
wilkes barre pa history
wilkes barre pa history traces the development of a city that has played a pivotal role in
the industrial and cultural growth of northeastern Pennsylvania. From its early Native
American inhabitants to its establishment as a coal mining hub, Wilkes-Barre's past reflects
the broader narrative of American industrialization and urban evolution. This article
explores key periods in Wilkes-Barre's history, highlighting its founding, the coal mining
boom, immigration waves, labor struggles, and modern revitalization efforts. Understanding
the wilkes barre pa history provides insight into the challenges and triumphs faced by this
resilient city. The following sections offer a detailed examination of these historical phases,
presenting a comprehensive view of Wilkes-Barre's legacy and its ongoing transformation.
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Early History and Founding

Native American Presence
Before European settlers arrived, the area now known as Wilkes-Barre was inhabited by the
Susquehannock and later the Lenape (Delaware) Native American tribes. These indigenous
peoples utilized the Susquehanna River and surrounding fertile valleys for hunting, fishing,
and agriculture. Their presence established the region as a strategic and resource-rich
location long before colonial development commenced.

Establishment of Wilkes-Barre
The city of Wilkes-Barre was officially founded in 1769 as part of the Pennsylvania Colony. It
was named after John Wilkes, a British politician and supporter of colonial rights, and Isaac
Barré, a British soldier and politician sympathetic to the American cause. Early settlers were
primarily of English descent, and the settlement initially focused on farming and trade. The
city's location along the Susquehanna River made it an important transportation and
commercial hub in its early years.



The Anthracite Coal Boom

Discovery and Importance of Anthracite Coal
Wilkes-Barre's history is deeply intertwined with the discovery and exploitation of
anthracite coal in the 19th century. Anthracite coal, known for its high carbon content and
clean-burning properties, became a highly sought-after fuel source during the Industrial
Revolution. The abundant coal deposits in the Wyoming Valley, where Wilkes-Barre is
located, attracted entrepreneurs and laborers alike, sparking rapid economic growth.

Growth of the Mining Industry
The coal mining industry transformed Wilkes-Barre from a modest agricultural town into a
bustling industrial center. Numerous mines opened around the city, with the Delaware and
Hudson Canal facilitating the transport of coal to markets in New York and beyond. This
boom led to rapid urbanization, with infrastructure and housing expanding to accommodate
the growing workforce.

Establishment of mining companies

Construction of railroads and canals

Expansion of supporting industries such as railcar manufacturing

Increase in population due to job opportunities

Immigration and Cultural Diversity

Waves of Immigrants
Wilkes-Barre’s coal industry attracted immigrants from various parts of Europe during the
19th and early 20th centuries. Significant populations arrived from Ireland, Italy, Poland,
Germany, and Eastern Europe, each contributing to the city’s cultural mosaic. These
immigrant communities established their own neighborhoods, churches, and social
institutions, enriching the local culture and economy.

Impact on City Life
The influx of diverse ethnic groups influenced many aspects of daily life in Wilkes-Barre.
Ethnic festivals, culinary traditions, and religious practices became integral to the city’s
identity. However, the rapid population growth also created challenges, including
overcrowding and tension between different groups competing for limited resources and



jobs.

Labor Movements and Strikes

Working Conditions in the Mines
Coal mining in Wilkes-Barre was notoriously dangerous and demanding, with long hours,
low pay, and high risk of injury or death. Miners often faced hazardous environments,
including the threat of mine explosions, collapses, and respiratory illnesses such as black
lung disease. These conditions fueled unrest and calls for better labor rights.

Significant Strikes and Labor Actions
Wilkes-Barre was a key site in major labor struggles, including the Great Anthracite Coal
Strike of 1902, which gained national attention. Miners organized through unions such as
the United Mine Workers of America to demand fair wages, safer working conditions, and
recognition of their rights. These efforts led to significant labor reforms and set precedents
for workers’ rights across the country.

20th Century Challenges and Changes

Decline of Coal Mining
By the mid-20th century, the coal industry in Wilkes-Barre began to decline due to
competition from other energy sources, depletion of easily accessible coal seams, and
mechanization reducing labor demand. This economic shift resulted in job losses and
population decline, challenging the city’s stability and growth.

Urban Development and Economic Diversification
In response to the decline of mining, Wilkes-Barre diversified its economy by expanding into
manufacturing, retail, and service industries. Urban renewal projects aimed to modernize
infrastructure and improve living conditions. However, these efforts faced obstacles related
to economic downturns and suburbanization trends.

Modern Revitalization and Future Prospects

Downtown Revitalization Efforts
Recent decades have seen concerted efforts to revitalize Wilkes-Barre’s downtown area,
focusing on historic preservation, small business development, and cultural attractions.



Investments in arts, entertainment, and community events aim to restore economic vitality
and draw visitors and residents back to the city center.

Economic and Cultural Renewal
Wilkes-Barre continues to leverage its rich history and strategic location to promote growth
in sectors such as education, healthcare, and tourism. The city embraces its diverse cultural
heritage, celebrating it through festivals and museums that honor the contributions of its
immigrant and labor communities. These initiatives position Wilkes-Barre for a sustainable
and dynamic future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the historical significance of Wilkes-Barre, PA in
the coal mining industry?
Wilkes-Barre, PA played a crucial role in the anthracite coal mining industry during the 19th
and early 20th centuries, serving as a central hub for coal production and transportation in
the region.

When was Wilkes-Barre, PA founded and by whom?
Wilkes-Barre was founded in 1769 by Connecticut settlers during the westward expansion
and was named after John Wilkes and Isaac Barré, two British members of Parliament who
supported the American colonies.

How did the Wyoming Valley Massacre impact Wilkes-
Barre's history?
The Wyoming Valley Massacre in 1778 was a pivotal event during the American
Revolutionary War where British forces and their Native American allies attacked settlers in
the Wyoming Valley, including Wilkes-Barre, leading to significant loss of life and shaping
the area's early history.

What role did Wilkes-Barre play during the American
Industrial Revolution?
During the American Industrial Revolution, Wilkes-Barre became an important industrial
center due to its proximity to anthracite coal mines, fueling factories, railroads, and
contributing to regional economic growth.

How has Wilkes-Barre, PA preserved its historical



landmarks?
Wilkes-Barre has preserved many of its historical landmarks such as the Luzerne County
Courthouse and the Wilkes-Barre City Hall, alongside museums and heritage organizations
dedicated to celebrating and maintaining the city's rich history.

What led to the decline of Wilkes-Barre's coal industry
and how did the city adapt?
The decline of Wilkes-Barre's coal industry was caused by depletion of accessible coal
seams, competition from other energy sources, and economic shifts. The city adapted by
diversifying its economy into healthcare, education, and service industries.

Additional Resources
1. Wilkes-Barre: The Anthracite Capital
This book explores the rise of Wilkes-Barre as a central hub in the anthracite coal industry
during the 19th and early 20th centuries. It covers the industrial boom, the lives of coal
miners, and the economic impact on the region. Readers gain insight into the social and
cultural changes brought by the coal industry's dominance.

2. Echoes of the Wyoming Valley: Wilkes-Barre’s Early Days
Focusing on Wilkes-Barre’s founding and early settlement, this volume delves into the
Wyoming Valley’s colonial history. It highlights the struggles between Native Americans and
settlers, the Revolutionary War’s local effects, and the development of the town’s
infrastructure. The book paints a vivid picture of the community’s origins.

3. Struggles and Strikes: Labor Movements in Wilkes-Barre
This book chronicles the labor history of Wilkes-Barre, emphasizing coal miners’ strikes and
union activities. It examines pivotal events such as the Molly Maguires trials and the 1902
Anthracite Coal Strike. Through personal stories and historical documentation, it reveals the
fight for workers’ rights in the region.

4. Floodwaters and Resilience: The 1972 Agnes Flood in Wilkes-Barre
Detailing the devastating impact of Hurricane Agnes, this book recounts the catastrophic
flooding that struck Wilkes-Barre in 1972. It discusses the community’s response, recovery
efforts, and the long-term changes in urban planning and flood control. The narrative
highlights the resilience and solidarity of the local population.

5. Historic Wilkes-Barre: Architecture and Heritage
This volume showcases the architectural landmarks and historic districts of Wilkes-Barre. It
includes photographs and descriptions of notable buildings, churches, and public spaces,
illustrating the city’s evolution through its built environment. The book serves as a guide for
history enthusiasts and preservationists.

6. Wilkes-Barre’s Immigrant Roots: Stories from the Coal Region
Focusing on the diverse immigrant communities that shaped Wilkes-Barre, this book tells
the stories of Irish, Polish, Italian, and other groups who came to work in the coal mines. It
explores cultural traditions, community institutions, and the challenges faced by



newcomers. The work highlights the rich multicultural tapestry of the city.

7. The Anthracite Railroads of Wilkes-Barre
This book examines the critical role of railroads in supporting Wilkes-Barre’s coal industry
and economy. It traces the development of major rail lines, the logistics of coal
transportation, and the technological advances in railroading. Readers learn about the
interconnectedness of industry and transportation in the region.

8. Wilkes-Barre After the Coal Era: Economic Transformation
Documenting the city’s transition following the decline of coal mining, this book analyzes
economic diversification efforts and urban redevelopment. It covers challenges such as
unemployment and population shifts, as well as successes in education, healthcare, and
technology sectors. The narrative provides a hopeful perspective on Wilkes-Barre’s future.

9. Legends and Lore of Wilkes-Barre
This collection of folklore and local legends offers a unique look at Wilkes-Barre’s cultural
heritage. It includes ghost stories, tales of historic figures, and neighborhood myths passed
down through generations. The book enriches the understanding of the city’s identity
beyond traditional history.
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