
Avondale Mine Disaster 
September 6, 1869, Luzerne County, Pennsylvania, USA 

 
The Avondale Mining Disaster took place on the morning of September 6, 1869 when a fire 
broke out in the main shaft at the Avondale Colliery (Steuben Coal Co.; colliery leased by the 
Delaware, Lackawanna and Western Railroad Company) in Plymouth Township, Luzerne 
County. The fire originated in a furnace at the bottom of the 237-foot shaft. The blaze quickly 
spread to the wooden breaker (situated on the side hill, 50 or 60 feet higher than the Bloomsburg 
Railroad tracks below; breaker built in 1867 at a cost of $130,000, capable of processing about 
500 tons of coal daily) that sat directly over the shaft (to save the expense of hauling the coal 
from the mine to the breaker). The fire consumed the shaft, the head house, and the breaker. 
Over 450,000 feet of lumber had been used to wall the shaft and build the 60-foot high breaker 
over the mouth of the shaft. These buildings were built under the supervision of Mr. S. Kingsley. 
The Dickson Manufacturing Company put up the machinery. As the only entrance to the mine, 
the shaft became a useless escape route even if the mineworkers trapped inside could have 
reached it. 
 
 
In a newspaper column in the August 31, 2008 issue of the Citizens' Voice, William Kashatus 
wrote: 
 
"The fire quickly roared up the Steuben Shaft (the only exit and entrance to the mine) into the 
engine room of the coal breaker, setting off a tremendous explosion. It spread so rapidly that the 
neighboring buildings were immediately engulfed. Telegraph operators put out a call to fire 
companies in every small town from Plymouth to Scranton. As pumpers and water wagons 
arrived by train, family and friends of the miners rushed to the scene, horrified by the terrible 
sight. By mid-afternoon, firefighters were pumping a constant stream of water into a tunnel and 
down the shaft. At 6 p. m., a small dog and a lighted lamp were sent down in a bucket to test the 
safety of the burned-out shaft. When the dog arrived alive, a small group of volunteers took its 
place in the bucket, taking turns descending the shaft. Volunteers Thomas W. Williams and 
David Jones were overcome by toxic gas and became the first of the many victims whose bodies 
were recovered. The search continued for the next few days. In the early morning of Wednesday, 
Sept. 8, searchers descended 300 feet below ground and entered a closed brattice in the east 
gangway where they found 67 dead miners grouped together.[including William R. Evans and 
his three sons, two in his arms and one at his feet]. They had shut themselves in, hoping to 
escape the deadly inferno. Another 41 dead laborers were found in groups and individually in 
other areas of the mine, having fled as far as possible from the burning shaft."  
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The dead numbered 110 and included 103 men, five boys, and two rescuers, all of whom died of 
asphyxiation from carbonic gases. Seventy-two women became widows and 153 children lost 
their fathers. The disaster was called “A Welsh Tragedy” because 69 of the victims were of 
Welsh heritage. Over 80% of the miners were of Welsh descent, many of whom were recent 
arrivals from Wales, with families waiting to come to America. Some of the family names are: 
Davies, Edwards, Evans, Howell, Hughes, James, Jones, Morris, Morgan, Owen, Phillips, 
Powell, Reese, and Williams. Sixty-one of them were buried at the Washburn Street Cemetery in 
Hyde Park, Scranton.   
 
 
The Delaware, Lackawanna and Western Railroad, which was leasing the Avondale Colliery at 
the time of the disaster, stepped forward at once to help the families of the colliery personnel 
who were killed in the fire. Samuel Sloan, president, in a dispatch from New York on September 
8, addressed to Messrs Storrs, Hallstead and Bound in Scranton said:"NEW YORK – September 
8 / Our worst fears are realized. The dead bodies have been found. It now remains for us to 
perform the sad rites of burial: to mingle our sympathies and sorrows with those who mourn so 
keenly the loss of those that they love and who were dear to them. They are all our employees, 
fellow laborers of the same interests. Our directors, moved with deep sympathy and desiring to 
give every opportunity to the employees to give experience of their respect and sympathy, as 
well to reverence they had that was smitten down young and old in the midst of life and vigor, 
and that this appalling event may make a suitable impression on us all, and on the community in 
which we live: order that all work be suspended and the shops closed on the day on which the 
funeral ceremonies take place; that the trains be run free to and from the prominent points of the 
road to enable relations, friends and citizens to attend the funeral ceremonies. You will take 
charge of the ceremonies and pay the expenses. Samuel Sloan, President." (Scranton Weekly 
Republican, Saturday, September 11, 1869, p. 4) 
 
From the detailed chronology of the tragedy that was published in the Scranton Weekly 
Republican of Saturday, September 11, 1869, we learn that on Wednesday the 8th, 
representatives of the leading pictorial publications in America at that time arrived at the scene 
of the Avondale disaster: 
 
"PICTORAL –ARTISTS  G. W. Bradford and Joseph Becker, artists of Frank Leslie [Frank 
Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper, called Leslie's Weekly], and Theodore R. Davis of Harper's 
[Magazine] are here taking views."  
 
On page 5 of the September 11, 1869 issue of the Scranton Weekly Republican, there is an article 
titled "AVONDALE MINE REPORTERS". The author of that article makes the very good point 
that illustrators of the present time, 1869, record what they have seen first hand, as opposed to 
presenting what they imagine to have taken place, based on the written reports of others. In  
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making that point, the author of that article uses two events from Wyoming Valley history, the 
Battle and Massacre of Wyoming in June, 1778, and the Avondale mine disaster of September 
1869 as illustrations. Here are the two opening paragraphs of that article: 
 
"At least twice in its two century old history, beautiful and picturesque Wyoming Valley, 
Pennsylvania, has been the focal point of world wide public attention: at the Battle and Massacre 
of Wyoming in June, 1778, and during the heart rending ordeal of the Avondale Colliery 
Disaster in September, 1869. In the former instance, the full reporting of the events was at first 
limited exclusively to the written verbal reports of the journalists and literary figures of the 
period. Much later, the illustrators went to work on the written reports at hand and accompanied 
these with drawings and sketches based upon what they imagined had happened from the 
reporter's texts. / At the time of the Avondale Colliery disaster, we are more fortunate because as 
soon as the dreadful news was confirmed, the best pictorial artists of the day, especially those 
from the top metropolitan newspapers and periodicals, were dispatched directly to the actual 
scene of the calamity to record in their sketchbooks the minutus [sic, perhaps "minutest" was 
intended] details of the locality and of the victims and the bereaved mining community of 
Wyoming Valley. Among America's top illustration artists assigned to cover the Avondale scene 
was Harper's Weekly's gifted young artist, THEODORE RUSSELL DAVIS." 
 
A standard biographical portrait of Theodore Russell Davis is then presented. 
 

 
 

Theodore R. Davis (1840-1894), Civil War Artist and Harper's Weekly Correspondent 
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Following that portrait is the following account of Davis' visit to Avondale at the time of the 
disaster: 
 
"DAVIS AND AVONDALE / Arriving at the scene of the Avondale calamity on the morning 
of September 8, 1869, just as the first bodies of the mining victims were being brought up to the 
tunnel entrance for identification and burial, Davis almost overwhelmed by the enormity and 
defenselessness of this great local tragedy, took his stand near the center of each scene of the 
unfolding drama, and etched in his sketchbook the priceless set of ten sketches which first 
appeared in Harper's Weekly, Saturday, Sept. 25 and Saturday, October 2, 1869. For accuracy in 
landscape, period wearing apparel mining equipment and the actual moments of anguish and 
grief of individual groups of the stricken mining community, the drawings of Davis are 
unsurpassed. Davis died at age 54 in Asbury Park, New Jersey."  
 
 
Given on the following page is the Theodore Russell Davis engraving, titled "The Avondale 
Colliery Disaster—Bringing Out the Dead", that was published in Harper's Magazine, 
September 25, 1869. 
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"The Avondale Colliery Disaster—Bringing Out the Dead," by Theodore Russell Davis; 
published in Harper's Magazine, September 25, 1869 
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From an article in the Scranton Morning Republican of Saturday, September 11, 1869, we learn 
that on Friday afternoon, September 10, Pennsylvania Governor Geary and a delegation of 
distinguished railroad and coal officials and local citizens took a special train from Scranton to 
Avondale to visit the site of the disaster and to speak with people there. Among the D&H 
officials were Thomas Dickson, Coe F. Young, R. Manville, E. W. Weston, and Horace Young. 
Here is that article: 
 
"GOV. GEARY GOES TO AVONDALE. He makes a short address yesterday afternoon at 
one o'clock. A special train left Scranton for Avondale, drawn by the engine Wm. E. Dodge and 
containing Gov. Geary and Luther Stroup (his photographic reporter); Wm. R. Storrs of the D. L. 
& W. RR; J. J. Albright, Union Coal Co.; Thomas Dickson; Coe F. Young; R. Manville; E. W. 
Weston, D. & H. RR; James Blair; E. C. Fuller; E. B. Burnham, and our reporter, Scranton; H. 
A. Woodhouse; J. D. Pyott (Honesdale citizen); Horace Young of Honesdale; Mr. Hollingshead, 
Port Jervis; J. Pinchott and Edward Cudderhook, Pike County; and two ladies: Misses Harding 
and Hoyt of Wilkes-Barre. At Kingston, Supt. Bound of the L. & B. RR joined the party. On the 
way, a funeral train of 20 cars was passed bound for Scranton. At Avondale, the whole party 
disembarked and made a circuit of the various streets of miners' houses during which the 
Governor was told by Mr. C. Lee how many were dead from each house. The ruins on the top of 
the hill were examined including the entrance to the shaft. / Gov. Geary made a few remarks to 
the not large collection of people present. He was glad to see them, but was sorry to do so under 
such painful circumstances as were made by the great calamity. His heart was deeply affected, 
those who died, like all of them, were citizens of Pennsylvania. None were so humble as not to 
have a place in his heart. He would extend to him his heartfelt sympathy and he trusted no such 
calamity would occur again. . . . / After visiting this portion of the works, the whole party went 
down and entered the tunnel to its connection with the shaft. Here they witnessed the process of 
letting a gang of men down into the shaft. They were accompanied by Mr. Davis, Foreman of the 
Dodge Shaft. They were going down for the purpose of covering the dead mules with acid. 
About four o'clock, the party started their return. At Pittston, Gov Geary and Mr. Stroup left the 
train taking conductor Gunnison's train en route for Harrisburg, which arrived soon after. / For a 
week or more, the Governor has been visiting different localities. He has spoken in that time at 
Troy, Towanda, LeRaysville, Montrose and Susquehanna Depot, each time to large crowds of 
people. On Thursday he was present at the dedication of the soldiers' monument erected at 
Honesdale. Here were present five or six thousand people who were addressed by the Governor."  
 
 
Nearly a century and a half after the horrific events of September 6, 1869, Avondale remains 
anthracite’s most deadly disaster. The cause of the blaze was hotly debated.  Two explanations 
emerged from the testimony given to a Coroner’s Jury.  One view held that the fire originated 
from a spark thrown by the mine’s coal-fired ventilating furnace, which acted like a chimney in 
bringing fresh air underground.  The other maintained that someone purposely set the blaze from 
a tunnel that intersected the shaft 40 feet below the surface. 
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The Jury chose the “spark-from-the-furnace” cause, while various others—including the New 
York Times, the Scranton Tribune, and many from Scranton’s Welsh community—criticized the 
verdict and argued for arson.  They asked whether it was just a coincidence that the tragedy 
occurred only days after the Avondale workers helped break a three-month, region-wide strike, 
and that the great majority of the Irish workers (who strongly supported the strike) were absent 
from the pit on the day of the fire?  Some alleged that Molly Maguires were the arsonists. A 
large number of Avondale’s employees were current or former residents of the Hyde Park 
section of Scranton.  They had been transferred to the mine in Luzerne County about a year 
earlier by the Delaware, Lackawanna, & Western Railroad, the owner of the mine.  Many 
workers commuted on the daily trains that connected the towns. 
 
"The Avondale mine disaster stands as the worst loss of life in the history of anthracite mining in 
Northeastern Pennsylvania. Within months of the tragedy, Pennsylvania enacted America's first 
mine safety law. Among other things, it required mines to have more than one exit, set standards 
for ventilation and forbid the building of breakers atop mine shafts. / Many of the miners were 
from Scranton. The bodies of 61 men and boys killed in the fire are buried in the Washburn 
Street Cemetery in West Scranton. . ." (From an article by David Singleton, staff writer for the 
Times-Tribune, published on July 7, 2008) 
 
 
PHMC marker on Route 11, near its junction with Route 29, Plymouth Township: 
 
"On Sept. 6, 1869, a fire broke out at the nearby Avondale Colliery, trapping the miners. The 
eventual death toll was 110. This included five boys between the ages of 12 and 17, and two 
volunteers who were suffocated while attempting rescue. As a result of the disaster, 
Pennsylvania's General Assembly enacted legislation in 1870 which was designed to enforce 
greater safety in the industry." 
 
 
Avondale Commemorative Ceremony, 2011 
 
A community observance of the 142nd anniversary of the Avondale mining disaster took take 
place on Saturday, September 3, 2011, at 10:30 a.m. at the Washburn Street Cemetery in 
Scranton, wherein sixty-one of the victims are buried. Many of their tombstones were recently 
restored and a historical marker installed near their final resting places. 
 
The ceremony, which was organized by Linda Scott (linmscott@hotmail.com) included a color 
guard, taps, gun salute, reflections, speakers, music, and mining displays and actors. Rick 
Sedlisky of New York, formerly of Scranton, was the featured speaker. Coal region musician Jay 
Smar performed. The event was sponsored and coordinated by The St. David’s Society, Friends 
of the Forgotten, the Old Forge Mining Group, and the Anthracite Living History Group.  
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Here is an article about the Washburn Street Cemetery and Avondale from the Scranton Tribune, 
August 31, 2011, that was published before the 2011 ceremony: 
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Here is the article by Robert Davis that was published in The Red Dragon, December 2011, 
about this commemorative ceremony: 
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In an article titled "September 6, 2013—The 144th Anniversary of the Avondale Mine Disaster" 
by Elaine LaGreca (The Searcher, Newsletter of the Genealogical Research Society of 
Northeastern Pennsylvania, Inc., Volume 15, No. 4, October 2013, p. 13), Ms. LaGreca states: 
"Many of the victims were Welsh mine workers who had come from the Scranton area to work 
in the mine. . . When I was in Wilkes-Barre in August for the unveiling of the USPS Coal 
Miner's Commemorative Postage Stamp I was able to take a trip to the Avondale Mine. It had 
been eight years since I had last been there. Memorial gardens had been added to each side of the 
mine opening. . ."  
 
Another contact person on the Avondale tragedy: Robert P. Wolensky (representing the 
Anthracite Heritage Foundation), rwolensk@uwsp.edu<mailto, 715 252 6742  
 
Avondale Commemorative Ceremony, 2014 
On September 6, 2014, a memorial ceremony took place at the Washburn Street Cemetery to 
commemorate the 145th anniversary of the Avondale mine disaster. The ceremony was organized 
and conducted by the Avondale Washburn 2014 Remembrance Committee (Linda Scott, Rick 
Sedlisky, Torry Watkins, Robert Wolensky) The photograph on the cover of this DVD was taken 
at this ceremony by the author, who was invited to participate in these commemorative activities.  
 
 
Here is the program of these commemorative ceremonies in 2014: 
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Remarks by Dr. S. 
Robert Powell, 
President of the 
Carbondale Historical 
Society and Museum 



 
Here, from the program of the day in 2014, are the names of the 61 men and boys whose earthly 
remains are interred in three rows in the Avondale section of Washburn Street Cemetery (an 
eminence in the northwestern part of the cemetery) and in family plots elsewhere in the cemetery 
which, in the nineteenth century was called the "Hyde Park Cemetery, Washburn Street". 
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Other Cemeteries where the earthly remains of Avondale victims are interred: 
 
l. Shupp's Cemetery, Plymouth 
2. Cemetery at Pittston 
3. Cemetery at Forty Fort  
4. Cathedral Cemetery in Hyde Park 
5. Summit Hill Cemetery 
6. Catholic Cemetery in Wilkes-Barre 
__________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
More Avondale material from The Searcher, Summer 2014 is given below: 
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--Presentation by Richard Healey (School of Environment, Geography and Geosciences, 
University of Portsmouth, UK): “Anthracite Coal Breakers of the Avondale Era: An Overview of 
the Early Stereographic Record” and the exhibit, “Anthracite Coal Breakers of the Avondale Era: 
An Exhibition of Early Stereoviews, circa 1860-1885”: Both very interesting. Strong emphasis 
on the middle and southern coal fields.  

•  A stereoview by Beckwith of the re-built Avondale breaker is known to exist but has 
been missing for 40 years. 

• Do any photos of the Diamond Breaker in Scranton exist? 
• The primary anthracite stereo photographers: Thomas Johnson (300 Lackawanna 

Avenue, Scranton), Allen, Beckwith, Schurch, Kleckner, Hensel (Port Jervis, up to 1875-
1878, Hawley after 1878) 

• “The Land We Live In”: a stereographic series by Hensel 
• Photo in exhibit of Avondale breaker: Watson Bunnell 
• Photo in exhibit of Kingston Coal Co. No. 2 Breaker: Hensel 
• Photos in exhibit of Gypsy Grove breaker (c. 1870 to 1911, when it burned down) by 

Schurch, PCC breaker, Dunmore 
• Two photos in exhibit of Racket Brook Breaker by Hensel 

 
--Presentation by William D. Jones (Professor Emeritus, University of Cardiff, Wales): excellent 
presentation. His book, Wales in America: Scranton and the Welsh 1860-1920, is excellent. 
Many citations from his book in my 24-volume D&H series. WDJ: “Hyde Park was known as 
The Athens of America in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Sixty Welsh poets 
were here.” SRP mentioned to Bill Jones that his father’s maternal grandfather, James W. Reese, 
from Hyde Park, was the Welsh bard Athenydd. Bill Jones immediately replied: “From 
Aberdare?” SRP: “Yes, from Aberdare.” 
 
--Program in Washburn Street Cemetery, hosted by Richard Sedlisky: very nice memorial 
program. Several descendants of the men killed at Avondale were present, including people who 
came from Wales for the commemoration program.  
 
--“Avondale Disaster, An Overview”--panel discussion: 

• The New York World, The New York Herald, The New York Times, The Scranton 
Republican--but not the Scranton Times--all described the fire at Avondale as arson (the 
WBA was an Irish union; the 50 Irish miners/laborers who worked at Avondale did not 
go to work on September 6; the smell of kerosene was discovered in the tunnel following 
the fire; in deathbed confessions, two of the Irish miners/laborers who worked at 
Avondale said “We set the fire.”) 

 
--Program: “Remembering the Avondale Disaster”: excellent panel discussion by local historical 
groups and individuals who are the primary promoters and guardians of the Avondale site. We 
are all indebted to them (see program for names) for their dedicated and fine work.  
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Torry Watkins’ write-up of the Avondale Commemoration weekend, as published in Ninnau, 
November-December 2019, is given below. Regrettably, more than half of the article is about 
Torry Watkins and his family, and not about the Avondale Commemoration programs and 
events.  
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150th Anniversary Commemoration Avondale Mine Disaster,  
September 6-7-8, 2019 

 
• The three-day event was a wonderful success for historical commemoration and 

preservation in America. 
• The broad range of presenters and panelists and events during the three-day long 

commemorative program was extraordinary, and made it possible not only for all those 
who attended the commemorative programs but also for all the presenters and panelists 
and event coordinators who made the programs possible to gain a deeper understanding 
of a tragic event that took place 150 years ago. 

• The Memorial Program in the Washburn Street Cemetery was an excellent vehicle for the 
local Welsh community to demonstrate, to Dominic Graziano and to Commissioner 
O’Malley (among others), that there is strong community support for restoration / 
preservation work in the Washburn Street Cemetery, an important landmark, in local, 
state, and national history. 

• Given the broad range of presenters, panelists, and programs--and the enthusiastically 
positive response by all attendees to the commemorative programs and events--new and 
unexpected commemorative programs and events will surely take place in the coming 
months/years because of “seeds that were planted” at the Avondale 150th   

• It wouldn’t surprise me to learn that more than a few persons who attended the Avondale 
150th had never before visited the Anthracite Museum/McDade Park or the Washburn 
Street Cemetery. These Avondale 150th programs and events, for those persons, were, 
therefore, ‘a door opener.” Let’s hope that those “new visitors” will come back, again and 
again. 

• Lunch in the Washburn Street Cemetery: What a great idea. It was the equivalent of visit 
to a Welsh friend’s house and having that friend say: “Dinner’s in the oven. Stay for 
dinner.” 

• Sincere thanks to all event organizers and presenters for the hundreds of hours of work, 
over the past several years, that they devoted to this very important historical 
commemoration and preservation week-end in the anthracite fields of northeastern 
Pennsylvania. 

 
S. Robert Powell 
Carbondale Historical Society 
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