
Vandergrift Pennsylvania 1855-1916: Creating
The North American Landscape

Welcome to Vandergrift, Pennsylvania - a town that played a significant role in
shaping the North American landscape during the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. With a history spanning from 1855 to 1916, Vandergrift witnessed rapid
industrialization and urban development, leaving a lasting impact on the region
and beyond.

Industrial Revolution and Vandergrift's Birth

The mid-19th century marked the beginning of the Industrial Revolution in the
United States. The demand for labor and resources led to the establishment of
numerous industrial towns, one of which was Vandergrift. Named after Captain
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Jacob Vandergrift, a prominent businessman and captain of the steamboat
industry, Vandergrift was purposefully built to support the growing steel industry in
the region.
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By harnessing the power of the nearby rivers and the availability of raw materials
such as coal and iron ore, Vandergrift became a hub for steel production. The
town quickly attracted skilled workers from different parts of the country, leading
to a population boom and a surge in economic activity.

Planning and Designing Vandergrift

One of the remarkable aspects of Vandergrift was its meticulous planning and
innovative design. The Vandergrift Corporation, led by George G. McMurtry,
employed renowned landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted to create a well-
designed community that focused on providing a high quality of life for its
residents.
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Olmsted's vision for Vandergrift included tree-lined streets, well-maintained parks,
and a well-thought-out layout that considered factors like transportation, green
spaces, and public amenities. Vandergrift's streets were arranged in a grid
pattern, allowing easy navigation and efficient use of space. Parks and open
spaces were strategically placed throughout the town to provide recreational
opportunities and promote a sense of community.

The Vandergrift Steel Mill and Industrial Dominance

At the heart of Vandergrift's success was the Vandergrift Steel Mill, which became
one of the largest and most technologically advanced steel mills in the country.
The mill not only fueled the town's economy but also played a crucial role in the
expansion of the North American railway system and the construction of
landmarks like the Brooklyn Bridge.
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With the mill's success, Vandergrift became a prominent player in the steel
industry, contributing to the urbanization and rapid growth of nearby cities like
Pittsburgh. The mill not only provided employment opportunities but also led to
the development of ancillary industries, an increase in infrastructure investments,
and the establishment of schools, hospitals, and other essential services.

The Decline of Vandergrift

Like many industrial towns, Vandergrift faced challenges as the 20th century
progressed. The rise of suburbanization, the decline of heavy industries, and
changes in the global economic landscape all took a toll on the once-thriving
town. The Vandergrift Steel Mill eventually closed in 1982, leaving a void in the
local economy and forcing many residents to seek employment elsewhere.
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However, Vandergrift's rich history and efforts by the local community to preserve
its heritage have given the town a renewed sense of purpose. Today, Vandergrift
is experiencing a revitalization, with initiatives focused on attracting tourism,
preserving historic buildings, and fostering small businesses that celebrate the
town's industrial past.

Preserving Vandergrift's Legacy
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The Vandergrift Historical Society and various local organizations are actively
involved in preserving the town's history and highlighting its contributions to the
North American landscape. The Vandergrift Museum showcases artifacts from
Vandergrift's industrial past, while guided tours provide visitors with a glimpse into
the town's architectural heritage and its role in shaping the industrial landscape.

Vandergrift's story serves as a reminder of the socio-economic changes that
occurred during the Industrial Revolution. Although many towns faced hardships
during the decline of heavy industries, their histories continue to inspire and
educate future generations about the transformative power of industrialization
and the need to adapt in a changing world.

Vandergrift, Pennsylvania, from its inception in 1855 to its decline in 1916, played
a pivotal role in shaping the North American landscape. From its well-designed

http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/wjkK/OPMw/bWyaM/Capitals-Utopia-Vandergrift-Pennsylvania-1855-1916-Creating-the-North-American-Landscape.pdf


streets and parks to the Vandergrift Steel Mill, the town's impact on
industrialization and urban development cannot be overstated. Today, Vandergrift
continues to embrace its past while striving for a vibrant future. Its story is a
testament to the strength and resilience of communities that face challenges
head-on and work towards preserving their heritage for generations to come.
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In the 1890s the Apollo Iron and Steel Company ended a bitterly contested labor
dispute by hiring replacement workers from the surrounding countryside. To avoid
future unrest, however, the company sought to gain tighter control over its
workers not only at the factory but also in their homes. Drawing upon a
philosophy of reform movements in Europe and the United States, the firm
decided that providing workers with good housing and a good urban environment
would make them more loyal and productive. In 1895, Apollo Iron and Steel built
a new, integrated, non-unionized steelworks and hired the nation's preeminent
landscape architectural firm (Olmsted, Olmsted, and Eliot) to design the model
industrial town: Vandergrift.
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In Capital's Utopia: Vandergrift, Pennsylvania, 1855-1916, Anne E. Mosher offers
the first comprehensive geographical overview of the industrial restructuring of an
American steelworks and its workforce in the late nineteenth–century. In addition,
by offering a thorough analysis of the Olmsted plan, Mosher integrates historical
geography and labor history with landscape architectural history and urban
studies. As a result, this book is far more than a case study. It is a window into an
important period of industrial development and its consequences on communities
and environments in the world-famous steel country of southwestern
Pennsylvania.
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