
Coal, the Railroad and the Central Waterfront 

“Nothing so completely altered the face of the waterfront as the construction of the 
Newburyport City Railroad. Built in 1872 for the purpose of transporting coal and 
freight, the City Railroad served as the link connecting the waterfront with the main line 
of the Eastern Railroad system. For maximum accessibility to incoming vessels, the 
railroad was laid out along the ends of the wharves, and ran parallel to Water Street.”*

“Soon after the railroad was put into operation, the Philadelphia and Reading Coal and 
Iron Company erected a coal pocket, for storing and distributing coal, at the end of 
Granger's Wharf. When completed in 1876, the coal pocket stood over five stories high, 
and towered over every other building on the waterfront,”* ( (it was eventually taken 
down in 1932). The area between the wharves had been filled in and Market Square’s 
connection with the Merrimac River was completely cut off (Please see the 1900 
Waterfront map for clarification).* Colliers, which were bulk cargo ships designed and 
used to carry coal, started carrying coal from Philadelphia to Newburyport. In the 1880s 
the colliers were replaced with barges towed by steamers.*

John Lagoulis remembers - “Each barge would come to the right wharf. The barges were 
red, huge and exceptionally strong, made of large, heavy wood from chestnut trees. These 
barges came into Newburyport from Pennsylvania loaded and heaping with coal. They 
were part of the Philadelphia & Reading railroad system. They would bring the coal up to 
the wharves, where it would be dumped out to people in the coal business. Those people, 
in turn, would store it in mountain-like heaps and sell it retail to people who used it to 
heat their homes and businesses.”**

The nature of the businesses on the waterfront changed. The Central Waterfront and 
Market Square gradually deteriorated. By 1900 "the wharves" became synonymous with 
"the wrong side of town." The area was made up of junk dealers, coal pockets (coal 
storage), tenements, saloons, and dilapidated buildings, very different from the former 
hub of thriving commerce (please see Ferry Wharf and Merchant’s Row on this map). 
The restoration of downtown Newburyport in the late 1960s and early 1970s gradually 
brought the waterfront back to economic well-being. Before downtown was restored, 
Newburyport demolished a great deal of the buildings downtown and along the Central 



Waterfront. In hindsight, many of those buildings most probably would have been saved 
(Please see Urban Renewal on this map).*

Today in 2022, we take the access and the view to the Merrimac River for granted, with 
Waterfront Park, the boardwalk and the Clipper City Rail Trail. But from 1876 to the 
restoration of downtown Newburyport in the late 1960s and early 1970s, there was no 
easily accessible and attractive access to the waterfront for the general public. 

“Ferry Wharf and Merchant’s Row” is on the map for more information. 

~ History compiled by © Mary Baker Eaton for the Newburyport Interactive History Map 
- Keeping the Story Alive. 

Footnotes:

* “Port and Market, Archaeology of the Central Waterfront, Newburyport 
Massachusetts,” Prepared for the National Park Service, 1978 (a remarkable document) 
** Remembering the barges and trains of yesteryear — and the coal they carried, by John 
Lagoulis, Newburyport Daily News, May 14, 2011 

Images:

State Street at Pleasant St. looking towards Market Square (detail), Courtesy of the 
Museum of Old Newbury, the Snow Collection, the Philadelphia and Reading Coal and 
Iron Company can be seen looming over the buildings.

Newburyport’s working waterfront, ca. 1880, Courtesy of the Newburyport Public 
Library Archival Center, the Philadelphia & Reading Coal and Iron Co. is on the far left.

The Philadelphia & Reading Coal and Iron Co. from the frozen river, Courtesy of the 
Newburyport Public Library Archival Center 

The waterfront above the Philadelphia & Reading Coal and Iron Co., Courtesy of the 
Museum of Old Newbury, the Snow Collection

Newburyport Coal Pocket and Barge, the New York Public Library Digital Collection 



Central Waterfront Map, circa 1900, “Port and Market, Archaeology of the Central 
Waterfront, Newburyport Massachusetts,” Prepared for the National Park Service, 1978

1906 Sanborn Fire Map, Library of Congress  







 




