
THE KATAHDIN IRON WORKS AND ITS SCRIP 
by David E. Schenkman 

If you have ever received a catalog from L. L. Bean, the famous Maine clothing company 
(and who hasn’t), or visited their web site, perhaps you learned that “Inspired by these 
hardworking Mainers, we designed our Katahdin Iron Works line of rugged work clothes to stand 
up to all kinds of rough use.” In a recent catalog I counted no less than fifty items of clothing and 
boots bearing the highly touted “Katahdin” brand. 

Maine, and New England in general, is not fertile ground for collectors of numismatic 
items relating to mining. I know of only two such companies that used paper scrip in Maine; the 
1863-dated notes of the Pembroke Iron Company, and those of the Katahdin Iron Company. The 
latter firm is the subject of this article. 

Our story starts in 1836 when a group of investors in Maine, attracted by the increasing 
price of iron in other parts of the country, incorporated the Pleasant River Iron and Steel 
Company (named for a river flowing through the region) about five miles from Brownville 
Junction in Piscataquis County. Land was purchased, but due to a downturn in the economy the 
venture never progressed further. A new enterprise, headed by Edward Smith of Bangor and his 
father, Samuel, was incorporated as the Maine Iron Company in 1841. The next two years were 
devoted to the acquisition of land, building roads, and developing a settlement which was named 
Smithville. 

The Smiths built brick ovens, or kilns, where charcoal could be produced from hardwood 
to fuel the blast furnace. A pump that supplied air to the furnace was powered by water from the 
river, on which a dam had been built. Various other buildings were erected, and the furnace 
commenced operations. The iron ore itself was mined at Ore Mountain, located less than a mile 
from Katahdin. The company manufactured items such as railroad car wheels, iron tools for 
farming, and various pieces of machinery. 

In 1845 the Smiths cashed out their investment, selling the new business to David 
Pingree and a group of investors from New Hampshire for $100,000. The following year, on June 
25th, the Katahdin Iron Works was incorporated by Pingree, Samuel E. Cowes, Alexander H. 
Ladd, John L. Hayes,  and Charles H. Ladd, “with their associates,” who named it for nearby 
Mount Katahdin. Pingree immediately hired a geologist to test the ore, an iron founder to manage 
production, and an operations manager to run the business. Numerous improvements were made 
to the company, and construction was started on additional houses and a store. Within five years 
the town had a population of nearly two hundred miners, smelters, wood choppers, and their 
families. 

Pingree, the president and principal stockholder, ran the company successfully until 1856, 
when economic conditions and the remoteness of the location forced him to close down the blast 
furnace. After his death in 1863 the iron works was sold to the New York and Boston banking 
firm of Edward G. Tileston and Company, whose plans to re-open it never materialized. 
Eventually, in 1868, ownership was transferred to E. P. Cutler, Thomas Egery, and Frederick f. 
French, who incorporated the business as the Piscataquis Iron Works. 

In the 1870s Owen W. Davis, Jr. started operating the company, leasing the land from the 
Piscataquis Iron Works. The 1876 United States Industrial Directory reports that one stack was 
“put into blast in April, 1873, after a long rest. This furnace is supplied with ore obtained about a 
mile from the works; its quality is very fine, yielding over 60 per cent.” Along with four 
associates, Davis incorporated the Katahdin Iron Works on January 24, 1876. The act of 
incorporation reads as follows: 

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives in Legislature 
assembled, as follows: 
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Sect. 1. Albert P. Gould, Owen W. Davis, junior, Edwin Smith, Joseph E. Moore 
and John O. Robinson, with their associates and successors, are hereby constituted 
a body politic and corporate, by the name of the Katahdin Iron Company, with all 
the rights, powers and privileges, and subject to all the duties and liabilities 
provided in the laws of this state concerning manufacturing corporations; and said 
corporation is authorized to purchase, lease, or in any legal mode acquire and hold, 
and to sell, and convey real and personal estate and property to an amount not 
exceeding five hundred thousand dollars at any one time; and to make all 
necessary by-laws for the furtherance of the purposes of this act and the 
government of said corporation, which are not inconsistent with the laws of this 
state. 
 
Sect. 2. Said corporation is authorized to manufacture iron, steel and wood, in all 
their forms, and to mine and convert to any useful purpose iron and other ores and 
mineral substances, on land which may be owned or leased by said corporation, in 
the county of Piscataquis or elsewhere in this state, and may purchase, erect, lease 
and hold such lands, furnaces, kilns, dams, mills and other buildings, as may be 
necessary for the purposes aforesaid, and may construct and operate, on their own 
lands, or over lands of others where a right of way is legally acquired by said 
corporation, in the Katahdin Iron Works township, or the towns of Brownville and 
Milo, in Piscataquis county, any railroad or tramway necessary to said business. 
 

Sect. 3. Any person named in this act may call the first meeting of said corporation 
for the purpose of organization, by giving written notice thereof to each of the 
other corporators, five days at least before said meeting. 
 

Sect. 4. This act shall take effect when approved. 
 An article on The Maine Geological Survey’s web site explained the furnace’s operation 
as follows: “once the iron ore was mined from nearby Ore Mountain and transported to the 
Katahdin Iron Works, it was prepared (crushed) for smelting in the ore kiln, before being dumped 
into the furnace through the top houses. Once in the blast furnace, the iron ore was heated and 
reduced to molten iron. The heat was provided by burning charcoal produced in brick kilns. The 
surrounding forests supplied thousands of cords of wood annually, which were easily converted 
to charcoal in large beehive-like kilns. Water from the West Branch of the Pleasant River was 

Figure 1 This 1880s photograph, from the web site of the Maine Geological Society, is of the
Katahdin Iron Works during its peak era. The numbers identify the items as follows: (1) kiln; (2)
top houses; (3) furnace; (4) casting shed; and (5) storage barn. 
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An early 20th century postcard view of Silver Lake, at Katahdin Iron Works. 

used to power the bellows which pumped air into the furnace and increased the temperature to 
melt the ore. Limestone was mixed with the ore as a flux, lowering the melting point of the ore, 
and allowing the molten iron to flow more easily out of the bottom of the furnace and into the 
casting shed which was attached to the base of the furnace.” 
 Owen Warren Davis, Jr., a native of Great Falls, New Hampshire, was born in 1842. 
After attending Bowdoin College in Brunswick, Maine he enlisted in the United States Army, 
serving with the 7th Rhode Island Cavalry during the Civil War. Once he became involved with 
the Katahdin Iron Works, Davis operated the company for the remainder of its existence. He died 
in 1920. 
 In 1881 Davis was responsible for having the nineteen-mile Banger and Katahdin Iron 
Works Railway built, to connect the town with the depot of the Bangor and Piscataquis Railroad 
at Milo, Maine. He also increased the capacity of the furnace, and modernized the entire facility. 
Additional woodcutters were hired to supply wood for the production of the charcoal needed for 
the furnace. 
 The early 1880s were the Katahdin Iron Works’ most productive years. There were 
homes in the town for two hundred employees, and the daily output of pig-iron reached as much 
as twenty tons. The sixteen kilns each consumed huge amounts of wood, and in its peak year 
some four hundred men were employed to provide the twenty thousand cords needed. Davis 
obviously was an innovative operator, and the Journal of the United States Association of 
Charcoal Iron Workers for 1880 reported that a calcining kiln “designed to use wood instead of 
gas has been successfully employed at the Katahdin Ironworks in Maine to effect the removal of 
sulphur in iron ore.” During this era the company‘s specialty, according to The Iron and Steel 
Works of the United States for 1884, was “pig iron for railroad car wheels and Siemens-Martin 
steel furnaces.” Items such as machinery and farm implements were also produced. 
 The Katahdin Iron Works was located in a peaceful, remote area that offered spectacular 
scenery, rugged mountains, great hunting and fishing, and a nearby mineral springs. Recognizing 
the potential for a summer tourist business, Davis converted a boarding house intended for 
employees into the Silver Lake Hotel, which had the capacity to accommodate one hundred 
guests at a time. This establishment became well known and very popular, continuing to be a 

profitable venture 
until it was destroyed 
by fire in 1913.  
 Fire was also 
responsible for the 
destruction of a large 
portion of the plant in 
1883. The Katahdin 
Charcoal Iron 
Company was 
formed two years 
later, with sufficient 
resources to 
reconstruct it and put 

it back in operation. Unfortunately, this was at a time when charcoal furnaces were being 
replaced by coal and coke furnaces, and iron ore was being processed more efficiently in other 
parts of the country. During the late 1880s, new steel mills were developed which used the blast 
furnace to supply molten pig iron directly to the steel-making furnaces. This allowed the steel-
making operation to take place at one site, alleviating the need for the extra cost of transportation 
of the raw material to the furnace. An iron works such as Katahdin was at a huge economic 
disadvantage due to its remote location and the resulting high transportation costs. 
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 In March, 1890 the company closed down for good. The April 23, 1891 issue of The Iron 
Age reported that “The entire plant of the Katahdin Iron Works, in the State of Maine, has been 
purchased by a syndicate, and will be transferred to East River, in Picton County Nova Scotia, 
where iron is abundant. Over 300 hands will be employed.” 
 Like numerous iron companies in other parts of the country, Katahdin issued paper scrip 
in the late 1870s and 1880s. By doing so, the need for keeping large amounts of U.S. currency on 
hand was eliminated, and since the company was in a remote area, the company store was the 
only nearby place for employees to purchase needed items. The Davistown Museum web site 
notes that “the settlement printed its own scrip to pay miners, and retail stores as far away as 
Bangor honored it in lieu of money.” 

 George W. Wait, in his 1977 Maine 
Obsolete Paper Money and Scrip, catalogs 
Ten Cents, Fifty Cents, and One Dollar 
notes as Katahdin Iron Works 1, 2, and 3. He 
rates them as Rarity 6, Rarity 5, and Rarity 7 
respectively, and he illustrates an unsigned 
fifty cents note that depicts a man’s hand 
holding a hammer at lower left. It bears a 
printed 188_ date.  

  
 
 

 
A One Dollar note with the printed 188_ 
date was sold in the January, 2003 
Heritage sale. It is well circulated and 
bears the signature of a J?? Mooney as 
treasurer, but as the cataloger notes, 
“likely falsely signed.” I tend to agree 
with that statement, having been unable 
to find record of any officer of the 
company with the surname Mooney.  
  
 
 

 
 
A Five Dollar note from the company 
exists as well. All denominations remain 
quite rare with the exception of the Ten 
Cents note which, in contradiction to 
what the Wait’s rarity 6 rating would 
suggest, appears on the market with some 
degree of regularity. None of the notes 
bear the imprint of the printer, and they 
all have blank backs.  
 
 
 
 

Katahdin Iron Company Ten Cents note. 
Author’s collection. 

Katahdin Iron Company One Dollar note. 
Image courtesy of Heritage Auctions. 

Katahdin Iron Company Five Dollar note. 
Author’s collection. 
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With the exception of the One Dollar denomination discussed above, the signed notes I’ve seen 
bear the signature of O. W. Davis, Jr. as treasurer, The Five Dollar note is dated 1877, while I 
have seen Ten Cents notes bearing 1877 and 1879 dates. I’ve also seen a couple of very well 
circulated Ten Cents notes with no signature and only the printed 187_ date. 

The dates on the notes are interesting. As mentioned above, the Fifty Cents and One 
Dollar denominations have printed 188_ dates, while the Ten Cents and Five dollar notes are 
printed 187_. Obviously there were at least two printings, done three or more years apart, which 
suggests that other varieties of the notes might exist. 

In his 2009 Towards the New Ruralism, Garrett Dash Nelson comments that “Owen W. 
Davis, in addition to his role as a major shareholder in the Katahdin Iron Company, served as 
‘dictator, councilor, judge and jury for the entire township.’ His ‘Davis scrip’ was accepted as 
legal tender as far away as Bangor. When the bank finally foreclosed on the works, Davis stalled 
the sheriff who had been sent to seize the property at the train depot in Brownville and rushed 
back to the iron works to distribute the company’s entire reserve of cash and goods amongst the 
workers so that the state would have little left to seize from the corporation. In this way, Katahdin 
Iron Works became an inadvertent emblem of the ruralist-industrial utopianism which charged 
American economic development throughout the nineteenth century.” 

The land occupied by Katahdin Iron Works 
was leased by the General Chemical Division of Allied 
Chemical Company in 1927, to serve as a reserve 
supply for sulphur, and in 1952 it was purchased by 
that company. Eventually the portion of land on which 
the only remaining charcoal kiln and the furnace stood 
was donated to the Maine Bureau of Parks and 
Recreation. In 1969 the site was listed on the National 
Register of Historic Places. A historical marker erected 
there is illustrated in an article by E. Burnell Overlock 
titled “Katahdin Iron Works; Maine’s Ghost Town and 
its Scrip.” which was published in the January-
February, 1980 issue of Paper Money. 

Assisted by The Trust for Public Land, the 
Appalachian Mountain Club purchased the 
approximately thirty-seven thousand acre property of 
the Katahdin Iron Works in 2003. It is now a state 
historic site, and visitors can view the restored blast 
furnace and beehive kiln from a bygone era. 

Built by the Katahdin Iron Company, this
beehive-shaped charcoal kiln has been
restored and is a tourist attraction at the
original site.  
Image courtesy of the Piscataquis Chamber
of Commerce. 
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