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Squirrel Hill Historical Society

Squirrel Hill: A
Neighborhood History
The Squirrel Hill Historical Society is pleased
to announce the publication of its new book,
Squirrel Hill, A Neighborhood History.
The book was released on
June 14, 2017.
This display takes a look
at what’s covered in the
book, answering the
question,

“What Makes
Squirrel Hill
Squirrel Hill?”

Books can be purchased at all Squirrel Hill Historical Society events. If you would like
to purchase a book but can’t attend an event, call Michael Ehrmann at 412-417-3707 to
make arrangements to get the book to you.
This display was written and designed by Helen Wilson, Squirrel Hill Historical Society.
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The Story of the Book
In 2005, the Squirrel Hill Historical Society
wrote an Arcadia Images of America book
called Squirrel Hill. It was filled with
photographs that were supplemented with
chapter introductions and captions. It was
written by Michael Ehrmann, Laurie Cohen
and Betty Connelly, who also served as editor.
As SHHS members continued to research
their neighborhood’s history, they began to feel the need for
a new text-based book that would tell a more comprehensive
story about the development of Squirrel Hill.
The new book, Squirrel Hill: A Neighborhood History, was
written by Helen Wilson, Michael Ehrmann, Wayne Bossinger,
Dr. Barbara Burstin and Betty Connelly. Helen Wilson also
served as editor.
About the Authors
Michael Ehrmann became SHHS president in 2003. He was a
real-estate appraiser for nearly thirty years before his retirement in
2013. His specialty was historic properties, and he has appraised
historical buildings throughout the country.
Helen Wilson, SHHS co-vice president, has been researching
and writing about Squirrel Hill’s history since she retired in 2006
from the Pittsburgh Board of Public Education, where she taught
art and worked in the Division of Curriculum Development as a
writer, editor, graphic designer and illustrator.
Betty Connelly, SHHS co-vice president, has been a member of
the SHHS since its first meeting. She values the living history that
our older members contribute and is interested in preserving the
informal layers of our community’s fabric.
Wayne Bossinger, SHHS member, has been researching and
writing about Squirrel Hill’s history since retiring in 2014. His
experiences as an operations manager for the City of Pittsburgh
gives him unique insights into the city’s neighborhoods as well as
government records, such as deeds and probate documents.
Barbara Burstin, PhD, is on the history faculty of the University of
Pittsburgh and Carnegie Mellon University. She has written three
books on the history of the Pittsburgh Jewish community: Steel
City Jews 1840–1915; Steel City Jews in Prosperity, Depression
and War 1915–1950; and Jewish Pittsburgh, a book in Arcadia’s
Images of America series.
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What Makes Squirrel
Hill Squirrel Hill?
The Squirrel Hill Historical Society

decided to explore that question and
compile its findings in its new book,
Squirrel Hill: A Neighborhood History.
Each of the fourteen chapters in the book looks
at a different facet of Squirrel Hill to create a
comprehensive picture of the neighborhood
through time—from its earliest days until
now—and space—from its boundaries to its
topography.

Carved lion head from the
retaining wall at the corner of
Shady Avenue and Beacon
Street is all that remains of the
E. C. May mansion.
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Preface, Introduction, and
Chapter 1: Squirrel
Hill Today

Map by Lauren Winkler

The Preface, written
by Michael Ehrmann,
and the Introduction
and Chapter 1, written
by Helen Wilson, put
Squirrel Hill in time
and place, showing
the neighborhood’s
location in Pittsburgh,
giving a timeline of
its development and
describing what it is
like today.
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Chapter 2: The Present Was
Created by the Past: The
Geology of Squirrel Hill
Squirrel Hill really is a hill,
as this computer-generated
topographical map by Lauren
Winkler shows. In Chapter 2,
Helen Wilson, in conjunction
with Albert Kollar, geologist
with the Carnegie Museum
of Natural History, describes
the formation of Squirrel
Hill during the Ice Age and
explains how the hill’s steep
slopes affected its later
development.

Chapter 3: The Development
of Squirrel Hill
In Chapter 3, Helen Wilson describes how
Squirrel Hill’s development began in the
mid 1700s, but the hill remained a rural
area of farms and estates until electric
trolleys came along in 1893.
Trolleys could climb the hill’s steep slopes,
and land speculators and developers
quickly followed. They bought up vast
tracts of land and subdivided them into
residential housing lots. Squirrel Hill was
marketed as an upscale place to live, and it
has retained that reputation ever since.
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Chapter 4: The Mural in the
Post Office

Squirrel Hill possesses a treasure in the mural in its Post Office.
History of Squirrel Hill was painted by Alan Thompson in 1942
as part of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal Program. The mural’s
many vignettes give insights into past and present conditions in the
neighborhood. In Chapter 4, Helen Wilson explains how the mural
came to be painted and looks at the historical background of the
scenes that are portrayed.

Chapter 5: The Early Days of
Squirrel Hill
Squirrel Hill’s history started
long before burgeoning
residential development
began in the late 1800s.
Helen Wilson follows the
review of the Post Office
mural in Chapter 4 by
delving more deeply into
Squirrel Hill’s early years in
Chapter 5.
The first people to come were Native Americans, displaced when
settlers arrived from Europe in the mid 1700s. Many of the setters
are buried in Turner Cemetery, 3424 Beechwood Boulevard. Their
colorful and sometimes traumatic stories are related in this chapter.
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Chapter 6: Nine Mile Run
Most people know that a lot of slag
was dumped in Nine Mile Run valley.
Today the residential community of
Summerset at Frick Park has been
built on top of the slag, and the
valley has been reclaimed and made
part of Frick Park. The picture shows
the scenic but still polluted stream.
What happened in the valley before
the Duquesne Slag Company

came along, and what might
have happened to it later if it
hadn’t been for concerned citizens? Wayne Bossinger relates the
convoluted history of Nine Mile Run in Chapter 6.

Chapter 7: Squirrel Hill’s
Jewish History
Today, Squirrel Hill is known far and wide as Pittsburgh’s Jewish
neighborhood, and in Chapter 7, Dr. Barbara Burstin explains
how that came to be.
Jews didn’t move into the neighborhood until the late 1800s,
when improvements in transportation allowed German Jews
from Allegheny City to leave the grime and pollution around
the Point for a cleaner, newer environment. Jewish migration
increased with the influx of Eastern
European Jews from the Hill District
and Oakland in the 1920s, when
the Boulevard of the Allies was
constructed. Temples, synagogues and
other Jewish institutions followed,
creating a supportive infrastructure
that has kept Squirrel Hill a vibrant
Jewish community to this day.
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Chapter 8: The Squirrel Hill
Business District:
A Story of Change
In Chapter 8, Michael Ehrmann
undertakes the Herculean task
of enumerating the constantly
changing enterprises that have
lined Squirrel Hill’s milelong business district. He also
examines the social forces that
created, sustained and changed
the district from the early
1900s to today.

Map by Lauren Winkler

Chapter 9: Little’s Shoes:
The Anchor on Forbes Avenue
Michael Ehrmann continues his look at the business district in
Chapter 9 by focusing on the microcosm of one of Squirrel Hill’s
longest running businesses—Little’s Shoes
at 5850 Forbes Avenue. Little’s is a story
of growth and adaptation as it changed
and thrived in the challenging arena of the
business district. Today the Sigal family’s
business is as prosperous as ever.
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Chapter 10: The Watkins
Community and the
Morrowfield Apartment Hotel
The full title for this chapter by Betty Connelly is “The Watkins
Community and the Morrowfield apartment Hotel: The Vision of
Real Estate Developer Thomas Watkins.” Driving down Murray
Avenue, it’s hard to miss the towering Morrowfield building, but
the entire scope of the Watkins development is more difficult to
see. In Chapter 10, Betty Connelly explores the vision of real estate
developer Thomas Watkins, who built not only the hotel but other
apartment buildings behind it,
and added an indoor garage,
stores of various kinds, a
theater, bowling alley, soda
fountain, and even a car
dealership.

Chapter 11: Squirrel Hill’s Two
Great Parks
Schenley Park is manicured, Frick Park is wild. That’s just the first
of the many differences between these two large city parks. In
Chapter 11, Helen Wilson looks at how the parks were founded,
the purposes they were intended to serve, and their continuing
evolution as two of Pittsburgh’s greatest outdoor spaces.
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Chapter 12: Mansions and
Estates of Squirrel Hill
Before the onset of
extensive residential
development in the
1900s, Squirrel Hill
was home to many
large mansions and
estates. Most are now gone, including
the Brown mansion (left), where the
Jewish Association on Aging is now, and
the Berry mansion (right), the original building of Chatham
University. In Chapter 12, Helen Wilson looks at the varying
fates of the mansions and estates of Squirrel Hill.

Chapter 13: Beechwood
Boulevard
Today, motorists, bicyclists, joggers
and walkers enjoy the scenic,
winding curves of Beechwood
Boulevard, but few realize the
road was purposely designed by
Edward M. Bigelow as a pleasure
drive at the end of the 19th
century. The story of Beechwood
Boulevard is as convoluted as its
curves. In Chapter 13, Wayne
Bossinger describes the problems,
scandals and setbacks that dogged
its construction and explains
why it became a major factor in
the growth and development of
Squirrel Hill.
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Chapter 14: A New Direction:
The Squirrel Hill Tunnel and
the Parkway East
The Parkway East runs right
through the heart of Squirrel
Hill via the Squirrel Hill
Tunnel but bypasses it at the
same time. And that is just
what it was intended to do.
In Chapter 14, Helen Wilson
and Wayne Bossinger dig
into the construction of the
Parkway East and the Squirrel
Hill Tunnel—the second longest in Pittsburgh—and examine
the effects of the construction of the Parkway on both the city
and the suburbs.

In Conclusion
In the Conclusion, Michael Ehrmann not
only summarizes what the book covers but
also speculates on what might be covered
in a future book about Squirrel Hill. Many
subjects are still left to explore. Places of
worship, schools, businesses and institutions
all have interesting histories. Squirrel Hill
is dotted with significant monuments and
Roundel from the FORVM Theater
landmarks. Famous—and infamous—people
have lived here, and sometimes movies have been filmed here.
As the Squirrel Hill Historical Society continues to research
the history of its neighborhood, it is compiling stories that will
provide it with the materials for an eventual sequel to Squirrel
Hill: A Neighborhood History.

