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Johnstown’s Conemaugh Valley was steel’s center in the mid-1800s. Its Cambria Ironworks was one of the most-significant iron and steel works in the world at the time.
Some of the industry’s major innovators developed significant production advances in Cambria Ironwork’s shops, then left to help launch U.S. Steel, Bethlehem Steel and other industry titans that not only built America but helped to shape the 20th century world.
Recognizing its contributions and the number of original buildings still on site, the National Park Service named the Cambria Ironworks a National Historic Landmark in the late-1980s. It’s the only steel mill in the nation with that designation.
But by the early 1990s, industry was history there. With the exceptions of the newer shipping and 11-inch mill buildings, which became occupied by JWF Industries, the cluster of century-old brick shops was deserted. 

Appropriately, the Johnstown Area Heritage Association (JAHA) accepted the challenge of saving the landmark and finding acceptable reuses for it. But in this environmentally conscious age, what can be done with old industrial buildings laced with hazardous waste?

That was especially true for the crown gem of the site: an octagonal-shaped ca. 1864 blacksmith shop that still contains massive, building-high steam hammers surrounded by brick forges. What can be done with a 150-year-old industrial blacksmith shop?
It took 25 years to come up with the answer: Turn it over to the right blacksmiths.

One day, the principals of the Center for Metal Arts (CMA), then located in upstate New York, came across information about Cambria Ironworks and its blacksmith shop.
Rather quickly, a red-hot relationship was forged. Within a year, the CMA had moved to Johnstown and set up shop in the Cambria Ironworks.

Before long, instructors were attracting students from across the country and even around the world for classes in traditional metal working, such as toolmaking, kitchen utensils, forged furniture, joinery and riveting. Occasionally, instructors offer more specialized classes in finer metalworking arts.

The CMA now occupies three of the original Cambria Ironworks’ buildings with classrooms, shops, and offices. Currently they are fund-raising to return the ca. 1864 Blacksmith Shop to full use – and already have restored one of its massive hammers to working condition.

Last month the CMA hosted its inaugural Cambria Iron Conference, drawing more than 100 blacksmiths to the site for tours and demonstrations. The goal was to use the event and the place to “to keep the focus on forging, creativity, education, and historical preservation.” (www.centerformetalarts.org)
Impressively, the Center for Metal Arts’ presence in Johnstown has had another impact: It has drawn the Artist-Blacksmith’s Association of North America (ABANA) to Johnstown as well.

ABANA’s mission is to perpetuate the art of blacksmithing, encourage training, expose the public to blacksmithing and provide information to building professionals. The organization is setting up shop in Johnstown’s historical train station – another JAHA reuse project.

While ABANA is just getting established in Johnstown, it is about to make its presence known through an inaugural “Iron to Art Festival,” October 14-16, that will be held at the train station and Peoples Natural Gas Park.
Practitioners will be drawn by live demonstrations, an education tent, a makers’ craft booth area, an exhibit gallery, blacksmith vendors and a members’ only area that will be opened to the public on October 16. Up to a dozen blacksmiths will be demonstrating their arts, including Patrick Quinn, one of the Center for Metal Arts’ principal instructors.
There’s an interesting steel symmetry happening in Johnstown: 150 years ago Cambria Ironworks was nationally known for metal-making. Today it’s becoming nationally known for metal-working.
The CMA and ABANA are forging the community’s heritage in ways that are drawing new attention. It won’t employ the hundreds of thousands of people that the steel industry did, but it could restore Johnstown’s name as a steel center.
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