
THE ANTI-EATAM IRON WORKS 
by David E. Schenkman 

Antietam is a place in Washington County, Maryland. Not a city or a town; just a place that happens 
to be part of the town of Sharpsburg, and the location of a historic iron furnace. It is also well known to 
Civil War history buffs as the site of a very famous 1862 battle, in which more than twenty-three thousand 
soldiers were killed or wounded. And, to most numismatists it is the subject of a commemorative half dollar 
struck in 1937 to mark the seventy-fifth anniversary of that battle. 

Long before the Civil War, Antietam was the site of a famous iron works. The first owner of the 
land was a man by the name of Israel Friend, the earliest white settler in the area. In 1725 the governor of 
Maryland appointed him ambassador to the Shawnee Indians, and two years later he was able to purchase 
a large parcel of land above Harper’s Ferry from the Indians. On a web site page titled “Israel Friend, 
Frontiersman,” Corinne Hanna Diller writes, “On 10 January 1727, a deed was made from six chiefs, styled 
‘Kings of the Five Nations,’ named Cunnawehala, Taw-Senaw, Captain Sivilite, Toile Hangee, Shoe Hays, 
and Callakahatt, ‘for love to our brother Israel Friend,’ for land on the Potomac River and Antietam Creek.” 

According to legend, Friend’s land was measured with a bow and arrow. One account relates that 
it was determined “not in acreage, but on how far an archer could shoot an arrow. His land covered 200 
shoots along the Potomac River and 100 shoots in depth. The backside was squared off to intersect with 
Antietam Creek. The deed was recorded on birch bark. Researchers believe, based on an arrow’s shooting 
distance, that Israel Friend’s land would be 72 square miles.” 

It is thought that Israel's wife, Sarah, was actually an Indian princess by the name of Bokavar, and 
possibly that is why he was able to acquire the land. Unfortunately for him, in 1736 he evidently lost it 
when the governor of Maryland declared that his title was not valid, since it had been made with an Indian. 
By this time William Chapline and his son, Joseph, each owned large tracts of land in the area. Joseph’s 
2175-acre estate, which he named Mount Pleasant, was obtained from Lord Baltimore in a land grant. His 
home, which was located a mile from Sharpsburg in the Snyder’s Landing area, was completed in 1740. 

During the French and Indian War of 1756-1756, Joseph Chapline helped to finance the war effort, 
and he was instrumental in organizing troops. He also had a part in the construction of Fort Cumberland 
and Fort Frederick. For his work, Maryland governor Horatio Sharpe rewarded him with an 11,000-acre 
tract of land which included the land formerly owned by Israel Friend. Chapline established the town of 
Sharps Burgh which he named, appropriately enough, in honor of Governor Sharpe. 

Chapline’s land was rich in iron ore deposits and in 1763 he leased it to three area businessmen, 
Samuel Beall Jr, Richard Henderson, and David Ross, for £900. The agreement specified that the tract was 
located “beginning on the Potowmack River, one hundred yards west of the Anti-Eatam Creek and 
extending parallel to Anti-Eatam Creek until a west course will meet Beaver Creek, and then by the Marsh 
Branch of Beaver Creek, so as to include all the ore and wood of South Mountain, then down the east side 
to the Potowmack and up the Potowmack to the beginning.” 

Other land in the area contained iron ore, and an advertisement in the April 7, 1763 issue of The 
Maryland Gazette in Annapolis offered for sale “about sixteen hundred 
acres of land lying on Anti-Eatam in Frederick County, being part of a 
tract called Fellfoot Enlarged, formerly granted to Captain Tobias 
Stansbury; the greatest part of it very good, and well timber’d; on part 
of it there is great appearance of Iron Ore, and a stream sufficient to 
work a Furnace.” In 1770 Samuel and Daniel Hughes built the Rock 
Forge Furnace. Located near Leitersburg on Little Antietam Creek, it 
operated until 1795. However the Antietam Forge, which they built 
about a mile and a half away on the same creek, continued to operate for 
some time after that. 

According to an article on the Maryland Historical Trust’s web 
site, “ore and wood for charcoal were obtained from the company's large 

The April 7, 1763 issue of The Maryland 
Gazette in Annapolis included this 
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landholdings in the South Mountain area. Pig iron was the major product, which was used in various forges 
then operating in Western Maryland. Just prior to the Revolutionary War, Antietam and other ironworks 
nearby were acquired by the brothers Samuel and Daniel Hughes, who began producing cannon for the 

Baltimore Town Committee of Correspondence, for 
the Continental Marine Committee and, through 
Congress, directly for the Continental Army. 
Cannon were cast, bored, and proved by Hughes at 
the Antietam Iron Works (and probably at other 
Hughes-owned ironworks as well), and were 
transported to Baltimore by wagon. Following the 
Revolutionary War, Hughes moved his operations to 
Principio Furnace in Harford County, and the 
Antietam Furnace may have been inactive for a 
time.” 

The lessees of Chapline’s land formed the Frederick Forge and Iron Works on Antietam Creek and, 
as workers moved to the area the town of Antietam was established. The interesting spelling of the name 
in some accounts and on the notes issued by the company – Anti-Eatam – comes from an old Algonquian 
Indian word meaning “Swift Water.” In the early 1800s John McPherson Brien purchased the business and 
it was renamed Antietam Iron Works. By this time there were two hundred white laborers and sixty slaves 
at the Works. A nail factory was established in 1831 and, according to an early account, “twenty-five nail 
machines and a small rolling mill with two heating furnaces and two trains of rolls, were erected and 
operated until 1853. In 1845 a second charcoal furnace was built, 50 ft high and 15 ft wide at the boshes. 
Also a forge was built in connection with the original furnace and operated until the 1850’s. It became the 
area’s largest industrial complex, producing pig iron to be sold to other forges, and its own forge made 
tools, hinges farm implements, nails and other iron commodities needed by the community.” 

In nearby northern Frederick County, the Catoctin Furnace was established in the 1770s. It was in 
full operation by 1776, and among the items produced in its early years was an order of ten inch mortars 
which is supposed to have been used at the battle of Yorktown. By 1819 the company was bankrupt, and 
the following year it was purchased by John Brien. The business was not successful under his management, 
and eventually passed through various owners. In the late 1850s it was acquired by John Baker Kunkel, 
who was able to make it a flourishing operation. 

Thomas J. C. Williams, in A History of Washington County, Maryland from the Earliest Settlements 
to the Present Time, which was published in 1906, gives an interesting account of Brien’s enterprise in that 
county, as follows: 

The old Nail Factory at Antietam Iron Works, owned at the time by John 
McPherson Brien, was burned on the 25th of April 1841. It was rebuilt, increased in size 
and in successful operation in two months. These works situated about three hundred yards 
from the junction of the Antietam and the Potomac, gave employment in 1841 to two 
hundred white laborers and sixty slaves. To these slaves Mr. Brien was a remarkably kind 
master and it was said that their clothing, food and general condition of happiness were 
superior to those enjoyed by any free negroes. The head of the fall at these works is about 
twenty feet. At the time of which we are speaking one water-wheel fourteen feet high and 
eight feet wide drove an improved saw-mill, and shingle, stave, and jointing machines. The 
furnace bellows wheel was twenty feet high and four feet wide. The furnace blown by this 
wheel made 40 to 60 tons of metal a week. Another water-wheel sixteen feet high drove 
nineteen nail and spike machines with the necessary cutters to prepare the plates. Between 
400 and 600 kegs of nails varying in size from two-penny up to seven inch spikes were 
manufactured each week. Another water-wheel twelve feet high worked a ponderous 
chaffery hammer. There was a six-fire forge, with a hammer weighing twenty-one tons 
driven by a sixteen-foot wheel. There were also two forge bellows wheels seventeen feet 

Daniel and Samuel Hughs (sic) offered to hire servants or slaves 
to work as wood cutters in the June 13, 1776 issue of 

The Maryland Gazette. 
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high. There was a rolling mill for turning rolls of various sizes, nail rods, nail plates, and 
bar Iron. This machinery was driven by an overshot wheel fourteen feet high and twenty 
feet wide. There were also three puddling furnaces and an air furnace. Two other wheels, 
seventeen feet high, drove a merchant grist mill, with four run of French burrs. All of these 
wheels were driven from the same race, supported by a strong wall laid in hydraulic 
cement. Two hundred and fifty yards away was the canal basin, where coal, lumber and 
ore were received and the products of the works shipped in boats owned by Mr. Brien. 
 
 Brien constantly experienced financial difficulties, and he was forced to borrow a large 

sum of money from a Baltimore businessman, Robert Gilmor, using Antietam Iron Works and Catoctin 
Furnace as security. When he defaulted on the loan in 1843, Gilmore became owner of these enterprises. 
Brien continued to work as manager of Antietam for the next five years, at which time it was shut down. 
The property was put on the market, and Brien was somehow able to raise the $110,000 necessary to 
purchase it. 

Following Brien’s death in 1849, less than a year after he reclaimed ownership of the iron works, 
his wife started disposing of the property in an attempt to settle the many outstanding debts. At first she 
offered the land in small parcels, and in 1850 a portion of the iron ore bank was offered for sale or lease. 

The company continued to operate under various 
owners, and in 1854 William B. Clarke, a resident of 
Baltimore, paid $40,000 for the company and 1186 
acres of land. 

The iron works was inactive during part of the 
Civil War, and shortly thereafter it was purchased by 
the Ahl family of Carlisle, Pennsylvania, who also 
owned iron works in that state. The firm of P. A. Ahl 
and Brothers converted the furnace from wood to coke 
fuel. The 1876 United States Industrial Directory 

notes that “this furnace is for sale.” There was extensive damage from a flood in 1877, and a few years later 
the works ceased to operate for good. A general store was opened by Peter Allen Otzelberger in the late 
1880s to service the needs of residents in the area; it remained open until the 1950s. In 1891 the furnace 
was dismantled.  

In 1996 the Maryland Historical Society published Money & Banking in Maryland. Written by 
Denwood N. Kelly, Armand M. Shank Jr., and Thomas S. Gordon, this tome lists all Maryland obsolete 
notes issued between 1790 and 1865 which were known to the authors. The following six denominations 
of Anti-Eatam Iron Works notes are cataloged: 

TWELVE & A HALF CENTS, listed only as a proof (catalog number 4.1.2p) 
TWENTY FIVE CENTS, listed as a regular issue and as a proof (catalog numbers 

4.1.3. and 4.1.3.p respectively) 
FIFTY CENTS, listed only as a proof (catalog number 4.1.4.p) 
ONE DOLLAR, listed as a regular issue and as a proof (catalog numbers 4.1.5 

and 4.1.5.p respectively) 
TWO DOLLARS, listed only as a proof (catalog number 4.1.6.p) 
THREE DOLLARS, listed as a regular issue and as a proof (catalog numbers 

4.1.7. and 4.1.7.p respectively). 
Twelve and a half cents, fifty cents, and two dollar denominations are known as regular issues, 

although I haven’t seen a signed example of the twelve and a half cents. The imprint on all of the notes is 
Underwood, Bald, Spencer & Hufty, Philada. / Danforth, Underwood & Co. New York. 

The notes issued by the Antietam Iron Works are all rare. The few issued examples I know of are 
dated June 1, 1840 and signed Jno. McP. Brien; most have what appears to be “Co.” after the name. The 
March 2005 Shingoethe collection sale included unsigned examples of the three fractional denominations, 
which I assume came into existence when a sheet was cut up. An uncut sheet of the same three 

This advertisement appeared in the November 26, 1850 
issue of The Sun, a Baltimore newspaper. 
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denominations was sold in the January 2016 Heritage sale. The 1840 date on the notes is significant, since 
the early 1840s seems to have been the most profitable era of the iron works’ operation. According to a 
contemporary report, during 1840 nearly fifteen hundred tons of pig iron were produced, plus nearly a 
thousand tons of bar iron. 

A sheet consisting of the one dollar, two dollar, and three dollar notes was reproduced on souvenir 
cards for sale at the November 13-15, 1998 Baltimore, Maryland Coin and Currency Show. A total of five 
hundred cards were printed. Some of these were cancelled by the United States Postal Service at the show. 

One Dollar Anti‐Eatam Iron Works note. Author’s collection. 

Two Dollar Anti‐Eatam Iron Works note.          
Image courtesy of Heritage Auctions. 

Three Dollar Anti‐Eatam Iron Works note. Author’s collection. 

A signed example of the Twenty‐Five Cents       
Anti‐Eatam Iron Works note. Author’s collection. 

Uncut sheet of three Anti‐Eatam Iron Works notes.   
Author’s collection. 

Souvenir cards depicting sheets of the highest 
three denominations of Anti‐Eatam Iron Works 
notes were produced for sale at the November 

1998 Baltimore Coin and Currency Show. 
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Today the site of the Anti-Eatam Iron Works, and the village that sprang up around it, is on the 
Maryland National Register of properties. Unfortunately, not much remains of the iron works, although a 
few houses are still standing. A marker titled “Antietam Iron Works Bridge” informs readers that “This 
four-arch stone bridge spanning the Antietam Creek was built in 1832 by John Weaver. It is located at the 
site of a large ironworks complex, first known as the Frederick Forge and later as the Antietam Iron Works 
which operated intermittently from 1763 until 1886, when the facility was sold at a bankruptcy sale. This 
bridge was one of the first two contracted by the county government after the Levy Court had been renamed 
the Board of County Commissioners in 1830.” 

I’d like to express my appreciation to my good friends, Eric and Heather Schena, for making a 
trip to Sharpsburg and photographing the remains of the iron works. 

 
  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The company’s main store/office is the building in the 
foreground. The building behind that was some sort of 
workshop, and way behind that are the stack ruins. 

The stacks at Anti‐Eatam Iron Works. 

The Antietam Iron Works bridge. Anti‐Eatam Iron Works arch. 
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