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  INTRODUCTION




  Englishmen founded Savannah in 1733 but there has always been a certain Spanish-Moorish feeling about her, a skyline punched by minarets, the lines of her classic buildings muted here and there by old oaks and palms and palmettos that rattle like dry bones in breezes nudging overhead seas of gray moss, the city’s days neatly sectioned by the throaty pealing of her church bells…




  Savannah’s ironwork communicates to us in a language as clear as any spoken or written tongue.




  Bootscrapers advise of the poor condition of the roadways of their time; a lamp-post explains how the city was illuminated; a chimney-crane or a cauldron tell how people cooked their food. There are three sources for Savannah’s iron. Starting in the early 1800’s about one-third of it was produced in or near the city, while probably another third of it was brought in from outside, the New York, Philadelphia and Baltimore foundries doing serious business in Savannah, the rest from Europe, primarily England. From elegant German-influenced floral patterns to the occasional heavily carved or incised Iberian-style gate to fine English scrollwork or vertical bar styles, it can all still be seen today in Savannah.




  If the city was founded by the British, her iron industry, embryonic but growing in antebellum days, blossomed in the years following the War Between the States to become predominantly Irish, the Kehoe and Rourke foundries in heavy—but always friendly--competition for more than 60 years to supply the Cotton States’ vast, gnawing hunger for iron.




  Ironwork is a unique art form, a medium made up literally of the elements: earth (ore) melted by fire; fueled by bursts of air; and cooled in water. Savannah’s clouds and drifts of lacy ironwork, her garden gates half-hidden behind whispering banana leaves, her honeysuckle-masked grilles, her old lamp standards and cool, shaded balconies floating elegantly above parterre gardens of oleander and elephant-ear, of camellia and tea-olive and four o’clocks and trumpet vine, are things of timeless, priceless beauty. The loss of much early American iron due to wars, changing trends and neglect greatly increases the value of what remains. That being the case, Savannah is a virtual treasure trove.




  Every Savannah iron lover, myself included, owes an enormous debt to Mrs. Lillian Chaplin Bragg, who wrote extensively about Savannah’s iron and whose titles I list in the Bibliography. Except where noted, the photographs are mine. I have lived in what is now the National Historic District all my life.
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  I
MAN AND METAL




  We can only guess now, and use our gifts of imagination to sight backwards through the thick, curling mists of time…but could it have happened like this? A man clad in animal skins, with a low fire guttering behind him in the hole in the side of the mountain in which he lived looked skyward one black-velvet night, watching a shooting star’s arc as it sputtered down out of the heavens--and he wanted it. These white-hot boulders from above--meteorites-- held a magical substance. We call it iron. Our cave dweller would have carefully remembered where the rock fell and--more than likely at first light--would have gone searching for it, possibly summoning companions to assist.




  When the primitives found the warm and in some cases still-smoldering rocks, they would fall to work beating and shaping them, probably into weapons foremost, and tools, conveying cooler lumps back to the home fires to make them workable again. When finished, these wrought iron implements were the hardest thing on earth, much harder than any stone. “Wrought” means worked iron. Probably not much more than an eon or two later, men discovered that it was not necessary to await shooting stars to get their iron--it occurred naturally in the ‘red earth’ we call iron ore (it is estimated that more than five per cent of the earth’s surface is made up of iron ore.)




  Demand for iron naturally increased, and with the discovery of ore, people began to construct rude furnaces made of soil or stones, a layer of wood followed by a layer of ore. It would have been eventually noticed that a healthy gust of air would cause the fire to burn hotter, so early men would have placed their furnaces on beaches or mountain peaks, where sudden blasts of wind would intensify the fires. It probably didn’t take too much longer as time marched on for people to find out that charcoal--wood already partly burned--made a hotter fire than regular firewood. The discovery of the bellows--a hand-operated leather lung of varying shapes and sizes that could force air into a fire in a concentrated manner--gave them full control over the ironmaking process, allowing furnaces to be set up anywhere. If a lime-based ‘flux’ was added to the flames, it was found, there were less impurities in the finished iron product.




  There is an ancient Chinese print thought to be from the Sixth Century. It shows a simple furnace appearing to be about six or seven feet tall and about four feet in diameter. Two workers labor nearby, bearing a wicker basket of ore slung between them on a bamboo pole. Another man crouches on the ground smashing the ore with a hammer while a fourth man tends the fire. It is thought that cast iron production was known in China about 2000 BC. Some ironwork beads estimated to date roughly from 3500 BC were found at Jizrah, Egypt, but they are felt to be meteoric in origin. An iron cutting edge thought to date from about 2800 BC was found at Tal-al-Asmar, Mesopotamia.




  Biblical records speak of Tubal, the grandson of Lamech, as the first worker in bronze and other metals and call him “an instructor of every artificer in brass and iron.” Greco-Roman mythology gives us Vulcan, venerated by the ancients as the god of fire and the inventor of smithing and metalworking.




  His forges were said to be beneath Mount Aetna.




  PALACE OF THE SUN




  Vulcan forged the golden shoes with which the gods traversed the air and waters and moved from place to place with the speed of the wind. He also shod with brass the celestial steeds which whirled the chariots of the gods through the air or across the surface of the sea. Vulcan built the Palace of the Sun, which stood aloft on columns, glittering with gold and precious stones, polished ivory forming the ceilings and silver the doors.




  Vulcan also built a chariot for Phaeton, the axles of gold, the spokes of silver. He built a suit of armor for Achilles and a shield formed of five metal plates, and a helmet of gold. Vulcan was the son of Jupiter and Juno, according to ancient lore. When the parents got into an argument, Vulcan took his mother’s side. Jupiter, outraged, threw him out of Heaven. He spent an entire day falling and landed on the island of Lemnos, which became sacred to him--and to all ancient blacksmiths. He twisted his leg on landing and all Greco-Roman depictions of him show him lame.
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  Until the late Middle Ages, the only way to work iron in the West was to hammer it—to produce wrought or worked iron. Blast furnaces were developed in Europe sometime in the 14th Century, allowing higher forge temperatures to be reached by using water power to drive specially-made bellows. In this process, the iron would become molten as it absorbed some of the carbon from the charcoal fuel. The melted iron could then be poured out of the melting vat and “cast” into moulds.




  By the early 1800’s, cast iron was predominant, since it was easily made, cheap, and widely available.




  Cast iron lends itself to mass production of repeating patterns such as uprights and bas-relief designs. Wrought iron, on the other hand, is best for specialized, one-of-a-kind designs, made-to-order gates, balconies, balustrades and the like. Colonists arriving on what is now the east coast of the United States brought tools and weapons made of iron with them from Europe, hoping that ore would be easily available in the New World.




  In 1585, Sir Walter Raleigh found deposits of ‘ red earth’ on an island off the coast of North Carolina, but never showed an interest in forging iron there. In 1608, settlers at Jamestown, Virginia, found ‘red earth’ on nearby lands and sent some of it to England, seeking to trade it for supplies or to have it forged into tools in the mother country, then have the finished products sent back to them.




  Businessmen in England, looking over this rich new ore, got the idea of setting up forges in America, where everybody knew there was an endless supply of cheap charcoal from the virgin forests there. In 1620 a cartel of English businessmen sent 80 miners and blacksmiths to a site south of what is now Richmond, Virginia, known as Falling Creek, naming John Berkley and his son Maurice as supervisors of the project.




  The British team worked for two years to build a foundry, which was made ready in March 1622. Just when the fire was to be ignited, the local Indians attacked, their chief, Opechancanough, expressing fear and outrage at the hammering noise and the one or two experimental fires that had been lit in the furnace en route to completion, saying the white men had evil spirits working with them. The chief also said he disliked the way that the workforce had grown over the two years, the 80-man team burgeoning to about 350 at time of ignition.




  The Indians destroyed the brand-new foundry and killed all the Englishmen except Maurice Berkley, who escaped to Jamestown to tell the tale. The colonists continued to purchase iron from England for the next 20 years. In 1640, the governor of Massachusetts, John Winthrop, decided to start an ironworks industry there. He traveled to England and came back with a group of experienced foundrymen and smiths.




  The first foundry in North America was built on the Saugus River north of Boston in an area with good supplies of both wood and ore, the nearby seacoast providing shells which could be ground up to make flux. It was called Lynn Furnace. By 1644, this furnace was producing iron bars good for making nails (the item most in demand in the colonies) pots, shovels, bolts, plough blades, axes, and countless other tools and vessels.




  Soon neighboring settlements followed suit and ironworks became a common sight in almost every east coast colonial town, coal slowly coming into use as a fuel. In 1710, a businessman in England, Abraham Darby, converted coal into coke, a hotter-burning fuel. Coke then gradually became the predominant furnace fuel. Over the next several years, iron-working in America became so widespread and successful that in 1750, the English Parliament passed a law banning any new furnaces from being built in the colonies.




  The law only served to fuel the discontent of the colonists. They ignored it. At the beginning of the American Revolution, the colonists had more than 50 furnaces operating, producing cannon, shells, shot and other weapons. These forges became high-priority British military targets, the Redcoat soldiers attacking and destroying iron production works wherever they found them. General George Washington knew of the extreme importance of iron to his army, freeing men who knew iron-working from military service so they could continue to run the forges. As the British destroyed an American foundry, Washington immediately sent its workers to safe locations behind the lines to begin new operations. Washington also aimed highly-effective propaganda at the Hessian German soldiers serving with the Redcoat army, offering 50 acres of land to any Hessian who came over to the American side.




  MOTHER OF CHAINS




  Many Hessians were skilled ironworkers and miners. Others were willing to apprentice and learn the trades. They joined the Americans in droves, helping build and run new forges. Ironworkers are credited with a major military coup during the Revolution. They built the mother of all chains.




  New York’s Hudson River was crucially important to the Brits. It linked their army in New York with reserve troops and supplies in Canada, and with their Indian allies in northern New York.




  Washington’s men tried repeatedly to block the river to the English fleet, barricading the river’s mouth near West Point with booms made of logs with bristling iron spikes. But the British Navy was able to break the booms by sending out men with saws in longboats.




  On February 2 1778, the Continental Congress ordered a massive chain from the Sterling Iron Works, the same company that had made the anchors for the American warship Old Ironsides. Orders were for the chain to be long enough to reach across the Hudson at West Point.




  By the end of April, furnaces had been set up all along the river near West Point and long lines of wagons began approaching the water at New Windsor, a nearby village. Each wagon bore links of a giant chain, each link two feet long and weighing 100 pounds. The forges blasted fire around the clock as the links gradually became a 500-yard-long chain.




  LOCKED IN AT WEST POINT




  The finished chain was gingerly floated down the river on rafts and locked into place at a small hill which is now a part of the US Military Academy campus at West Point. The other end was anchored at a fort on the north side of the river. From that point on, no English ships moved on the Hudson River.




  After the Revolution, the chain was taken down and most of it re-cast into other items, but several links of it are still on display today at West Point. With the onset of peace, America rapidly expanded to the west, most of the larger new settlements complete with a forge.
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  Decorative iron can still be seen in many parts of the world, seeming, in some cases to take on the characteristics of its point of origin. The first known use of decorative wrought iron is the St. Swithin Grille, dating to 1096 at Winchester Cathedral in England. It once encompassed a royal tomb.




  In 1710, a cast iron fence was used to enclose St. Paul’s Cathedral in London. By the 1820’s cast iron had become popular and could be found in large quantities all over Europe and the United States. American cities which come to mind when ironwork is discussed are New Orleans and Charleston. But Savannah, as we shall see, holds her own in the world of ornamental iron.
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II
EARLY SAVANNAH





  The colony of Georgia, named for King George II of England, was founded on February 12, 1733 by a British soldier-philanthropist, General James Edward Oglethorpe, a native of the Godalming section of London. Savannah is a planned city, in fact the first and only planned city anywhere in North America to be laid out on a system of squares, 24 original smaller squares or parks making up one ‘big’ square atop the Savannah River’s 40-foot bluff in a 2.5 by 2.5 -mile area.




  No one knows exactly what caused Oglethorpe to choose Savannah’s unique plan, but some historians have suggested that during his days as a military student, he had been assigned to either attack or defend the city of Peking, in China, now called Beijing. It is said he became enamored of the plan for that ancient walled Inner City’s layout of gracious small parks, hidden courtyards and wide boulevards and thus Peking served as Savannah’s model. Savannah began as a walled city.




  From founding to the 1790’s Savannah was a city of wood structures. It wasn’t until 1759 that a law was passed banning future construction of wooden chimneys. A devastating fire in 1796 destroyed more than two-thirds of the city’s downtown buildings. After the Blaze of ‘96, city authorities began to encourage use of bricks and iron in architecture. By 1800 a fair amount of ironwork was being brought in from the northeastern states, primarily New York, and from Great Britain, a lot of it as ballast in cotton ships.




  FURNACE AT THE HERMITAGE
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  A Scotsman, Mr. Henry McAlpin, arrived in Savannah in 1810 and had soon set up shop at the Hermitage Plantation, just off what is now Bay Street near Lathrop Avenue on the Savannah River. He made a fortune as a rice planter, but also opened what became at one time the world’s largest brick kiln, an operation ultimately requiring the labor of more than 400 slaves who ‘fired’ bricks from the mud of the Savannah River, the bricks we now call “Savannah Grays,” and of which many of the older sections of the city are built (example: the Mary Marshall Building on the west side of Oglethorpe Square at President and Abercorn Streets, now an office building, but once a naval stores warehouse, sometimes still also called the Cluskey Stores Building.)
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A SAVANNAH BALCONY: This ironwork catches the sun’s he National Historic District.
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