Iron

Iron – the most useful and abundant of all metals.  Its hardness and versatility has ensured that it still forms an integral part of our world. Man may have first found iron when some red paint rock was accidentally smelted by fire. This led to people using bellows to melt iron more efficiently. 

Since its discovery, iron was seen as a charm against evil and sorcery. In China dragons were said to fear iron and people threw iron into dragon pools in the hope of initiating rain.

Iron is the second most abundant metal found in the earth’s surface usually as an iron ore.  

The Aztecs valued their iron knives more than gold itself and said that it came from heaven, whilst the Egyptians also called iron ‘the marvel of heaven’, probably because much early iron was gained from meteors. These were seen falling from the sky. This source was used by Egyptians, Eskimos and Native Americans alike to make tools.

In Africa iron making started as early as 1,400 BC. Tools and weapons were made to aid hunting as is still done today. In Europe blacksmiths perfected their art, making flexible body armour which could be worn from head to foot. This began the age of chivalry and knights in shining armour. 

The Japanese however, wore light armour that perfected the art of creating razor sharp samurai swords. Iron was pivotal to the opening up of the great plains of America, in the

production of guns and later railroads which helped settlers to reach the plentiful new land. 

In the 19th Century steel production really kicked in. Iron was extracted from the ore in huge 

blast furnaces, with coke and limestone. This produced crude or pig iron, named after the cooling trays in the shape of a mother and her piglets. This pig iron can then be refined into 

cast iron which is used in car and truck cylinder blocks. Wrought iron is used for gates, railings and marvels such as the 300m high Eiffel tower.

Steel has become the most used type of iron and is the basic building block for industry. It has enabled the construction of ever higher buildings and longer bridges. It is essential in piping, cars, ships and planes.

Iron – the metal that has changed the face of war and industry for ever. This macho metal will surely retain its stronghold well into the 21st century.
