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This 3,000-pound industrial relic is
forging a new future at a former steel
mill in Johnstown

The Center for Metal Arts begins its next chapter with a
bang at the historic Cambria Iron Company

% MARY ANN THOMAS
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette
mthomas@post-gazette.com
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JOHNSTOWN, Pa. — It wasn’t your traditional ground-breaking at the old
Cambria Iron Company and Bethlehem Steel site in Cambria County’s

largest city.

True to its creative character, the Center for Metal Arts didn’t hold a
ribbon-cutting ceremony Thursday for its groundbreaking event, marking
$6 million in grants for the industrial site, a national landmark.

Instead, a CMA classroom manager carried a glowing orange steel billet
heated to 2,100 degrees and placed it under a 3,000-pound utility power
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hammer. The 1905 historic Chambersburg hammer struck or “upset” the
billet, re-configuring its shape.

The forging hammer, restored by the Center for Metal Arts, is a rare piece
of industrial equipment now used by the artists to create sculptures.

The large group of visitors — including redevelopment, government,
business and nonprofit officials — applauded the spectacle made possible
by federal, state, and other grants to support renovation and preservation
of several surviving buildings, beginning phase one of a larger campus

development plan.

After the ceremony, next door in Cambria’s Building 106, artist and teacher
Steve Miller was forging a traditional measuring tool known as a divider in
an old pattern shop for the mill’s foundry. The Scottsdale, Ariz. resident
had been to the Johnstown school before and was happy to travel there for
the forging class “Divide & Conquer.”

CMA attracts metal arts students and teachers from Europe, Asia and
North America whose work can be found in museums and private

collections.

“This is where industrialization happened,” Miller said. “To work in the
same shop where people long ago also worked is amazing. It gives you
goosebumps.”

The ground-breaking event on Aug. 28 was held in Cambria’s octagon-
shaped blacksmith shop, which was built in 1864 and is the oldest surviving
building of the Cambria Iron Company, according to the Library of
Congress.

Octagonal buildings were an architectural fad in the mid-1800s and were
considered the ideal form with no center wall, said Richard Burkert, a local
historian and retired CEO of Heritage Johnstown.

“It’s an extremely rare building form,” he said. “But the thing that really
sets us apart was the most impressive forging equipment of any plant in the

»

era.

An industrial icon
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Founded in 1852, Cambria Iron was the forerunner of Bethlehem Steel Co.
and U.S. Steel Corp., and one of the greatest early modern iron and steel
works, according to a National Park Service study in 1989. “The Cambria
plant became a model of the industry.”

From the 1850s through the 1870s, Cambria’s innovations in iron and steel
technologies propelled their products and the company became America’s
largest rail producer, helping to extend the national railroad.

“After Andrew Carnegie’s entrance into the steel-making business,
Cambria‘s influence diminished, even though its growth did not,” according
to the study.

Bethlehem Steel, which eventually bought the original Cambria mill,
drastically reduced its Johnstown operations in 1973 for multiple reasons,
including aging facilities, transportation access and compliance with
environmental regulations, according to Heritage Johnstown.

A 1977 flood added to the company’s woes and the Johnstown plant closed
in 1992.

Since the demise of steel, acres of mills have been razed with some
buildings reused by other businesses.

“The power hammers in that shop is the reason CMA moved there,” said
Pat Quinn, CMA’s executive director and a metal artist and nationally

recognized educator who lives in Johnstown.

The preservation and reuse of some of Cambria’s buildings adds to
Johnstown’s portfolio of heritage sites that draw tens of thousands of

tourists annually, Burkert said.

“Then there’s the town’s image. It’s not the place where steel was made and
died. It’s still a center of metal working excellence that residents and
Americans can be fascinated by and proud of.”

Forging a new life

Quinn had a shop and small blacksmith school in the lower Hudson Valley
in New York. Fascinated by historic power hammers, he was internet
surfing and saw a photo of a rare vintage 3,000-pound Chambersburg
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power hammer in Johnstown. He contacted Burkert in 2017, and
serendipity ensued.

Burkert had been looking to bring in a blacksmith operator to the site for
10 years with no luck.

“We talked to other potential buyers previously. They would have scrapped
the equipment and used the buildings,” Burkert said.

Quinn was gobsmacked by the site’s hammers and tooling.

”Pat was the guy, clearly, and he had the courage to open a school here and
make this a career,” Burkert said.

CMA leases the buildings from the Johnstown Redevelopment Authority
and started classes in 2018.

Since then, the school has grown into an international blacksmithing and
forging school that attracts more than 100 students annually to create

large-scale sculptures.

Forging is experiencing a renaissance and the Cambria site offers a unique
experience, Quinn explained.

“Artists are discovering it and taking a functional-only craft and using it for
creative, three-dimensional expression. Nobody in the world that is an
artist has access to a hammer that big.”

The school also makes tools and conducts research. “We’re learning how
blacksmiths of the past used those tools to make parts and fixtures for the

mills.”

They have used the hammer to forge anvils, the primary tool and surface
used by blacksmiths to forge hot metal.

“They are in high demand. We are the first shop to forge anvils of any
significant size in America since the early 1960s,” Quinn said.

CMA’s courses can be useful to anyone working with architectural ironwork
and forged products such as utensils, railings, gates, fireplaces and more.

“Everything we teach can be applied to any metal manufacturing job and
otherwise. In my opinion, if you are going to do metal work, you should
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know the basics for forging.”
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Mary Ann Thomas is a Post-Gazette features and outdoors
reporter. A Pittsburgh native and University of Pittsburgh graduate,
she has spent more than two decades covering regional news
including research on the flora and fauna of Western Pennsylvania.
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