
200 Years Ago in
Pittsburgh

In 2018, Pittsburgh celebrated the 
200th anniversary of its incorporation 
as a city in 1816. What was life like 
in the area back then? This display 
shows some of the things that went 
on in those early years of Pittsburgh.

The Pittsburgh Bicentennial is a yearlong celebration of the official 200th anniversary of the incorporation of Pittsburgh as a city, giving citizens 
the right to vote and the opportunity for self-governance. Mayor William Peduto formed the Pittsburgh Bicentennial Commission to recognize and 
celebrate the anniversary with unique and collaborative partnerships. Over 200 organizations, companies, nonprofits and individuals are participating 
in the yearlong celebration. For more information log onto www.PGH200.com or contact Holly Bulvony at 412-471- 4160.

Pittsburgh in 1817
From a sketch made by Mrs. E. C. Gibson, wife of James Gibson of the Philadelphia bar, while on their wedding tour.
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When Pittsburgh became a city in 1816, it needed a seal. 
City Council members asked city recorder Charles Wilkins to 
create one “as speedily as possible” without other instructions 
except to mandate it should cost $35. Wilkins consulted with 
Mr. Jones, an actor who had some knowledge of heraldry. 
Jones  drew up a design based on the coat of arms of the Earl 
of Chatham—William Pitt—whom Pittsburgh was named after. 
Pittsburgh’s seal has a black shield with a blue and white 

checkerboard sash running across it. On the shield are three 
gold disks showing eagles with outspread wings. Above the 
shield is a castle. Taken together, the shield, representing Pitt’s 
coat of arms, and the castle, representing a city, or “burgh,” 
mean “Pitt’s City,” or Pittsburgh.
The writing around the outside is rarely seen today, but is 

part of the official seal. Benigno Numine was part of Pitt’s coat 
of arms and became part of Pittsburgh’s seal. It means “with 
divine providence.”

Pittsburgh Got a Seal. 
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President James Monroe visited Pittsburgh in 1817, the year he 
took office. The description of the visit in Stefan Lorant’s book, 
Pittsburgh: The Story of an American City, says,

[President Monroe] was met outside the city by distinguished 
Pittsburghers and conducted to the ferry where an elegant 
barge, rowed by four sea captains, awaited his approach. In 
the city the President was entertained at the house of William 
Wilkins and was thanked by the citizens for his efforts on behalf 
of the Western Country, particularly for the opening up of the 
Mississippi.

He inspected the Arsenal, saw some factories, attended in one 
day the services of both the Episcopal and Presbyterian Church, 
caused a social whirl with the ladies and was gratified by the 
friendly reception.” 

President Monroe Visited.

Painting by Edgar A. Roth from Pittsburgh: The Story of an American City, by Stefan Lorant 
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Fashion Was in Style.
Just because Pittsburgh was still somewhat of a frontier town, 

that didn’t mean the people living there ignored fashion.

A look at the painting of President Monroe’s visit gives an idea 
of what stylish people were wearing back then in Pittsburgh. 
The high-waisted Empire style was still prevalent, but waistlines 
were beginning to drop back to normal levels. 

Country people and the working class dressed more simply, 
sometimes making their own clothing from cloth woven from 
hemp and flax grown on nearby farms.

A notice in an 1816 newspaper gives a description of a typical man’s overcoat: 
STOP THE THIEF! Taken on the 19th of November last, a Black Great Coat, with a large Cape, the Cape 
buttoned on the collar, on the front of the Cape is black glass buttons, and on the front and hips of the coat 
is cloth buttons, taken by James Dunlap from his boarding house. Any person that will take up and return 
said Dunlap and Coat, shall receive the reward of Five Dollars.
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The Last Fort Was Gone. 
The “forks of the Ohio” had always been a strategic location, 

and a succession of forts were built there. First was Fort Prince 
George, built by Virginians sent by Governor Dinwiddie to halt 
French expansion on the Ohio. The French captured the small 
fort and built the larger Fort Duquesne in its place. 

Fort Duquesne was in turn captured by the British army under 
the command of General Forbes during the French and Indian 
War. The British built Fort Pitt, the largest fort in North America. 

Fort Pitt was abandoned in 1792 after the Revolutionary War 
was over. Its condition had deteriorated bad-
ly due to flooding and disuse. Pittsburghers 
used parts of it to built homes.

Fort Pitt was replaced by Fort Fayette, which 
lasted until 1814. It was located several blocks 
up the Allegheny shore from the Point near 
the corner of Ninth Street and Penn Avenue. 
It had been a supply base for Commodore 
Perry’s fleet during the War of 1812.
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Before buses, trains and airplanes, people took stagecoaches. 
Beginning in 1804, stagecoaches carried passengers and mail 
regularly between Pittsburgh and other cities. Even after railroads 
came along, stagecoaches took people to places not served by 
trains. The last stagecoach ran in Pittsburgh in 1871. Many of 
the coaches were sold and used out West.
A stagecoach route ran 
through Squirrel Hill, but 
its route is not known for 
sure. Greenfield historian 
Anita Kulina Smith thinks 
the stagecoach went 
on Bigelow Street from 
Hazelwood Avenue to 
Kearcher Street and then 
down Greenfield Avenue 
and along Second Avenue 
to downtown.
Smith said stagecoach routes often went along bluffs because 

in winter the wind would blow the snow away, and in summer 
the high road would drain more easily and stay drier. 

Inns dotted stagecoach 
routes to give passengers 
a chance to rest, eat and 
stay overnight if necessary.  
Killymoon’s Inn was located 
only half a mile from the 
intersection of Greenfield 
and Hazelwood Avenue 
in Squirrel Hill.

People Traveled by 
Stagecoach.

Killymoon’s Inn in the late 1800s
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Wagon Trains Were a 
Common Sight.

Conestoga wagons were a common sight in Pittsburgh in the 
early 1800s. Here are some things you might not know about 
them:

• They were developed by German immigrants in Lancaster, 
Pennsylvania, in the 1700s. 

• Trains of Conestoga wagons were used to carry farm produce 
and other goods between communities in Pennsylvania, Ohio, 
Maryland and Virginia. 

• People didn’t ride in Conestoga wagons. They were used for 
carrying freight. Sometimes a teamster would ride the “wheel 
horse” on the left side closest to the wagon. 

• Conestoga wagons could carry up to six tons of freight. The 
floor curved upward at each end to prevent the shifting of the 
freight the wagon carried.

• Trains of Conestoga wagons pulled by horses or oxen were 
the primary transports of freight until railroads came along in 
the mid 1800s. 

• The wagons in the wagon trains out West were not Conesto-
gas. They were mostly flat-bottomed farm wagons.

• The Conestoga wagon was responsible for the American cus-
tom of driving on the right side of the road.
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Pittsburgh Had No Bridges.
People crossed the river by ferry 

before the first bridge in Pittsburgh 
was built in 1818 over the Monon-
gahela River where the Smithfield 
Street Bridge now stands. 
The Monongahela Bridge was a  

long, covered wooden bridge de-
signed by Lewis Wernwag.  It  burned 
in the Great Fire of 1845 and was 
replaced by a Roebling suspension 
bridge in 1846, which in turn was 
replaced by the current Smithfield 
Street Bridge in 1882, designed by 
Gustaf Lindenthal. 
The second bridge in Pittsburgh, another covered wooden one, 

was built over the Allegheny River at Sixth Street in 1819.
All of Pittsburgh’s early bridges were built by private compa-

nies and were tolled.

The Great Fire of 1845 destroyed much of the city as well as the 
Monongahela Bridge.
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Air Pollution Was a Problem.
“Pittsburgh was hidden from our view, until we descended 
through the hills within half a mile of the Allegheny river. Dark 
dense smoke was rising from many parts, and a hovering cloud 
of this vapour, obscuring the prospect, rendered it singularly 
gloomy.” 

—Thomas’s Travels through the western country in 1816.

Pittsburgh in the early 1800s was already known as the “City of Smoke.”

“In 1813 there were five glass factories, three foundries, a new 
edge tool factory, Cowan’s New Rolling Mill, a new lock factory 
built by Patterson, two steam engine and boiler works, one steel 
factory and a goodly number of small concerns manufacturing 
various articles.” 

— Boucher’s Century and a Half of Pittsburg and her People, 
published 1908.
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Pirates Didn’t Play Baseball.
The flatboats and keelboats floating down the rivers to Pittsburgh 
made tempting targets for river pirates.  In Tales from our Towns, 
Volume II, Oakmont historian Gary Rogers writes about pirates 
who plied their trade on the Allegheny River. He said the pirates 
hid along the shores and on islands in the river and preyed on 
the slow-moving boats that came by. 

Another source says the pirates would sometimes approach the 
boats to sell their moonshine or barter it for goods they needed. 

When the flatboats and keelboats were replaced by the more 
powerful and faster steamboats, the pirates were put out of 
business.
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A Lot of Stuff Was Sold.
The first department store was opened in 1800 on Market Street in 
Pittsburgh by Thomas Perkins. Here’s what Ormsby and Doane ad-
vertised for sale in an 1816 newspaper.
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In 1916, Pittsburgh held a huge centennial celebration, on a 
par with the one that took place to celebrate the more recent 
Penguins championship. The crowd that came to watch the 
Charter Centennial Parade on November 3, 1916, complete with 
bands, floats and representatives from various organizations, 
was estimated to be between 250,000 to 300,000 people. 
In honor of the occasion, Carnegie Library compiled a 75-page 

book with excerpts from newspapers, advertisements, journals 
and letters written around 1816. The book makes for interesting 
reading, giving a vivid picture of everyday life in Pittsburgh back 
then.
The book can be found online at the Project Gutenberg web-

site by Googling “Pittsburgh in 1816.”  
Also, the Summer 2016 issue 

of the Heinz History Center’s 
Western Pennsylvania History 
magazine has a great article 
about the 1916 celebration 
and the book. 

Pittsburgh Celebrated 1816 
in 1916. 

An excerpt from the book:

BALL
Mr. Boudet, respectfully informs the Ladies 
and Gentlemen of Pittsburgh that he will 
give a Ball this evening, (Friday the 24th) 
at the court-house, at half past seven 
o'clock, and will be conducted as they are 
in our populous cities viz—the ladies to be 
invited, and gentlemen to pay one dollar 
on their admission—understood, that such 
gentlemen as are strangers to the professor, 
must come introduced by some person with 
whom he is acquainted, without which they 
cannot be admitted.
N.B. No gentlemen allowed to dance in 
boots. 
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