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This steam shovel from  
the early 1900s is typical of 
the first mechanical shovels used in surface 
mining. After the Panama Canal was completed 
in 1915, many shovels used to dig the canal were 
sold to mining companies in the United States.

Mine workers gathered by an underground mine shaft and coal-processing building (tipple), early 1900s.

Brothers William “Blackie” and John “Bris” Murdoch, pictured above in 1913, worked in 
the mines near Linton. Together, they operated a coal-cutting machine, essentially a giant 
chain saw on wheels that moved on tracks and undercut the coal face. After drilling holes 
in the coal and placing black powder charges in them, miners lit long fuses, hurried away, 
and waited hunkered down until the charges fired. After the dust and smoke settled, they 
shoveled the coal into mine cars.

Two other Murdoch brothers did not survive the dangerous work in the mines; Alex died 
in 1900 when he fell from the cage as it descended into the mine, and James, age 14, was 
crushed by several tons of slate that fell from the roof of a tunnel.

Coal mine maps show the underground “workings,” 
the interconnected tunnels and rooms separated 
by coal pillars left for support. This map is of the 
Submarine Mine in Vigo County, Indiana, which 
operated from 1916 to 1930.
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Safety lamp 
used to check for explosive 
gases and low oxygen

In the early 1900s, steam-driven 
conveyors were sometimes used 
to load coal into railroad cars.


