
The Growth Of Iron And Steel In Smoke Filled
Pittsburgh
Nestled amidst the rolling hills of Western Pennsylvania, Pittsburgh
emerged as a global epicenter of iron and steel production in the late 19th
and early 20th centuries. Fuelled by abundant natural resources, skilled
labor, and a relentless drive for innovation, the city became known as the
"foundry of the world," its towering steel mills belching smoke into the sky
and transforming the city's landscape and economy.
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Iron and Steel: The Backbone of Pittsburgh's Industry

The story of iron and steel in Pittsburgh begins with the discovery of vast
coal and iron ore deposits in the region. As early as the 18th century, small-
scale ironworks dotted the landscape, but it was the industrial revolution
that propelled the city to prominence.
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In the 1870s, Andrew Carnegie, a Scottish immigrant, established Carnegie
Steel Company in Pittsburgh. Carnegie's ruthless business acumen and
technological innovations revolutionized the steel industry. He introduced
the Bessemer process, which dramatically increased steel production
efficiency. Carnegie also invested heavily in infrastructure, building
railroads and bridges to transport raw materials and finished products.

Carnegie's success attracted other industrialists, including Henry Clay
Frick, who founded Frick Coke Company. Frick's coke, a fuel essential for
steel production, became a cornerstone of Pittsburgh's steel industry.

The Golden Age of Steel

From the late 1800s to the early 1900s, Pittsburgh experienced a golden
age of steel production. The city accounted for over half of the United
States' steel output, powering the nation's industrial expansion and
infrastructure development.

The steel mills provided employment for thousands of workers,
transforming Pittsburgh into a thriving industrial metropolis. Immigrants
from around the world flocked to the city, seeking work in the booming iron
and steel industry.



Steel mill workers were the backbone of Pittsburgh's industrial workforce.

Smoke and Pollution: The Environmental Legacy

Pittsburgh's steel boom came at a heavy environmental cost. The city's air,
water, and soil were polluted by the relentless smoke and waste generated
by the steel mills. Respiratory diseases, such as silicosis and lung cancer,
were rampant among the workers and residents.

Concerned citizens and environmentalists began to raise their voices
against the pollution. In response, Pittsburgh implemented some of the
nation's earliest environmental regulations, including smoke control laws
and compulsory air pollution filters.
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Decline and Resurgence

The steel industry in Pittsburgh faced challenges in the mid-20th century.
Foreign competition, automation, and changing economic trends led to a
decline in production.

However, in recent decades, Pittsburgh has experienced a resurgence in
its steel industry. Modern, environmentally friendly steel mills have been
built, and the city has invested in research and development to stay
competitive in the global marketplace.

The growth of iron and steel in Pittsburgh was a defining chapter in the
city's history. The industry shaped the city's economy, workforce, and
environmental landscape. While the environmental challenges associated
with the steel industry cannot be ignored, Pittsburgh's legacy as a global
center of iron and steel production remains a testament to its industrial
heritage and ongoing resilience.

Today, visitors to Pittsburgh can explore the city's industrial past at
museums and historic sites, including the Carnegie Museum of Natural
History, the Heinz History Center, and the Carrie Blast Furnaces National
Historic Landmark.
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