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Coal Shortages 1918
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More than one hundred years ago, the people in New England experienced a severe shortage of one of life’s most basic
necessities—heat. While wood was the primary source of energy for most Americans in the early 19th century, by the late 1800s
and into the mid-20th century and beyond, coal was the main source of warmth for most homes. In addition, a good number of
families also used coal for cooking. So when an interruption in the supply of coal occurred in the winter of 1917-1918, many in
the north suffered.
The U.S. had just recently entered WWI the previous April. Because of that, the government focused its efforts on getting
supplies to the soldiers overseas. Most ships delivering those supplies to Europe left from New York City Harbor. The harbor
received goods from across the country via twelve railroads. In turn, smaller barges and boats brought those supplies to the
larger ships waiting outside the harbor. From there, they would sail to other ports, both American and European. Before
America’s entrance into the war, the railroads were already becoming overburdened with the demand for delivering goods
across the country. The need to ship supplies overseas to our soldiers only added to the railroad’s struggles.
And then in December of 1917, the U.S. entered one of the coldest winters in memory. Several blizzards and ice storms
swept across Pennsylvania, Virginia and as far west as Nebraska. The combination of record-breaking cold, ice and snow
brought most transportation to a halt. The harbor in New York, fed by the Hudson River, was completely iced in. While the mines
in Pennsylvania and West Virginia had recently ramped up their production, there was almost no way to get the coal to the
north. And not just coal. Delivery of food and other supplies were also affected by the weather, as was the need to ship goods to
Europe.
As a result, prices for almost everything skyrocketed. And worst of all, during that historic cold, people in northern states
struggled to find enough coal to keep their homes warm. The crisis was two-fold—not only was coal the basic fuel for everyone,
but it was also essential to keep the trains moving. With less fuel, railroad companies were forced to cut back their schedules,
which also expanded the crisis by preventing food and coal from reaching their destinations on time. As railway workers
struggled to clear the train tracks of ice and snow, the government ordered that only the essentials should be shipped—food,
coal and war items. The crisis became so severe that the U.S. government closed down most public buildings, including schools
for most of January in 1918. And when schools did finally open, either later in January or after, many only conducted half-day
sessions for their students.
The Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur from Lowell to Boston, from Peabody to Somerville wrote of their struggles during those
months and of the need to close their schools. At the Notre Dame Academy in Lowell, the Sisters wrote that, “The first day of
the year ‘was the coldest day on record,’ so the Daily Papers say. The coal is so scarce that many have very little fire. Public
buildings, school houses and private families have frozen water pipes and gas pipes. We have been very fortunate in the
Convent and Academy but the steam in the Parochial School not having been kept up, the pipes were frozen.”
At the Fitton School in East Boston, the Annalist noted that “The Fitton School opened on January 14 and the Assumption
School on January 17—both on half time owing to the shortage of coal on account of War conditions. On February 11, they

resumed two sessions.” At the Academy on the Fenway, they were a little luckier as, “January was rather uneventful month.
We reopened the Classes on the 7th inst. It was a longer vacation than usual owing to the shortage of coal in Boston.”
And in South Boston, the sisters noted that, “Our Christmas vacation was prolonged to the fourteenth of January and
then only one session was allowed because of the shortage of coal in the country. However, on February 13, we were
ordered to resume two sessions a day because weather conditions allowed the transportation of coal to the various part of
the country.”
Schools and municipal buildings weren’t the only places forced to close. Many factories and businesses also had to shut
their doors because they couldn’t keep the buildings warm. Because of that, workers lost pay and even production of
supplies like army blankets were halted. Other businesses had no choice but to close early every day to save on heat,
causing more losses to their workers.
The crisis eventually eased by the end of February, as spring neared, but the effect of workers losing their pay and the
memory of such a terrible winter didn’t end quite as soon.
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