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rWhatever happened to 
the anthracite roads?
Here’s what remains of eight railroads that once hauled hard coal
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The Northeast was laced with anthracite roads — those carriers that made a name 
for themselves hauling hard coal out of the mountains of northeastern Pennsylvania. 
With its high heat value, clean-burning anthracite was far superior to wood for warming 
homes and offices, and moving this coal by rail fueled the growth of the East’s major cities. 
As oil and gas became preferred heating methods, area railroads went after bridge traffic 
from gateways such as Scranton/Wilkes-Barre, Pa., and Buffalo, Maybrook, and Albany, 
N.Y. Only the Erie Railroad made it west of Pennsylvania, reaching Chicago.

This map shows the disposition of eight anthracite roads as they existed in 1954, when 
hard coal production was a fifth of what it had been 40 years earlier. (The Susquehanna, a 
ninth coal-hauler, left Pennsylvania in 1941, and so appears only as a current-day operator 
of others’ lines.) The lines shown encompass about 6,600 route-miles. By the 1960s, two car-
riers would shut down completely: Ontario & Western and Lehigh & New England. The rest 
would eventually accrete into larger systems, their networks parceled out or abandoned.

About half the trackage from 1954 remained in service in 2009, much of it run by com-
muter agencies, short lines, and regionals. One railroad, Reading & Northern, still got al-
most one-fifth of its traffic hauling anthracite. — Bill Metzger and Matt Van Hattem

Map research assistance provided by Rick Bates, Gerald Bertoldo, Abram Burnett, Larry 
DeYoung, Lou Millan, Andy Ottinger, and Rich Wisneski.


