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Single Rare Note Reported from 
Vandergrift,Pennsylvania
the 'Town for the People'

By Eric Vicker

THE TOWN OF VANDERGRIFT IS LOCATED IN
Westmoreland County, Pennsylvania. It's about 50 miles from
Pittsburgh. Vandergrift, was a "company town," home to a steel
mill built by Apollo Iron & Steel Company. This situation isn't

that unusual in this part of Pennsylvania. However, Vandergrift is unique in
that it is the FIRST company town that was intended to be sold to the plant's
workers!

In the mid-1890s, George McMurtry, president of the Apollo Iron &
Steel Company, convinced his board that more capacity was necessary, and that
a new steel mill was needed in the area. McMurtry had in mind to build a
community that featured clean water, cozy homes, parks, and a cultural center.

McMurtry contracted famed naturalist and visionary Frederick Law
Olmstead to design the new community. Olmstead was already famous -- his

The only known note on the First
National Bank of Vandergrift.
(From the author's collection)

firm designed New York's wonderful Central Park. The plans were quickly
developed and approved, and the new town was soon being built. Roads were
laid out and paved, commercial and residential areas were established with lots
delineated, utility services established and the necessary plants built. By the fall
of 1895, the new steel mill and its adjacent community were enjoying a success-
ful existence. There were approximately 150 homes in the development, and
the population was nearly 600.

The new town needed a name. The name chosen was "Vandergrift," in
honor of Captain J.J. Vandergrift. Vandergrift was one of the Directors of the
Apollo Iron & Steel Company.

The new town also needed a bank! On July 8, 1897, The First National
Bank of Vandergrift received Charter #5080 from the Comptroller of the
Currency; one week later the bank opened for business. The bank's paid-in
capital was the minimum amount required at that time, $50,000. The
President of the new bank was James S. Whitworth, a young attorney; Vice
President was George Mercer, Jr.; and the Cashier of the bank was W. A.
Kennedy.
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"The Vandergrift Savings & Trust Company, having a capital of $130,000, surplus of
$40,000, deposits of $490,000 and total resources of $660,000, is the largest and strongest banking
institution in Vandergrift. It is closely allied with the United States Steel Corporation, whose
extensive steel mills at Vandergrift, the largest in the world, are practically the industry of the
place. The Vandergrift Savings & Trust Company was organized in 1902, succeeding the First
National Bank in 1897. Mr. J.E. Sutton, who owns furnishing goods stores at many towns in
Western Pennsylvania, is President. Mr. R.G. Scott, Sr., chief clerk of the American Sheet and
Tin Plate Company, is First Vice President, and S.W. Hamilton, postmaster, is Second Vice
President. Mr. J.S. Whitworth, Secretary and Treasurer, was a prominent attorney at Apollo, Pa.,
when Vandergrift was founded, but he removed to the new town in 1897, and became manager of
the banking institution. John M. Orr is Assistant Treasurer, and has been with the institution
since its organization.

"This company has recently erected a beautiful banking building of brick and stone of the
French Renaissance style of architecture which is devoted exclusively to the uses of the trust com-
pany's business, and is indeed a very beautiful building.

"This company ranks high among the financial institutions of the country for its solidarity
and its successful management."

-- Banks and Bankers of the Keystone State
published by The Finance Company in Pittsburgh (1905)

Interestingly, by February, 1898, the officers of the bank had changed
drastically, according to the bank's listing in the American Bank Reporter and
Attorney List: George Mercer, Jr. is listed as President; Frank J. Beale is Vice
President; and J.S. Whitworth is listed as the Cashier. It's probable that the
bank's services were used extensively by the Apollo Iron & Steel mill, as the
deposits of the new bank were listed as $50,000.

The growth of the new community was spectacular -- the bank directory
states that the population of Vandergrift was already 3,000!

In the summer of 1899, the officers listed above were still serving, but the
bank's business was obviously growing. It had added an Assistant Cashier, C.P.
Wolf. Deposits had grown to $110,000; loans and discounts were $100,000,
and the bank showed a "Surplus & Undivided Profits" balance of $1,010.

Perhaps the restrictions placed upon a National Bank were too strict, or
perhaps the bank's owners desired to operate under a state granted charter.
Whatever the case, in January of 1901, the bank filed papers to become
Vandergrift Savings & Trust Company. The First National Bank of
Vandergrift was officially liquidated on May 15, 1902. The bank had issued
534 sheets of 10-10-10-20 Brown Back notes totaling $26,700; the amount of
these notes still in circulation when the bank closed was $10,100.

Vandergrift Savings & Trust Company had a long and successful exis-
tence. In 1970 it was merged into Union National Bank of Pittsburgh.

National Currency notes from the First National Bank of Vandergrift are
quite rare; only one note is known, the $10 in my collection. The note is quite
striking, and easily grades Almost Uncirculated. This note was signed by J.S.
Whitworth as Cashier and George S. Mercer, Jr., as President. I acquired this
note about 10 years ago; the previous owner had held it since the 1940s. I con-
sider this note to be one of the highlights of my collection.

In October, 2000, 1 drove my wife and two baby boys to Vandergrift, to
see the town for ourselves. It is still a nice, clean community. A grand theater
building is still standing, which is currently home to Vandergrift's library and
historical society.

My sincere thanks to the staff of the Vandergrift Library for furnishing
me with information used in this article.
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