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Beauty
At Your Feet

Meet the Pacific Northwest company that specializes in delighting the

public with aesthetic experiences where they're least expected. Creators of
ornamental drain grates and more, Iron Age Designs has poured a foundation in
partnerships cultivated through its AFS membership. —xm puecan
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and never looked back.

“This pattern shop told us you can
take out a lot of the perceived cost
savings of going abroad by going to
automated molding machines and
finding the people domestically to
produce for you, and they were right,”

materials for the sand casting process.
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Iron Age President Mark A:‘mst-rnng educates the company’s sales representatives about pattern

said Armstrong, “We have so much
more flexibility and the ability o com-
municate ahead of time in our own
language and in our own country tw
really flesh out these designs ahead of
time. 5o, vou don't have false starts and
you don't have to maintain incredible

chosce for protecting planting areas in uwiban seitings. The Belle design shown a1 Bothell

amounts of inve neory.

“We've been American-made ever
since the beginning,” he continued.
“We never actually did make any-
thing in China, except for a couple
of Chinese projects where it was a
requiremnent to have it made in China.
Otherwise, we are made in America
for America.”

A Little Help Goes a Long Way

Rich in originality and ambition,
whar the Aedging group lacked was
the wherewithal to buy and oper-
ate its own foundry, and hence they
went forward on a foundation poured
in partnerships. In its then-evolving
model, Iron Age performed and sl
exccutes its design work in-house with
CAD and Solidworks, then hands
off projects to either a patternmaker,
fabrication shop or foundry as need
dictates. Virtually everything from a
manufacturing standpoint is out-
sourced.

Meanwhile, onsite, the company
operates its own warchousing as well
as finishing work, including patinas,

powdercoat, and “oil baking”its cast-
ings with repurposed restaurant fry oil,
similar to the process of pre-aging a
cast iron pan. And Iron Age is cooking
on the front burner l-.u.{u._v.. du'lng about
£7 million in business a year with 17
employecs.

Offfsive, Iron Age's products are
poured in class 30 gray iron, ductile
iron (6545-12), aluminum alloys
including 319, A 356 and 535, and
bronze alloys such as C 87500, silicon
bronze and C 99700, aka nickel
bronze. Armstrong noted they'll read-
'II!.' ;u,{apr o whatever allc Y meets the
aesthetic and function demands of the
customer, for a price. It’s the engineer-
ing brain-teasers, that he enjoys most,
and he knows he's in trustworthy
hands with AFS foundries that are
experts when it comes to the most dif-
ficult of project puzzles,

Acquiring reliable metalcasting
partners was, in fact, the reason Arm-
strong and Iron Age CFO Dom War-
kins sought out AFS membership in
2017—on the advice of their acquain-
tance and vendor, AFS member Steve
Morel. The company leverages AFS
trade shows and networking opportu-
nities to build its channel of foundry
suppliers continuously, and while
always interested in expanding its list,
today Iron Age chiefly relies on Morel
Industries (for bronze and aluminum,
as well as highly customized or one-off
jobs); AFS Corporate Member Dé&L
Foundry (big iron castings like tree
graves); as well as Travis Pattern and
Ironworks and Romac Industries, both
of which make the q;nmiun}"s standard
smaller iron trench and drain grates.

With good partners and resources
comes quality work as well as services
like flow analysis. To Armstrong, the
value of a foundry’s engineering col-
laboration has no equal, and, he added,
his examples have no limit.

“The folks at the aforementioned
foundries work in close collaboration
with our internal design department
to tweak all sorts of things on basi-
cally every pattern to ensure it will run
optimally within their system. As you
know, cach foundry is very different
from the next; there are sand differ-
ences, parting line/crush preferences,
draft angle preferences, fillers, outside

BRAIN TEASER

Iron Age Designs likes to hang its hat on solving the most puzziing of projects,
as well as those with added adrenaling-producing urgency. The company faced
both with Universal Studio’s Volcano Bay in Orlando, where a water feature
required 10 five-ft. diameter bronze casting arrays from which water would shoot
out and bubble over. The contracter client had formed and poured all the circles to
receive the grates, but there was just one problem: Mo two circles were alike, and

none were perfectly round.

“And they were in & hot hurry to open the park,” said Mark Armstrong, presi-

dent at lron Age.

The team took the best as-built dimensions they could get, mapped them out,
made their pattern, and, based on the largest of the circles, waterjetted each onto

a unique, out-of-round dimension,

I don’t know how we made it on time— it was miraculous, but it happened ...
the brain teasers are the ones you reamembaer.”

corner radii, level of polish on drafted
surfaces, the list goes on and on. With
the amount of new and unique custom
work we do, this is a constant learning
curve that is really part-specific for us,

“The benefits of AFS have been the
relationships we have developed with
our manufacturing partners,” Armstrong
added. “We have found them to be help-
ful, knowledgeable, and always interested
in figuring out whatever puzzele or prob-
lem we can throw their way."

Positioning in the Marketplace

Boasting two warchouses in West-
em Washington but tucked, as a staff,
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San Francisco Publss Works specified this custom, cast-iran planter fonce for the Upper Hasght dis-

in one modest Aloor of a small office

building on Puget Sound just south

of Scartle, Iron Age has no struggles
establishing itself as a premier con-
tender in a narrow industry where
just five or six companics compete.

Armstrong attributes their marketing

muscle to three key strategies:

(1) Iron Age puts itself in front of
]mmpccriw: customers through
major industry trade shows
and industry-specific magazine
advertising, including “Landscape
Architecture.”

(2) Irs biggest avenue to market, said
Armstrong, is through a network

trict. The intricate desagn captures the personaltty and emigue aesthetic of the neghborhood, which
i% a blend of bath French and Victorian influences combined with a countercultung vibe
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of eight sales representatives
working regionally with landscape
architects, civil engineers and
whaolesalers throughout the ULS.
and Canada.

(3) The company’s more covert and
long-range focused marketing strat-
gy is the development of accredited
continuing education video courses
and other carefully seripted, topic-
based video productions.

Armstrong himself rakes the lead
as presenter in these instructional
video projects, where he aims to fill
in knowledge gaps for specifiers and
young, less experienced CAD design
ENEINGENS.

The first program, “Decorative
Meral in the Hardscape™ is available
on AEC Daily, and the second class,
“Digging into Trenches,” is nearing
completion through the AIA and
ASLA acereditation processes.

“That's the stealth marketing that
establishes you as the authority in a
given area,” he said. *And irlhr‘v have
a question about something, they're
going 1o sy, "Who are those people
whao know so much about this? I'm
going to call them before I'm going to
call anybody else.” That's the value we
sce in the ongoing education.

“It’s helped us establish a lingua
franca among the specifying public
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Iron Age collaborated with Sestte-based design
forem Fiwréer on this custom 4-1 dameter, Cost
bromre plaque waith antiquid pating fnesh and
taghisghts lor tha entry of Montaps, & kooary apart-
et bualicding i Sommiannlle, Masischusatis,

and our ind'u.-itr:.'," he added. “Through
these classes, we can convey some very
commeon-sense concepts, and that has
been very i?l.tii&'il‘l.!{ to see take hold.”

Trends and Trepidation

With as much design depth
as Iron Age has to offer, the cur-
rent trend among its customer base
toward simple, clean lines that barely
exceed utilitarian is slightly surpris-
ing. Currently, its “regular Joe™ grate
patterns—"the plainest of the plain,”
Armstrong said—are offered in more
size iterations than any other design.
“And riffs on that pattern family, like
our “Rain” pattern, are our fastest
growing segment of our line, This will
change of course, as tastes change, but
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it is interesting to see what sticks and
what doesn't design-wise.”

Funetionally speaking, another
trend finds clients routinely specifying
for a strange dichotomy that balances
the dainty with heavy duty. On the
one hand, most everyone is demanding
heel-proof drain grates with 0.25-in.
maximum width, which Armstrong
said can quickly become drain proof if
holes are too tiny. At the same time, on
the same project, specifiers are calling
for H-20 load conditions,

“They may have a pedestrian plaza
that needs to anticipate garbage trucks,
or semis or fire trucks—but it will drive
you crazy! said Armstrong. “1d like 1o
say ‘pick one, but not both!” That said,
it is a trend where these public spaces
in denser urban areas need to be able to
anticipate and acoommadate multiple
users and differing demands that on
the surface would seem diametrically
opposed to one another.”

One current trend distinetly not
unique to the making of drain grates
is the rampant shortage of just about
everything everywhere.

“Thart's the way of the weird wild
world at the moment,” said Arm-
strong. “The only saving grace is that
we arc all in it together; everyone, in
one way or another. So the general
demeanor out there is a level of equa-
nimity and acceprance of what can't be
changed right now. Kind of like when
we all holed up during COVID) and
worked from home, and had executive
ZLoom meetings with kids and pets in
the background. It just is.”

Like most executives, he has his
share of wakeful nights, processing the
cares of both micro and macro busi-
ness and cconomic issues,

“A lot of times, it’s job specific, you
know, and you wake up in the middle
of the night—you're worried about
this or that,” he said. “But zooming
out, | do WOrry about the costs of
everything rising to a point where the
macro market reacts and things stan
scizing up. So far that hasn't happened,
but unless something gives on the
cost side of things, demand will have
to take a hit at some point. Custom-
ers might start saying, "Well, I've got
to shelve this until | can afford it, or |
have to cancel this project. Right now,

These custom scallop shell and sand dollar em-
beds added & pardect linishing touch Tor & new
pedestrian walkway in Sharaline, Washingbon,
featuring concrete with a wnequely realstc
“tide-swept” look

the pipeline is still full from funded
|'-m_iq,:q;t.-i, but under what economic
conditions does that continue® Thar'’s
what I worry about looking at the next
ning; 12 or 18 months,”

Iron :"I.gr |)c1-ig11e~' CAFTICS MO
debt, so it is able to eye the future
with more confidence than concern.

Staggarad rows of concentnic carcles grve the Spen tree grate a modein look with a subthe Sense of

mavemant, complementing the contemparary desagn of this landscaped courtyard/public plaza near

Times Sguare i New York City,

Encouraged as more members of the
team return to the office, Armstrong
is eager—inflationary boogeyman
notwithstanding—to resume some
sense of normalcy.

“Sometimes you eat the bear, and
sometimes the bear eats you—some-
times we make money on projects and

sometimes we lose, but we learn every
time,” he said. For me, coming out of
this COVID environment, I'm really
looking forward to getting back on
the road and plotting out the second
of our two classes. That's what will il
the soil for years to come in terms of
awareness and brand loyalty.”

.

iron Age's Groend Swell trench grates are prominently featured in the design of the Whispering Firs Stormwater Park in Silverdale, Washington, which not

only provades a beautilul settsng for the community 1o engoy, but also Bliters stormnwater from over 100 acres of upstream urban development.
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