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This report is the result of a three year search through
institutional and private collections to seek information on
Oxford Furnace firebacks. I believe this to be the first work
done on the subject since that of Dr. Henry C. Mercer in
1914.

I would like to thank Ms. Karie Diethorn, associate cura-
tor of Independence National Historic Park in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, Ms. Brenda Reigle, Historic Site Administrator
of Hope Lodge, Fort Washington, Pennsylvania, Ms. Susan
Oaksreider, Museum Educator, Graeme Park, Horsham,
Pennsylvania, Mrs. Charlotte Sittig, Shawnee, Pennsylvania,
and all the others who took the time to help and send me on
other avenues of exploration.

Richard Matthews
Washington, NJ



Oxford Furnace

It is known that the land on which Oxford Furnace sits was owned
by a Colonel Daniel Coxe, who left it to his son upon his death in the
1730’s. Colonel Coxe was involved in the iron industry carlier on as he
had been a partner along with Thomas Potts and John Allen in the
building of a furnace at Bordentown, New Jersey in 1725. We can
expect that he was aware of the iron deposits that existed at Oxford and
possibly could have been mining and smelting there before the present
Oxford Furnace was built. Mr John Dickey mentioned in his “Feasibil-
ity Study” of 1970 that a Mr. George Humphry, who married one of
Charles Scranton’s daughters, wrote that he had heard “not on very
good authority” that there had been a catalin forge on the same site
prior to 1741.

Prior to 1735, Colonel Coxe’s youngest son, William, sold his
inherited 578 acres to Joseph Shippen of Philadelphia. Joseph Shippen
died in 1741 and left this tract to his son Joseph Shippen, Jr. Another
Philadelphian, Jonathan Robeson, showing interest in the tract, joined
into a partnership with Joseph Shippen, Jr., and the project was begun.
In 1741, Robeson started building the blast furnace which was blown
‘1 on March 9, 1743 and the first iron drawn. Robeson left the part-
nership in 1749 and the furnace in 1756. The furnace continued to
run under the Shippen Family ownership undil it was sold in 1808.
From 1808 until 1884 the furnace continued to operate under various
ownerships until finally in 1884 duc toa large crack in the bosh, it was
blown out and left idle.

It is believed the mines at Oxford represent the longest running
iron mining operation in the United States. The mining started in 1741
or carlier and continued until 1962, a period of over 220 years.

The iron at Oxford is a magnetite ore of good quality. It was origi-
nally mined from open pits and later from shafts. The great abundance
of ore in the area was responsible for the long duration of the iron
industry at Oxford.

A few hundred feet north of the furnace stands a large stone home
built by the Shippens in the mid 18" century (c. 1754). Four Oxford

firebacks have been found sealed up in some fireplaces of the home.
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Firebacks

Chimney back or fire back was a term used for a cast iron plate
that was installed on the rear wall of a fireplace. Its primary function
was to keep the brick or stone wall from “burning out.” The constant
rekindling of fires would eventually break down the stone or brick and
it would crumble. The fireback saved the wall behind it and also gath-
ered heat which it would radiate out into the room. A third use, strictly
decorative, was the reason for some interesting cast-in designs.

The fireback, in Europe, goes back to the fifteenth century and
persisted up into the mid-nineteenth century when the coal grates were
introduced and the large fircback was no longer needed.

As the stove gained in popularity in America many fireplaces were
scaled up and a hole poked through their chimney to allow for the
insertion of the smoke pipe from the stove.

As often as not, the then obsolete firebacks were sealed up in the
fireplace and forgotten. However, some were pulled out of the fire-
places before they were sealed and found alternative uses as paving stones,
chimney caps, down spout pavers and so on. Later on in time many of
the reused firebacks also found their way to scrap iron dealers to be
destroyed or stacked with other scrap and forgotten.

We will deal with one fireback, the one produced at Oxford Fur-
nace. Remembering that the wealthy Shippen family of Philadelphia
were loyal to the Royals of England prior to the Revolution, it seemed
fitting that their fireback should bear the Coat of Arms of the royal
family who reigned over the American colonies. I am sure it pleased
many and also made a very saleable item both here and in England.

The mold used for the fireback casting was made up of several
hard wood boards. These were held to battens by large rose head nails.
Once this pallet is assembled it is carved in high relief in the desired
design, in this case, the coat of arms of England. The very bottom
board contains the name “Oxford” and the date. This could be changed
cach year.

The finished mold was then pressed into a bed of sand in the cast-
ing floor. The furnace was tapped to allow the molten iron to run
through a channel and into the impression. The known firebacks are of

varying thicknesses indicating that sometimes the mold was pressed
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Oxford Furnace circa 1870.

deeper. Fire backs range from 1" to 3" thick and weigh from 150 to
over 500 pounds. It seems that no further finishing was needed when
the cooled fireback was pulled from the sand impression as many ex-
hibit a rough sprew at the top.

This research on firebacks began with three known examples, two
in private Warren County collections and one at the Historical Society
in Philadelphia. This is an attempt to record in one place all of the
examples known to date.

The search led up and down the Hudson River, Delaware River
and to ports far away. One fireback being located at the Henry Ford
Museum and Greenfield Village in Dearborn, Michigan, and one at
the American Museum in Bath, England.

An analysis of the known firebacks indicates that there were four
variations which have been categorized on the following pages.



OXFORD 1762

Type |
The largest measures approximately 34" x 34" with an arched top. The name
“Oxford” is found on the lower left and the date

is on the lower rig/at.



Type IT

Smaller than type one, measuring approximately 28" x 28" with a rounded top.
The name “Oxford” is centered at the bottom with the date split with the
century being to the lefi and the year to the right.
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Type Ila

A variant of Type II. One known example has been located at Graeme Park in
Horsham, Pennsylvania. Same as type 1l with the exception of the date which is
at the top . The century is to the left of the lion and the Jyear to the right. This
fireback is dated 1758
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Type 111

Two examples of this type are known. Both of ‘these were removed from sealed
fireplaces in Shippen Manor, Oxford, New Jersey during restoration work.
Similar to type 11 but with some variation to the coat of arms and a flat border
instead of reel and bead.



Very few records of the Oxford Furnace and its products exist which
makes it difficult to piece together its workings. Scattered records con-
tain tantalizing tid-bits such as the Moravian record at Bethlehem, Penn-
sylvania. Within these well kept ledgers are many entries between Ox-
ford and Bethlehem which show the trading of stove plates, pig iron
and tallow for products supplied by the Moravians. Very few records
mention firebacks making this a mysterious product. Future rescarch
may turn up additional information and better help our understanding
of this one product.

It is also possible that the firebacks were exported to England and
although they are not mentioned, there are references to stove plates
being sent to foreign ports aboard ships.

The following are references found dealing with firebacks or iron

backs.

An entry in the Samuel Morris ledger (Hope Lodge) (Held in the
H.S.P., Phila.)

1748 - Joseph Shippen Debit
3 mo 25/ To 40 bu lime @ 1/ 2
1749 - 3 mo 17/ To 40 bushels Do 2
£4

opposite page
Per Contra Credit
1749 By some iron backs

for chimneys h value £4

Entries from Dr. Shippen’s ledger (Phila., June 1766)(Held in the
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.)

20 Joseph Tamper to Iron Back

W 208 at 3 £2-10-0
25 Capt. Dravon to 5 Iron Backs

W 654 at 3 £8-3-6
John Tipon to two Iron Backs

W 308 at 3 £3-17-0
Aug. 12

Joseph Merriot an Iron Plate

W98 at 3 £1-4-6



The following is a list of known firebacks. Their location, type

and dates are listed if known.
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New Jersey State Museum, Trenton, New JErsey ..........coenices TYPE Lo 1746
New Jersey State Museum, Trenton, New Jersey ... Type Lisssinss 1755
Van Campen Inn (N.P.S.) Walpack Tewnshlp New Jersey

(Original location) ........... DRI i« - | ATy )
Winterthur Museum, Wrnterthur Delaware o Typell e 1747
Winterthur Museum Winterthur, Delaware .. o | ES— ?

Historical Society of Pennsylvania, Phlladelphla PA ThlS f1reback is belleved to have come

from Room #110 of Shippen Manor .. e TYDR  wuscaniint 1754
Metrapolitan Museum of Art, New York New York Type .o 1747
Graeme Park, Horsham, Pennsylvania (Original Iocallon) .. Typella....... 1758

Private collection, Warren County, New Jersey ................ Type l.......... 1747
Henry Ford Museum, Dearborn, Michigan .. ; rreerreneeneens TyPE N i ?
Ex-Warren County collection (Cummins). Th|s lireback came out of

the Ludwig Titman House, Blairstown, New Jersey ... g o TYPE bisisscsiivas 1762
Mercer Museum, Doylestown, Pennsylvania. Found in lareplace of the Cox House near
Bushington, Bucks County, PA ... ;1| Ee— 1746
Bronck House, Coxsackie, New York (original location) ............. v TV | cssisssiivnans
Colonial Williamsburg, Williamsburg, Virginia ... .. Type I| 1754
Shippen Wister House, Philadelphia, PA. This flreback was found in the basement of Dr
Shippen's house, lying flat, face down, supporting the basement steps. .. Type Il oo ?
Independence Hall (N.P.S.) Philadelphia, PA .. . Type ... 1747
Independence Hall (N P.S.) Philadelphia, Pennsylvarua From a house on Second Street
(Society Hill area) in Philadelphia. ... it L DO i it
Private collection, Warren County, New Jersey aaasivese 1708 M -
Cliveden, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (original Iocanon} .............. Type |

American Museum, Bath, England ... . Typel..

Historic Deerfield, Deerfield, Massachuselts ...........
Fort Du Prie, Shawnee, Pennsylvania. Remains in its ongmal Iocallon Typel
Private collection Shawnee, Pennsylvania. This came from Fort Du Pui.. Type |..................
Washington's Headquarters (N.P.S.), Morristown, New Jersey Originally from the Charles

Scranton House, Oxford, New JEISEY .........cocceimmiimmicmacssiassssninnes Type | 1758
Museum of Art, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Originally from Hope Lodge Whitemarsh,
Pennsylvania ............ Type L

Clermont (S.H. S) Germantown NY (Onglnal lecahon} Typel

Clermont (S.H.S.), Germantown, NY. Fragment found in megston
family dump. ..
Monmouth County Hrsloncal Socrety Freehold NJ
Monmouth County Historical Society, Freehold, NJ
Private collection, Monmouth County, New Jersey .......
Shippen Manor collection, Oxford Furnace, New Jersey Found sealed in lrreplace in Floom

D md ) D

#113 at ShIPPEN MANOT. ......ocvicvriiinmnsrrenisssssssisiminsess s sseissnes el 1762
Shippen Manor collection, Oxford Furnace, New Jersey. Found sealed in fireplace in Room

#113 at Shippen Manor. . .. Typelll... o~
Shippen Manor oIIecuen Oxford Furnace New Jersey Found sealed in hreplace in Hoom

#111 at shippen Manor. . % ’ . Typelll ... 5 7
Shippen Manor collechon Oxlord Furnace New Jersey Found ina hreplace at Bryan Farm in
Broadway, New Jersey. .. . . Type b, 1747
Shippen Manor collecllon Oxlord Furnace New Jersey .......................... Type |... 7

Shippen Manor collection, Oxford Furnace, New Jersey ... Type |l 1?54



Known Original Locations Of Firebacks
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*1. Bronck House — Coxsackie, NY
2. Cleremont — Germantown, NY
*3. Fort DePui — Shawnee, PA
*4. Van Campen Inn — Walpack Twsp., NJ
5. Ludwig Titman House — Blairstown, NJ
*6. Shippen Manor — Oxford, NJ
7. Bryan House — Broadway, NJ
8. Cox House — Bushington, PA
*9. Graeme Park — Horsham, PA
10. Hope Lodge — Fort Washington, PA
11. Shippen-Wistar House — Philadelphia, PA
Cliveden — Philadelphia, PA

“These firebacks remain in their original location.

The preceding list represents a small portion of the firebacks origi-
nally cast, but it gives us a selection to work with. The earliest date,
thus far, is 1746 and we now have evidence that production continued
through 1762, a period of 16 years. It is very possible, with the growing
uneasiness between England and its colony, the fireback was discontin-
ued, not only due to its design, but also as a result of the large scale
production of more efficient stoves.
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Other Publications

Additional information is available in the following Commission
publications. You can order these materials directly from the Commis-
sion.

Bertland, Dennis, et. al., Ed.; Shippen Manor Oxford Furnace, NJ;
1990 - paper - 87 pages - indexed - 6"x9".

The story of the iron masters/owners house in Oxford Furnace
(Oxford), NJ. This book is based on the Historic Structures Report
prepared for the Commission by Heritage Studies, Princeton, NJ. $5.00

Warne, George K., Ed.; A Look at Warren County; 1991 - paper -
102 pages - indexed 81/2"X11".

A brief history of each municipality in Warren County, NJ based
on the recent county wide historic site survey, a joint project of the
Commission and the Warren County Planning Department, with
numerous photos of historic interest. $10.00

Warne, George K., Ed.; Oxford Furnace, A Short Narrative;
1991 - paper - 66 pages - indexed - 6"x9".
The story of a colonial iron furnace 1741-1984. This is based on

a feasibility study conducted by John M. Dickey for the New Jersey
Department of the Interior in 1970. $5.00

Warne, George K., Ed.;Butterworth, Janet E., Illus.; Oxford
Furnace Colonial Festival Activity Book; 24 pages - 81/2"X11".

Children’s activity book with pages to color and word search pages
relating to the iron furnace community and Warren County.  $2.00

Warne, Tamara L.; Thomas Warne and the Proprietary Colony of
East Jersey; 1993 paper - 60 pages - indexed - 6"x9"

The book explores the life of Thomas Warne, one of the 24 Lord
Proprietors of East Jersey and ancestor of the many members of the
Warne family that reside in Warren County. The book presents the
limited information available beginning with the purchase of his
proprictorship in 1682 until his death in 1722. $4.00
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Recently found photos of Shippen Manor
at the turn of the century.
Courtesy of Jean Rutt






