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On the banks of the Blackberry River in rural East Canaan, Connecticut, are 
the impressive remains of the Beckley Furnace^-, part of a large ironmaking 
operation in the latter half of the 19th century. The stack itself, built in 1847 
and modified in 1896, is the central feature of the site. It is 40' high, 30' 
square at the base and about 20 f at the top, with a base diameter of 9'. It is 
built of rough-surfaced limestone in random ashlar and has four pointed-arch 
openings (with the main opening larger), which are outlined by finished limestone 
blocks. The masonry is reinforced at the corners by iron plates and rods* The 
stack is in reasonably good condition despite some crumbling of the firebrick 
lining in the hearth area.

Separating the furnace from the nearby road is a retaining wall (perhaps at one 
time a foundation), and across the road, a trestle embankment, both of the same 
limestone ashlar. About 100 yards upstream is the dam, mostly intact, as well as 
the foundation of the wheel house. Here there are the remains of an iron elbow 
penstock which leads from the top of the dam to what is apparently a turbine. The 
blast was at one time driven by a wat??rwheel which powered a vertical blowing tub 
with pistons of 6 f bore and stroke, and was injected through four 3h " tuyeres. 
Also nearby are the remnants of another, similar dam which provided the head for 
two other furnaces located 1/3 mile downstream; only a trestle support and a f«w 
foundations are visible to mark their location. Across the river from the 
Beckley furnace are very large hills of slag, at the foot of which are the remains 
of some iron structure, perhaps a tr stle, and some ore or slag handling equipment, 
including wheeled carts and a conveyor device. In the stream are some large (3 1 
diameter) chunks of iron, roughly disk-shaped.

These remains only suggest the 19th-century appearance of the site. The stack 
was almost entirely enclosed by the buildings within which the various operations 
were performed. Across the road were large charcoal storage sheds, connected to 
the furnace by a covered wooden trestle. On top of the stack was the charging 
floor from which the ore and charcoal were dumped in. At the base was a large 
building where the casting was done; a low wall near the river may be part of the 
casting house foundation. The company office was located near the dam. Although 
these structures are no longer in existence, the most important element of the iron 
making process, the stack, remains.

There has been some confusion over the names of the Canaan furnaces. Rolando 
did not realize that the two earlier furnaces, the Beckley and the Forbes, were 
renamed Cannan #1 and Canaan #2 when \n 1872 Canaan #3 was built. In an otherwise 
authoritative book, Keith and Harte confuse the Forbes and Beckley remains and 
imply the Beckley was discontinued (instead of sold) in 1857. This error has been 
continued in other histories, but probably was a typo, since Harte's notes 
identified the present furnace as the Beckley. See W.J. Prendergast, "Monument 
to Industry," New Haven Register, June 4, 1967. Photos and Pynchon's article 
confirm this identification.
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furnaces, forests in Vermont, local supporting facilities, and railway wheel 
manufacturies in Connecticut and Chicago (iron from the Beckley also went to 
the South Boston Gun Foundry). By imitating the methods of the steel men, the B-R 
Company was able to survive longer than other Connecticut iron makers. At the s^me 
time, of course, iron for Pennsylvania steel mills was being made in huge furnaces, 
with machines which dumped entire railroad cars of ore into the furnace, and 
automatically removed the iron and slag. Most jobs in the process were done by 
unskilled labor, whereas charcoal iron-making continued to rely on trained 
judgment and careful work. Salisbury iron could not compete in price. There is 
a touch of regret in one of the last catalogs of Barnum-Richardson*s successor, 
which advertized "an iron made, not in modern, large tonnage furnaces, but in small, 
open-top furnaces, an iron of high strength and quality, made in the old- 
fashioned way of our forefathers."

The Beckley Furnace is valuable not only as a symbol of the area's iron- 
making heritage, but as evidence of the height and limits of this technology. 
Further investigation into the archaeological remains - the foundations on the 
site, the rusting machinery, and the stack itself - as well as the historical 
sources, which include photos, site plans and measured drawings, could date the 
improvements cited herin with precision, and could assay their effectiveness 
more conclusively.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Salisbury region of western Connecticut was once a leading producer of 
pig iron; dozens of blast furnaces were built on its fast-running streams. Today, 
only a handful remain. The Beckley furnace is significant, therefore, because it 
is a rare artifact of the iron industry. The gr«*t stack, th* careful stonework 
in the embankments and dams, and the tremendous slagheaps testify to the important 
place of iron-making in East Canaan and surrounding area. The site is also of 
interest to industrial archaeologists and historians: it provokes questions about 
the decline of the iron industry and, through a careful examination of remaining 
materials, may contribute to a better understanding of the development and processes 
of iron-making technology.

The furnace was built in 1847 by John Beckley and William Pierce. Like other 
sites in the region, this one seemed optimally located in terms of essential 
resources* unlimited lime was available about a mile up the road, a small iron 
mine, the Peet mine, was close by, the surrounding mountains were covered with 
hardwood forests, and the swift Blackberry River provided adequate power. Except 
for the lime, these considerations were all ineffective by 1880: the ore, which 
came principally from nearby Salisbury mines (Ore Hill and the Davis Mine), was 
being taken from ever deeper and more expensive tunnels. Charcoal was being 
brought in from Pennsylvania and Vermont, and coal was imported, probably for the 
ore-roaster* Finally, the blast powered by water was incapable of the expansion in 
scale achieved by the huge Pennsylvania furnaces. Most Salisbury furnaces, 
including one at East Canaan, went out of production in the 1880's and 90*s.

In spite of rising costs, the Beckley Furnace and its mate, Canaan #3, 
continued in operation until 1920-1923. Part of the explanation for this longevity 
is technological. Materials handling was improved: whereas horses had originally 
hauled ore over the mountain in leather sacks, the furnace site was, by 1875 well 
developed with railroad spur lines, and trestles,"dinky cars" and conveyor devices 
moved ore and slag. Metallurgists were employed to analyze the product* After 
a fire in 1896, the Beckley Furnace was completely modernized; it is probable that 
a plate-iron, water-cooled hearth was built and the blast converted to steam 
power, since these refinements were present in Canaan #3. Such improvements raised 
the blast temperature from 400 to 650°F. and doubled its pressure. By the end of 
decade, the furnace was operated on a continuous basis and output was greatly 
increased, perhaps doubled.

Equally important were managerial developments. The Beckley Furnace was 
acquired in 1857 by the Barnum-Richardson Company. The B-R Company also owned 
another East Canaan furnace, the Forbes Furnace, next to which it constructed in 
1872 Canaan #3. The B-R Company was able to achieve a high degree of horizontal 
and vertical integration. It o^ned the Salisbury mines, all the remaining
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