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Suggested Background Reading for Teachers: 

• “Labor” by Joseph  Garrison and James Jones, Jr. (Tennessee Encyclopedia): https://

tennesseeencyclopedia.net/entries/labor/ 

• “Convict Lease Wars” by James Jones, Jr. (Tennessee Encyclopedia): https://

tennesseeencyclopedia.net/entries/convict-lease-wars/ 

Activity Instructions: 

• This activity can serve as an introduction to a larger lesson/discussion of the Coal Creek 

labor saga and its place in the larger labor reform movement of the last nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. 

• Provide each student with a copy of the graphic organizer and excerpted portion of the 

Harper’s Weekly article “The Insurrection in Tenn.” 

• Give the students time to read the article excerpts and complete the questions on the 

graphic organizer. Then have them come together either in small groups or as a whole 

class to discuss their answers. 

Primary Sources 

1. Report and illustrations on “The Insurrection in Tenn.”: https://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/

digital/collection/p15138coll18/id/2949/rec/1 

Materials 

• Primary source 

• Graphic organizer 

Title:  Coal Creek and Prison Labor Reform 

 

Creator: Staff at Tennessee State Library & Archives 

Standard 

US. 11: Explain the rise of the labor movement, 

union tactics (e.g., strikes), the role of leaders 

(e.g., Eugene Debs and Samuel Gompers), the 

unjust use of prison labor (e.g., Coal Creek 

labor saga), and the responses of management 

and government.  
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Based on the text you read, explain what the convict leasing system was below. 

What group(s) of people were opposed 

to the convict leasing system? Why were 

they opposed to it? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What group(s) of people were in 

support of the convict leasing system? 

Why were they in support of it?  

This article from Harper’s Weekly discusses part of what would become known as the Coal 

Creek Labor Saga or the Coal Creek War, a violent dispute over the use of convict leasing that 

took place in the mountains of East Tennessee. In approximately 25 words, describe the 

conflict between the coal miners and the Tennessee Coal, Iron, and Railroad Company. 
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Report and illustrations on “The Insurrection in Tenn.” Harper’s Weekly  Vol. 36, Issue 1862, August 27, 1892:  

Located in the Library Photograph Collection, Oversize 
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Transcription of excerpts from the “The Insurrection in Tennessee,” Harper’s Weekly Vol. 36, 

Issue 1862 (August 27, 1892) 

 It has been customary for a long time in Tennessee, as it has been also in some other 

States, to lease the State convicts out to private corporations and contractors. These lessees 

have used the convicts in coal and iron mines, in stone and marble quarries, and in grading 

railways. Pretty nearly wherever convicts have been put to such use the custom has been 

opposed by those interested in prison reform and more humane prison management. But the 

most vigorous and influential opposition has come from those free laborers with whom the 

convicts were brought into competition. These charged, and probably with entire truth, that 

the use of convicts as miners reduced the rate of wages that free miners could earn, and that 

in dull times the competition of convict labor prevented other miners from having the 

opportunity to make a living.  

 Last summer, in the section of the Tennessee mountains where the mines are 

controlled by the Tennessee Coal, Iron, and Railroad Company, there were serious labor 

troubles, and one of the most important questions at issue was whether convicts should be 

used in the mines. At that time there were collisions between the guards of the convicts and 

the striking miners. Last November the miners expressed their disapproval of what they 

regarded as a breach of faith by burning a stockade in which convicts were kept at Oliver 

Springs…. 

 On Saturday morning, August 13th, the miners at Tracy City held a mass-meeting, and 

sent a committee to see the superintendent of the mines there to ask assurances that the 

free laborers should be given all the work they could do, independent of whether the convicts 

were employed or not. The superintendent asked until Monday, so that he might get orders 

from his superior officers. The committee so reported to the meeting. It was decided, 

however, not to wait, but, so soon as the convicts had entered the mines, to capture the 

stockade. Accordingly, at half past eight, four hundred men entered the stockade, and after 

clearing it of everything of value, set it afire, and it quickly burned to the ground. Then the 

mob went to the mines, where the prisoners were ordered out, and together with the guards 

put on a railway train. The engineer of the train was instructed to take the train to Nashville. 

There were nearly four hundred convicts and twenty-five guards. Before the train arrived at 

Cowan the convicts cut the train, and some of them escaped…. With about three hundred and 

sixty prisoners the train arrived in Cowan, where the prisoners were entirely under control. 

Later they were taken to Nashville. 
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