
Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police: Images of
America
Nestled within the rolling hills and valleys of Pennsylvania, the coal and iron
industries played a pivotal role in shaping the state's industrial heritage. As
these industries boomed, so did the need for maintaining order and safety
in the bustling company towns and sprawling mine and mill complexes that
dotted the landscape. Enter the Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police, an
enigmatic force that played a significant role in safeguarding the interests of
industrial corporations and enforcing the law in these often lawless
frontiers.
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In this article, we delve into the fascinating history of the Pennsylvania Coal
and Iron Police, shedding light on their unique origins, controversial
practices, and enduring legacy. Through the lens of the Images of America
series, a collaborative publishing project between Arcadia Publishing and
local historical societies, we explore a rich collection of archival
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photographs that bring to life the stories and experiences of these often
neglected guardians of industrial society.

Origins and Organization

The Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police emerged in the mid-19th century
amidst the burgeoning coal and iron industries in Pennsylvania. As
company towns mushroomed and thousands of workers flocked to these
industrial hubs, the need for law enforcement became increasingly
pressing. Private corporations, eager to protect their property and maintain
control over their workforce, established their own police forces, giving rise
to the Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police.



Unlike municipal police forces, the Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police were
privately funded and operated by the coal and iron companies. This
arrangement granted them considerable autonomy and freedom from local
political interference, allowing them to enforce company policies and
protect corporate interests with relative impunity.
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The organization of the Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police resembled that
of a paramilitary force. Officers were typically recruited from among former
soldiers or private security guards, and they underwent rigorous training in
firearms, tactics, and crowd control. The force was commanded by a
superintendent, who reported directly to the company executives.

Enforcing the Law in Company Towns

The Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police held broad authority to enforce the
law within the company towns under their jurisdiction. Their primary
responsibility was to protect company property, prevent labor unrest, and
maintain order among the often transient and volatile workforce. However,
their authority extended beyond these core duties, as they also enforced
local ordinances, investigated crimes, and apprehended criminals.

In the absence of established municipal governments in many company
towns, the Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police often served as the de facto
law enforcement agency, assuming the role of judge, jury, and executioner.
They established their own courts, presided over trials, and imposed
punishments ranging from fines and imprisonment to corporal punishment.



Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police arresting striking miners during the Great
Anthracite Strike of 1902.

The relationship between the Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police and the
local communities was often strained. Residents of company towns
resented the heavy-handed tactics employed by the police, who were seen
as agents of corporate oppression. Labor unions and community
organizers clashed frequently with the police, accusing them of
suppressing dissent and protecting the interests of the wealthy mine and
mill owners.

Labor Relations and the Strikebreaker Myth
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One of the most controversial aspects of the Pennsylvania Coal and Iron
Police's history is their role in labor relations. The coal and iron industries
were plagued by frequent strikes and labor disputes, and the Pennsylvania
Coal and Iron Police played a pivotal role in suppressing these uprisings.
Armed with rifles, shotguns, and tear gas, they often used excessive force
to disperse striking workers and break picket lines.

The image of the Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police as heartless
strikebreakers has been deeply etched into the collective memory of the
American labor movement. However, it is important to note that the force's
primary mission was to maintain order and protect property. While they did
engage in violent confrontations with striking workers, they also provided
protection to non-striking workers and prevented widespread violence and
property destruction.



The Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police played a complex and often
contradictory role in labor relations. While they were undoubtedly used to
suppress strikes and protect corporate interests, they also provided a
measure of stability and security in the often chaotic and volatile
atmosphere of industrial unrest.

Decline and Legacy
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The Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police reached their peak in the late 19th
and early 20th centuries. However, as the coal and iron industries declined
in the mid-20th century, so too did the need for their private police forces.
By the 1960s, most of the Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police departments
had been disbanded, and their duties were assumed by municipal and
state police forces.

Despite their checkered past, the Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police left a
lasting legacy on Pennsylvania's industrial heritage. Their efforts to
maintain order and protect property in the company towns helped to create
a stable environment for economic growth and development. However,
their heavy-handed tactics and close ties to the coal and iron corporations
also generated resentment and mistrust among the local communities.

Today, the Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police are largely forgotten, but their
story sheds light on the complex and often contradictory nature of law
enforcement in the industrial age. Through the Images of America series,
we are able to glimpse into the world of these enigmatic guardians of
industrial society, whose actions shaped the history of Pennsylvania and
the nation as a whole.

The Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police were a unique and controversial
force in the history of law enforcement in the United States. Their origins in
the private security needs of the coal and iron industries gave them a
unique autonomy and a mandate to protect corporate interests above all
else. While they undoubtedly played a role in suppressing labor unrest and
maintaining order, their heavy-handed tactics and close ties to the
corporations they served also generated resentment and mistrust.



The Images of America series provides a valuable window into the world of
the Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police. Through these archival
photographs, we are able to gain a better understanding of their uniforms,
equipment, and daily activities. We also see the impact they had on the
communities they patrolled, both positive and negative.

The story of the Pennsylvania Coal and Iron Police is a complex and
fascinating one, and it is a testament to the enduring power of visual history
to illuminate the past and shed light on the hidden corners of our shared
heritage.
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Performing Asian American Women On Screen
And Scene
The representation of Asian American women on screen and stage has
undergone a significant evolution in recent decades, reflecting the
growing visibility and influence of the...

Girl Can Draw: A Spirited and Inspiring Play by
Joe Penhall
Prologue In the realm of contemporary drama, Joe Penhall's "Girl Can
Draw" stands as a beacon of inspiration and thought-provoking
storytelling. This...
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