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Introduction
Founded in the industrial crucible of late nineteenth-century America, PPG Industries
began its story as the Pittsburgh Plate Glass Company, a small manufacturing firm in
Creighton, Pennsylvania. Spurred by the vision of Captain John B. Ford and John
Pitcairn, Jr., the company quickly established itself as a leader in high-quality plate
glass, seizing opportunities offered by a rapidly industrializing nation. Over the
following century, PPG would undergo transformations that mirrored, and often
propelled, the development of American industry itself—evolving from a regional
glassmaker into a diversified, global powerhouse in paints, coatings, and specialty
materials.

This book, "PPG Industries: The Story of An American Company," traces the fascinating
journey of PPG from its humble origins through periods of innovation, expansion, and
reinvention. The history of PPG is emblematic of broader themes in American
business: the relentless pursuit of technical advancement, the willingness to embrace
change, and the understanding that adaptability is often the key to long-term survival
and success. Whether pioneering the use of clean natural gas, diversifying into paints
and chemicals, or driving advancements in optical and industrial materials, PPG’s
trajectory offers valuable lessons on the dynamic interplay between industry,
technology, and society.

Beyond chronicling historical milestones, this book explores the unique culture that
has sustained PPG through challenge and change. The company's deep commitment
to research and innovation, the courage to divest traditional businesses in favor of
emergent opportunities, and a clear focus on sustainability and social responsibility
reveal an organization continually oriented toward the future. PPG’s legacy can be
seen not only in technological breakthroughs—such as CR-39® optical monomer and
photochromatic lenses—but also in the global impact of its products, which touch
almost every facet of modern life, from cars and airplanes to skyscrapers and personal
eyewear.

At its core, this story is about people: visionary founders, resourceful engineers,
dedicated employees, and leaders with the courage to steer the enterprise through
uncharted waters. It is about their successes and failures, their responses to global
crises and economic upheavals, and their contributions to both the communities in
which they operate and the broader world. PPG's rich tradition of returning value to
shareholders, supporting communities, and investing in talent reflects the interwoven
goals of profitability and purpose.

As PPG faces the complex realities of today’s market—mounting environmental
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pressures, intense international competition, and ever-changing customer
demands—it remains steadfast in its purpose: to protect and beautify the world. This
purpose is evident in its pursuit of sustainable product innovation, strategic
investments, and a robust commitment to reducing its environmental footprint. PPG’s
ambition to lead in the paints, coatings, and specialty materials sectors is as much
about stewardship and societal contribution as it is about financial strength and
technological leadership.

Through careful research, interviews, and archival exploration, this book aims to
provide an in-depth portrayal of PPG’s evolution, current standing, and future
prospects. It serves as both a case study in corporate adaptation and an inspiration for
organizations seeking resilience in a changing world. The following chapters invite you
to discover how PPG Industries forged its path, navigated transformation, and
continues to shape industries, communities, and the world at large.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of Pittsburgh Plate Glass
Company
The year is 1883. America, still reeling from the scars of the Civil War, was
nevertheless thrumming with the relentless rhythm of progress. The Gilded Age was in
full swing, an era of unprecedented industrial expansion, technological marvels, and a
burgeoning national infrastructure. Cities were rapidly growing, reaching skyward with
new buildings, and the demand for materials, particularly for construction, was
insatiable. It was against this backdrop of booming industry and architectural ambition
that the Pittsburgh Plate Glass Company, the future PPG Industries, took its first
breath.

In the small, unassuming town of Creighton, Pennsylvania, a vision began to coalesce
in the minds of two astute entrepreneurs: Captain John B. Ford and John Pitcairn, Jr.
They were men of foresight, capable of recognizing a nascent opportunity within the
colossal demand for building materials. At the time, the United States was largely
dependent on European imports for high-quality, thick flat glass – the kind necessary
for the grand windows of burgeoning commercial buildings and the elegant panes of
prosperous homes. A significant market gap existed for a domestic producer who
could deliver superior plate glass consistently and at scale.

Captain John B. Ford, a man whose very title hinted at a life of leadership and perhaps
a touch of daring, possessed an entrepreneurial spirit honed by experience. John
Pitcairn, Jr., on the other hand, brought a sharp business acumen and an
understanding of the intricate processes involved in industrial production. Together,
they formed a formidable partnership, united by a common goal: to establish
America's first commercially successful producer of high-quality plate glass. This was
no small ambition. The plate glass manufacturing process was complex, demanding
significant capital investment, technical expertise, and a mastery of precise chemical
and thermal processes.

Their chosen location, Creighton, Pennsylvania, was not arbitrary. It offered crucial
advantages for a fledgling glass company. Proximity to raw materials was paramount,
and the region boasted ample reserves of sand, soda ash, and limestone – the
fundamental ingredients for glass. More importantly, it was situated within reach of
the growing industrial centers of the Northeast and Midwest, promising a ready market
for their finished product. The nascent railroad networks also facilitated the
transportation of both raw materials and manufactured goods, connecting Creighton
to the wider American economy.
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The establishment of the Pittsburgh Plate Glass Company in 1883 marked a significant
turning point for the American glass industry. Until then, much of the plate glass used
in the United States was imported, primarily from European manufacturers who had
perfected the art over centuries. Ford and Pitcairn’s venture aimed to change that,
bringing the capacity for large-scale, high-quality plate glass production directly to
American soil. Their factory in Creighton was not just another manufacturing plant; it
was a symbol of industrial self-sufficiency and a testament to American ingenuity.

One of the most remarkable and forward-thinking aspects of their early operation was
their approach to energy. At a time when coal was the dominant industrial fuel, the
founders of Pittsburgh Plate Glass Company made a pioneering decision: they would
fuel their melting furnaces with locally produced natural gas. This was a revolutionary
concept for the era. Natural gas, a clean-burning and efficient fuel, was just beginning
to be recognized for its industrial potential. By tapping into this local resource, PPG not
only secured a cost-effective and reliable energy supply but also became the world's
first plate glass plant to embrace this cleaner-burning alternative, inadvertently
spurring its wider industrial adoption.

This innovative use of natural gas was more than just an operational efficiency; it
demonstrated a willingness to embrace new technologies and push the boundaries of
conventional manufacturing. It set a precedent for innovation that would define PPG's
journey for decades to come. The consistency of heat provided by natural gas also
contributed to the production of higher-quality glass, a crucial factor in establishing
their reputation in a demanding market.

The initial years were undoubtedly challenging, as is the case with any
groundbreaking enterprise. Perfecting the plate process, training skilled laborers, and
building a reliable distribution network required immense effort and perseverance.
However, the foundational vision and the strategic advantages of their location and
fuel source began to pay dividends. The demand for plate glass continued to surge as
America’s urban landscapes transformed, with grand commercial buildings,
department stores, and even residential homes seeking the aesthetic and functional
benefits of large, clear glass panes.

By the close of the 19th century, Pittsburgh Plate Glass Company had not only
overcome its initial hurdles but had also established a dominant position in the
American market. Their relentless pursuit of quality and efficiency allowed them to
outpace competitors and capitalize on the nation’s insatiable appetite for construction
materials. The humble beginnings in Creighton had blossomed into a robust
enterprise, laying the groundwork for a company that would eventually touch nearly
every aspect of modern life. The story of PPG Industries was just beginning, but its
initial chapters were already rich with ambition, innovation, and a clear understanding
of market opportunity.
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