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There’s no denying the distinctiveness of West Overton Village, located along PA Route 819 between Mount Pleasant and Scottdale. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1985, West Overton is considered significant in several ways. This historic district is an excellent window into Western Pennsylvania from the time of the frontier through the Civil War.

Its cluster of 18 buildings show that by the early 1800s buildings were becoming larger and somewhat more refined than their log predecessors. Commerce and industry also were growing larger and more refined. Not only was West Overton’s founding family, the Overholts, among the prominent distillers of rye whiskey, but this was the childhood home of Henry Clay Frick, who would go on to become one of the 19th century Gilded Age’s important industrialists.
With a museum complex that includes the Distillery, Overholt Homestead, Frick home, various out-buildings and former worker housing that now houses craft and specialty shops, visitors should be exposed to some very interesting and unique history, right?
Well, apparently not.
“We’ve strayed from our mission,” Kelly Linn told me. Earlier this year, after becoming the new executive director of West Overton Village and taking a hard look around, Kelly shut down the operation (except for the vendor shops). Go to West Overton’s website, www.westovertonvillage.org, and you’ll see that the museums are “closed for tours and most events for the near future” while the staff and volunteers “restructure, reorganize and revitalize” the complex. Goals include the development of dynamic new exhibits on the first floor of the Distillery, updating the space and exhibits in the Overholt Homestead and improving the overall visitor experience.
So why am I writing about a historic site that you cannot visit? First, because it is noteworthy when a heritage organization elects to take this kind of dramatic action. Remember that all museums heavily depend upon income from visitors to survive, so closing West Overton for a year represents a significant decision and investment on the part of the institution’s board of directors. And, second, because this situation offers you a rare opportunity to become involved with a nationally historic place in a very hands-on way. Kelly is looking for volunteers who “just want to come up and get dirty.”
West Overton’s renovation phase has begun – particularly in the Distillery, which will be restored to a period-function look and will interpret how whiskey was made during the first half of the 1800s. Volunteers can help with this museum make-over, building new exhibit spaces and restrooms. Obviously, this is not the type of work that will appeal to everyone. But for people who enjoy the challenge of restoration and renovation, this is a special project.
West Overton’s Distillery/Mill was built more than 150 years ago in 1859 and is the oldest surviving distillery in Westmoreland County (which once was known for its rye whiskey the way Kentucky’s Bluegrass region is known for bourbon today). Mennonite founder Abraham Overholt became wealthy and influential through his milling and distilling operations. (His Old Overholt whiskey is still made and sold.) Overholt also mentored his grandson, Henry Clay Frick, who eventually earned both wealth and notoriety through his H.C. Frick Coke Company and collaborations with Andrew Carnegie.
Their stories are representative of a time when a young United States was growing, developing, and charged with entrepreneurial energy – which gives West Overton a rich context within which to interpret. The target for a “Grand Reopening” of West Overton is June of 2012, and Kelly believes visitors will experience a compelling story.
Clearly, volunteers will be working with a very tangible history. And for those who love the thought of being able to directly touch the past, this opportunity is not just gilded; it’s pure gold.[image: image1.png]
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