to New Orleans and
same reports say a great deal of it was consigned to Liverpool. The hollow-
ware castings of the furnace such as cooking pots and pans, and plows were
also in great demand by the local settlers. Many pieces produced at the
furnace were in use locally until recent years.

In 1820 forty-four slaves were employed by Heslip at the site, but the
latter part of the year a great epidemic spread over the land, killing many.
Heslip himself was dead by December 16, 1821, and is possibly among those
buried in the unmarked graves at the cemetery on the hill above the furnace.

On December 5, 1825, the furnace, forge, grist mill, saw mill, and
surrounding 16 1/2 quarter sections of land were sold to the highest bidder

L
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by order of the Franklin County Court. Aaron Wells, a Tennessee iron master,
was the purchaser and he operated the furnace around four years in cooperation
with three other iron makers.

Dr. Robert Napier of Nashville purchased the furnace in 1826 and operated
it until sametime between 1832 and 1836. During this time many improvements
were made and for a time the furnace was a commercial success, turning out an
excellent grade of pig iron.

One source blames the demise of the industry on the collapse of the
smokestack and another says a fever killed off most of the workers. Excavations
into the furnace proper in recent years indicate that the creek rose to an
uusually high level and flooded the furnace, cooling the molten metal in
it and making the furnace unusable. This would have necessitated the building
of a new furnace. The profit margin of the operation being small, due to the
bad roads and the distance involved in transporting the product to market,
precluded this and the furnace was abandoned forever.

Here at the Cedar Creek Furnace, under Joseph's Heslip's efforts, began
Alabama's iron industry, which in time led to the extensive iron ore mining
operations and the great steel mills in the Birmingham area. Heslip can truly
be called "The Father of the Iron Industry in Alabama."
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Correction: Paragraph 3, line 6-8.

John H. Lewis obtained the property, on which the furnace was constructed, by patent
from the United States Government on November 11, 1818. Heslip obviously acquired
the property from Lewis soon after this date, although he may have already been
squatting on 1it.

Correction: Paragraph 7, lines 1-3.

Aaron Wells, a Tennessee iron master, was the purchaser and he operated the furnace
around two years in cooperation with three other iron masters.
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