CARR-1586
Patapsco State Park, Sykesville vicinity

Summary:

The Elba Iron Furnace was constructed c.1847 by three Baltimore businessmen, Eben
Belknap, John Griffiths, and Ammon Cate. In 1849, Isaac Tyson, Jr. purchased the furnace and
approximately 15 acres of land for $10,000 for his son James Wood Tyson. Tyson also purchased
dam and water rights from James Sykes, who had a mill in the vicinity. These rights would prove
to be a source, as James’ wife Elizabeth Tyson noted in a letter of 1851: “The country is parched
for want of rain; the river is very low, so that the furnace has to stop for two or three hours every
evening after old Sykes shuts his dam off until it spills and runs over. He built a dam against all
James could do who told him it was not legal and now I am only waiting to feel a decisive
inconvenience from it and will sue him.”
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—_ site Public Acquisition Accessible — entertainment —_religious
. object ___in process X _vyes: restricted ____government ____ scientific
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State of Maryland, Department of Natural Resources
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5. Location of Legal Description

courthouse, registry of deeds, etc. Courthouse Annex liber 292
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title None
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Specific dates C.1847 Builder/Architect
check: Applicable Criteria: _ A _ B x C _ D
and/or :
Applicable Exception: _ A B _ C _b _E _F _G
Level of Significance: _ national __state X local

Prepare both a sﬁmmary paragraph of significance and a geﬁgral statement of history and
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Elbe Furnace is located 3/4 of a mile southeast of Main Street, Sykesville, in Southeastern
Carroll County Maryland. The furnace is located on the northside of the Patapsco river, between
the river and the scx railroad tracks. The river is about 60' south of the furnace and sweeps in
an arch around the site. River road runs on the south side of the river, the tracks are
approximately 45' north of the furnace. The furnace is oriented facing southeast with a bank on
the northwest. The large stones appear to be dry laid and are quarried containing many signs of
drill marks. The structure is constructed primarily of large ashlar stones with some small stone
infill. The interior of the stone wall is of smaller stones and the furnace has a lining of witch
shaped fire bricks that are 10" long 3" high and are 5 '~ wide at the wide end and 4 % wide at
the narrow end. The ground level is now much higher, it has been raised in part by the collapse
of stones from the top of the structure.

The southeast elevation has a corbeled opening in the center that is 4' 5 Y2 wide and at least
5'x 42 high. The southwest elevation also has a corbeled opening in the center, but it is much
lower than that on the southeast. There is an iron strap with an eye on the end projecting from
the wall just south of the opening. The northwest elevation also has a corbeled opening about the
same height as the southwest opening, this opening is 2' x 9 % wide at the top but the opening
18 splayed so that it is wider at the base. This splay is in part due to the fact that all four walls of
the furnace are battered. On the northeast elevation there is a great deal of collapse and it is not
possible to tell if there is an opening here. There is a banked ramp of earth on the northwest side
of the furnace that runs off to the northwest, there the remains of a stone wall on the northwest
with a short section of it on the northeast. The northwest elevation was 21' x 8 %2 inches where
it was measured 5' 2" above the ground level. The ground level was determined at the north
corner where the structure survives in the best condition, and this is probably close to the original
ground level or slightly higher. The surviving structure at the north corner is 16' 8 % inches tall
approximately. This is probably close to the original height. The walls batter in about 1 inch in
every foot. The southwest elevation was measured to be 21' 8" wide at the same height of 5' 2",
This measurement was not exact because one corner is collapsed. The interior of the structure is
8' 8 Y in diameter from the outside of the brick to the outside of the brick on the opposite side.
The lining is one brick thick with the narrow ends set to the inner side and there is a thick brown
parging on the outer side of the bricks. There is a gap between the stone wall and the brick lining
of 18 %2 to 20 ‘4 inches. The brown parging is approximately 5" thick, the interior appears to
taper in as it goes up to the top.
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About 100 or so yards upstreamiis a coursed stone wall along the bank of the river, this
wall was at least 100" long and appears to have been constructed with the furnace to protect the
furnace area from flooding. To the north of this stone wall is another stone wall along what
appears to be a ramp that runs up to the northwest and then turns back to the southeast. About
150" yards or so further upstream is a portion of a dry laid stone wall of fairly large stones, this
wall is about 10 to 15' south of the railroad tracks. There is no distinguishing features to
determine its original function.

Contributing Resources 3
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The Elba Iron Furnace was constructed c.1847 by three Baltimore businessmen, Eben
Belknap, John Griffiths, and Ammon Cate. In 1849, Isaac Tyson, Jr. purchased the furnace and
approximately 15 acres of land for $10,000 for his son James Wood Tyson. Tyson also purchased
dam and water rights from James Sykes, who had a mill in the vicinity. These rights would prove
to be a source, as James’ wife Elizabeth Tyson noted in a letter of 1851: “The country is parched
for want of rain; the river is very low, so that the furnace has to stop for two or three hours every
evening after old Sykes shuts his dam off until it spills and runs over. He built a dam against all
James could do who told him it was not legal and now I am only waiting to feel a decisive
inconvenience from it and will sue him.”

Tyson had apparently researched the costs and performance of a number of Maryland
furnaces and estimated that Elba could produce iron at $20 a ton, delivered to Baltimore. Later
refinements brought the cost down to between $17.50 and $18.16 a ton, depending on where the
iron ore was acquired. Ores were used from George Patterson’s Springfield estate, from the
Clary ore bank Mt. Airy, from the Rice ore bank in Howard County, and from the Jalbot ore bank
near Relay, which was a carbonate ore that was somewhat self-fluxing. At that time, December
1847, the single furnace had a 7 ¥ foot diameter bosh with three tuyeres and produced 30 tons a
week. In 1859, the furnace was reported to be 30 feet high, with an 8 % foot inside diameter. It
burned charcoal, though there were reportedly experiments using anthracite coal, and operated
both on water and steam power. It was considered to be an efficient hot blast furnace and was
rated, in 1857, at 1,500 tons per year. In 1850, most of the labor was from Ireland, and some of
it was from Germany. By 1860, most workers were natives of Maryland, with a few from
Pennsylvania or Virginia. The July, 1868 flood that destroyed most of Sykesville also wiped out
the Elba Furnace shortly after its blast had been blown out, and it was never rebuilt.

At present, much of a stone wall along the shore line of the site survives. The Patapsco
River makes an arc to the south, forming a spit of land on which the furnace was constructed.
This wall was probably intended to protect the site from typical flooding. The furnace stack
survives in part, with portions of a stone wall to the north of the stack. There is sloping ground
to the west that is probably a man-made earthen ramp for pushing wheelbarrows of ore,
limestone, and charcoal up to the top of the furnace. There is also a stone foundation northwest
of the furnace, but it is not possible to tell what it may have originally been. The site is scattered
with slag and is now overgrown, which probably conceals other historic landscape features.

Geographic Organization:
Piedmont

Chronological/Developmental Periods:
Agricultural-Industrial Transition A.D. 1815-1870

Historic Period Themes:
Industry

Resource Type:
Iron Furnace
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Notes compiled by Harold B. Johnsson, III, March 1997.
Maryland Geological Survey, Iron Ores of Maryland, 1911, pp. 149-150.
Healan Barrow, Sykesville Past and Present (Sykesville: Greenburg Pub. Co., 1987), p.6.
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