Coal & Oil

Millions of years ago forests like these covered the Earth.  As their trees fell into primeval swamps one of the greatest of all Earthly Treasures was born.

Coal, a fossil fuel.  Ancient mineralised wood that has spent millions of years below ground and that we now go to great lengths to bring back to the surface to provide us with energy.

Coal has always been burned for heat. But it was the use of this heat to make steam that revolutionised our world. At the end of the eighteenth century the first steam engines were built, driven by water heated by coal. Suddenly, horses were replaced by machines on the farm and factories became mechanised. And these factories could be fed by raw goods brought to them on steam trains.


Today steam drives turbines in coal-fired power stations that provide us with electricity

But before the advent of electricity all our light came from burning coal gas and whale oil.

As a result the whale population was in serious trouble. But it was saved by the discovery of an alternative energy source - oil.Oil was first pumped out of the ground in Pennsylvania in 1859.

Like whale oil, this was another gift from the sea. Formed from planktonic debris that fell 

to the sea floor millions of years ago, it is now drilled out of the sea bed by massive oil rigs

and sucked from underground deposits by rigs on land.

At the beginning of the 20th century the first internal combustion engine was built and the use of oil really took off. Man was now freed from the confines of steam power and so came the age of the car.

But oil and man have not always been easy partners. Major wars have been fought over the 

possession of oil with disastrous consequences. And human errors in the transportation of oil have cost the earth dearly. Oil - The earthly treasure that drove the twentieth century.
