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When	you	go	to	the	Squirrel	Hill	post	office,	do	you	glance	at	the	mural	above	the	Superintendent’s	
door	in	the	lobby?		The	left	side	looks	like	Squirrel	Hill	in	the	early	1940s,	bustling	with	the	kind	of	
people	 the	 neighborhood’s	 older	 citizens	 will	 remember.	 But	 that	 man	 in	 the	 middle—a	
frontiersman?	 Makes	 you	 think	 of	 Daniel	 Boone.	 And	 the	 Native	 Americans	 menacing	 colonists	
clearing	the	land	for	farming—was	that	part	of	Squirrel	Hill	history?	
Well,	the	short	answer	is—yes.	Colonists	from	Europe	were	settling	the	area	in	the	1700s,	and	the	

Native	Americans	rightly	felt	they	were	being	pushed	off	their	land.	Violent	attacks	ensued.	
But	back	to	the	mural.	It	is	called	History	of	Squirrel	Hill	and	was	painted	by	Alan	Thompson	in	1942.	

And	it	is	a	very	big	deal	because	it	is	a	New	Deal	post	office	mural.	That	means	it	was	one	of	about	
1,150	murals	and	bas-relief	sculptures	created	between	1933	and	1943	to	provide	work	for	artists	
during	the	Great	Depression	as	part	of	Franklin	D.	Roosevelt’s	New	Deal	program.	The	program	was	
administered	by	the	U.	S.	Treasury	Department	through	its	Section	of	Fine	Arts.	Most	of	the	artworks	
adorn	 post	 offices	 because	 the	 government	 wanted	 the	 art	 to	 be	 accessible	 to	 all	 people.	
Pennsylvania	received	94	commissions,	second	only	to	New	York.		Pittsburgh	has	four:	two	(it	used	
to	be	three)	at	the	County	Courthouse,	the	third	at	the	post	office	downtown,	and	the	fourth	at	our	
own	Squirrel	Hill	post	office.		Several	others	are	scattered	around	western	Pennsylvania.	
Artists	who	received	commissions	were	encouraged	to	visit	the	community	that	would	house	the	

mural	and	discuss	the	theme	with	the	postmaster	and	other	community	members.	Judging	from	the	
details	 in	 the	mural,	Alan	Thompson	most	 likely	 came	 to	 Squirrel	Hill	 to	 observe	 the	busy	 street	
scenes,	see	the	local	landmarks	and	hear	stories	about	Squirrel	Hill’s	earliest	days.	
	A	bit	 of	 those	 early	days	 remains.	Tucked	 into	 a	busy	block	of	Beechwood	Boulevard	between	

Browns	Hill	Road	and	the	Parkway	East	entrance	ramp	is	tiny	half-acre	Turner	Graveyard	with	its	
haphazard	collection	of	old	tombstones	leaning	in	all	directions.	The	graveyard	is	believed	to	be	the	
second	oldest	graveyard	in	Pittsburgh.	The	oldest	tombstone	dates	to	1816,	but	burials	took	place	as	
early	as	1795.		
John	Turner	(1755-1840)	gave	the	land	for	the	graveyard	to	the	community.	As	an	infant,	he,	his	

parents,	and	four	half-brothers	were	captured	by	Indians	when	they	lived	in	central	Pennsylvania.	
His	father	was	murdered	and	the	rest	of	the	family	separated.	When	the	family	was	reunited	ten	years	
later,	they	settled	near	the	large	intersection	at	the	top	of	Browns	Hill	Road.	By	the	way,	one	of	John	
Turner’s	half-brothers	was	Simon	Girty	Jr,	who	defected	to	the	British	during	the	Revolutionary	War.	
Looking	at	the	mural,	it	is	possible	to	imagine	the	frontiersman	as	John	Turner.	One	reason	is	that	the	
farming	scene	to	the	right	of	him	is	placed	on	a	hill	above	a	river	with	a	bend	in	it—a	view	that	can	
still	be	seen	 today	 from	the	3200	block	of	Beechwood	Boulevard—near	where	Turner’s	143-acre	
farm	was	located.		Turner	and	his	wife,	Susanna,	are	buried	in	the	graveyard.	
In	the	next	article,	I’ll	go	into	more	detail	about	the	Squirrel	Hill	post	office	mural	and	the	artist	who	

painted	it.	Meanwhile,	go	see	it	for	yourself	and	take	a	good	look	at	it.	The	artist	was	an	illustrator	as	
well	as	an	artist,	and	the	mural	is	filled	with	wry	humor	and	wit.			
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Connecting Squirrel Hill and Homestead
Helen Wilson

“The Sutch family had a farm on Squirrel Hill. In the valley below they had a ferry that took passengers across the Monon-
gahela River. A horse-drawn hearse was being taken across the river when a lightning storm came up. The horses balked 
and jumped into the river, taking with them the hearse with the coffin. When the lawsuits were finished, both the farm and 
the ferry were gone. This happened prior to the construction of the Homestead Bridge in 1936.” 

This story was related by a Sutch descendant, who added that so far the family has not found any corroborating evidence to 
validate the tale. They did find Andrew M. Sutch listed as ferry master of Salt Works ferry in Pittsburgh business directories 
from 1881 until 1886, but from 1887 to 1899 he is listed as a farmer, with no further mention of the ferry. 

The Monongahela River had long been a formidable barrier to cross for travelers coming from Virginia and Maryland. 
Before the first dams were built in the mid-1800s, water levels fluctuated wildly. In dry spells the river was so low it could be 
forded. When General Braddock marched his troops to Fort Duquesne in 1755, they forded the river twice for strategic rea-
sons, the second time near the mouth of Turtle Creek. The site is memorialized on the train ride at Kennywood Park, where 
riders can look across the river to see the broad plain where Braddock’s army met its defeat shortly after it crossed the river. 

Fording the river was not easy, even in dry weather, but in wet weather it was impossible. In spring, water levels rose 
from melting snow in the mountains upstream. Dangerous blocks of ice filled the river when ice jams broke up. If the river 
froze solid enough in winter, travelers might try to walk across, but cracks in the ice could result in a cold dip in the frigid 
water. As late as 1895, when the first bridge connecting Squirrel Hill and Homestead was being constructed, an attempt was 
made to bring lumber across the ice in sleds pulled by horses. The ice gave, and one of the horses drowned. The plan was 
abandoned. 

A bridge across the Monongahela from Squirrel Hill to Homestead was sorely needed. Bridge-building technology im-
proved rapidly in the 1800s, so the idea became feasible. Captain Samuel S. Brown, a wealthy Squirrel Hill entrepreneur 
who owned a vast number of coal mines, coke works, and steamships in the mid-1800s, saw there was profit to be made 
in building a bridge and assembled a group of investors to finance it. Electric trolley lines were being laid all around the 
Pittsburgh area in the late 1800s. Captain Brown and his associates figured that connecting the bustling industrial centers of 
Pittsburgh and Homestead with a trolley bridge would be a profitable venture. 

The building of a bridge by private investors was not unusual in the 1800s. Most of Pittsburgh’s early bridges were pri-
vately owned and their upkeep paid for by tolls. The last remaining privately owned toll bridge in the region is the Newell 
Bridge in East Liverpool, Ohio. It offers a glimpse into that bygone era. 

Electric trolley lines were also privately owned and very competitive. Different companies had their own routes, tracks 
and power stations. Captain Brown contracted with two electric trolley companies to run their tracks across his bridge. An 
article in the Homestead News stated, “One of the things which made the erection of the bridge possible at this time was 
the construction of the Schenley Park & Highland and the Homestead & Highland electric railway lines, … which early 
concluded a bridge privilege, which it is stated pays the interest upon investment.” 

This picture of Brown’s Bridge is from The Bridges of Pittsburgh by Joseph White, © 1928.
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The trolley line in Squirrel Hill ran from Forbes to Murray to Hazelwood 
Avenue and then down what is now Browns Hill Road to Old Browns Hill 
Road to the bridge, avoiding contact with Saline Street, which went down 
to the river to the east. Some of the old road alignment leading to the 
bridge can still be seen on Old Browns Hill Road. No trace of the bridge 
itself remains except for an abutment on the Squirrel Hill side. An inter-
esting side note is that as the trolleys approached the bridge they crossed 
over Second Avenue, which at that time continued east towards Braddock 
along the riverbank. 

The other trolley line ran parallel to the railroad tracks in Homestead. 
Before the bridge was built, riders who wanted to go to Pittsburgh’s East 
End from Homestead had to take the trolley all the way to the South Side, 
cross the river near the Point, and take another trolley east out of town. A 
very long ride!

The coming of the trolleys changed the way people worked and played. Now they didn’t have to find jobs within walking 
distance of their homes. On days off they could ride along what were advertised as scenic vistas to enjoy themselves away 
from the pollution of the mills in forested city parks or at the new amusement parks springing up to lure riders to fill the 
trolleys on weekends. 

The new bridge did more than allow Homestead commuters easier access to the East End of Pittsburgh. City Farms Station 
at the end of the bridge on the Squirrel Hill side enabled them to connect with passenger trains traveling east to Braddock 
and west along the riverbank to Hazelwood and Downtown. 

Brown’s Bridge, also called the Homestead & Highland Bridge, opened in 1895. The 1,300-foot truss bridge with five 
spans cost $150,000 to build. It rose 54 feet above water level. Newspaper reports of the day called it a “handsome” struc-
ture.

As handsome as the bridge was, problems began to surface in the early 1900s. The bridge was becoming obsolete. Its 
low river clearance and four stone piers in the water impeded river traffic. Access to the bridge on the Homestead side 
was difficult because of the busy railroad tracks that had to be crossed to get to the bridge. The tracks at the Waterfront are 
busy today. They were even busier a hundred years ago, when passenger trains shared the tracks with freight trains. Forty-
two passenger trains and 139 freight trains came through every day, which closed the crossings for about two hours a day. 

People risked life and limb trying to dodge the 
trains. Newspaper articles gave lurid accounts 
of people being maimed or killed. On the Squir-
rel Hill side, the approach to the bridge on Old 
Browns Hill Road was steep and circuitous. The 
bridge itself became a problem. It had been built 
for horse-drawn vehicles and electric trolleys, 
but the advent of automobiles in the early years 
of the twentieth century increased traffic on the 
bridge and posed dangers because the lanes were 
only nine feet wide. A Homestead News article 
stated that around 3,000 automobiles and trolleys 
crossed the bridge daily. It is interesting that in 
the 1930s one reason put forth for a new bridge 
was that it would make getting to the Allegheny 
County Airport easier. The age of automobiles 
and airplanes had dawned.

To make matters worse, the bridge was not 
maintained. Newspapers reported on its dete-
riorating condition, detailing accounts of trolleys 
jumping the tracks, nearly pitching passengers 
into the river, and automobiles breaking through 
the rotten wooden bridge planks. Brown’s Bridge 

The abutment of Brown’s Bridge is in the upper left 
next to the railroad tracks. The road on the right was 
once part of Second Avenue.

This picture of both bridges is from the November 19, 1937, issue of the 
Homestead Daily Messenger.
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simply could not handle the increasing traf-
fic demands. The City of Pittsburgh bought 
the bridge in 1915, abolished the tolls, and 
put up money to make repairs. But the bridge 
was still woefully inadequate.

Calls for a new bridge began as early as 
1919, but the problems involved in build-
ing a new bridge were immense. Finding the 
money to pay for it was one concern. Anoth-
er was the engineering difficulties of build-
ing a higher, wider and stronger structure. 
The unprecedented engineering problems 
called for unprecedented solutions. In an ar-
ticle from the Pittsburgh Press in 1987 cel-
ebrating the 50th anniversary of the Home-
stead High-Level Bridge, an engineer who 
worked on it remembered engineers “strug-
gling for two years with never-tested theo-
ries and never-used procedures” to design it. 
Before the computer age, figuring out the complicated forces on long spans was extremely difficult. The article says the 
solution was the Wichert self-adjusting truss, patented by Pittsburgh engineer E. M. Wichert, which has rhomboid-shaped 
hinged assemblies at bridge supports that allow each continuous span to flex independently. It was state of the art in 1936.

The new Pittsburgh-Homestead High Level Bridge took two years to build and opened in 1937. The name “High Level” 
is significant. The bridge soared over the railroad tracks, ending the nightmare of crossing them. Its one pier in the river and 
increased height eased river transportation problems caused by the old Brown’s Bridge’s four piers and low clearance. It had 
four lanes, rare when most bridges had two lanes, attesting to the importance of the connection between the bustling steel 
town of Homestead and the industrial center of Pittsburgh.

At the time it opened, the new bridge was one of the longest bridges in the Pittsburgh area. Its total length, including the 
approach spans, is 4,200 feet. The bridge itself is 3,100 feet long, almost two and a half times longer than Brown’s Bridge. 
When it was built it had trolley tracks on it. (Some people still remember swerving to avoid the trolley tracks that remained 
on Browns Hill Road long after the last trolleys were gone.) The pier in the river is founded on rock more than 47 feet be-
neath the pool and rises 44 feet above the pool at full elevation. The height of the bridge from river level is 129 feet.  The 
bridge has a grade of 3 percent, which means it rises three feet for every 100 feet of length. On the Squirrel Hill side, the 
road to the bridge, now Browns Hill Road, was widened by making a deep cut of 45 feet through the hill. Imogene Street 
had to be relocated and improved so that the new road would not cut off access to the houses on it.

The bridge was built by the newly formed Allegheny County Authority. George S. Richardson, a noted American bridge 
engineer, was chief engineer. At the time the bridge was being built, the Great Depression was on. The bridge was a Works 
Progress Administration (WPA) project that provided jobs for men who desperately needed work. It is still owned by the 
County.

In 2002 the Homestead High-Level Bridge was given a new name, Homestead Grays Bridge, to honor the well-known 
Negro League baseball team that played during the first half of the 20th century. The grand old bridge has undergone several 
rehabilitations, the last in time to make it almost like new for its 75th anniversary in 2012. With proper maintenance the great 
bridge will last well past its 100th birthday in 2037.

The Homestead Grays Bridge today. A Wichert Truss is on the right.
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squirrel hill development 

The Development 
of Squirrel Hill 

By Michael Ehrmann 

Chairman, Squirrel Hill Historical Society 

Over the past ten years, the Squirrel Hill Historical Society has 
been gathering arid presenting stories of the history of our 
neighborhood and the surrounding areas and region to share 
with our.populace. 

When I think about Squirrel Hill?s history, I segment the 
development of our neighhorhood into four phases: the first 
as a semi-rural and farming area prior to 1870, the second as 
one of large homes and estates in the late 1800s early 1900s, 
the third as the era of extensive residential and commercial 
development during the late 1890s - 1930, and the fourth as 
the vibrant urban community from 1930 to the present day. By 
no means are these dates exact; and while the four phases 
clearly overlap, they give an overall perspective to the growth 
and development of the area. For example, based on 
discussions with members of the Raymond Hasley family, who 
were active in both farming and construction at the tum of 
the 19th century, we've learned that even after 1900 the area 
included several farms alongside the residential and 
commercial development that was occurring throughout 
Squirrel Hill. 
Native Americans were early settlers in the general vicinity, and 
it is.believed that they first gave the area the name of "Squirrel 
Hill." 
Squirrel Hill developed lat�r than a number of the surrounding 
communities: for example, neighboring Greenli eld had devel
oped earlier, presumably due to its location along the 
Monongahela River. Squirrel Hill is not a river community - it 
doesn't have direct river frontage, and it didn't have sufficient 
roadway to connect it to downtown Pittsburgh until late in the 
19th century. 
The first known settler cabins in the area were built during the 
last part of the 18tl.i century. Early residents included Colonel 
James Burd who was stationed at Fort Pitt, and others such as 
James Fleming, the Neils, and the Martins; the two latter 
names are knq;wn from their· cabins, which have Jiemained. in 
Schenley Park. 

I 

Other early settlers in this area included the Girty-T'l)rner fami
ly. Simon Girty, an Irish emigrant and trader, was the· first in· a 
long line of family members known to reside in Squirrel. Hill. 
The Turner cemetery, established in 1838 by John Turner� holds 
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final resting places for many of their descendants. In addition, 
the family gave part of their land on Beechwood Boulevard 
which was eventually developed as the Mary S. Brown 
Memorial Methodist church, the oldest standing church in 
Squirrel Hill. 
A major happening occurred in 1867. Until then, Squirrel Hill 
had been part of Liberty Township. In 1867, Liberty Township 
became incorporated into the rapidly growing City of 
Pittsburgh and became the 22nd Ward. 
The second phase of the history of Squirrel Hill, was the large 
homes and estate era. This was a transitional period. Only a 
limited number of the large mansions built during this period 
have survived to the present day. Some of the best-known 
dwellings of that era were Lyndhurst at 1165 Beechwood 
Avenue, which was built .by William Tha'Y; Highmont at 6200 
Fifth Avenue, which was built by J.J. Vandergrift; Beh Helm, at 
5360 Forbes Avenue, which was designed '.by famed architect 
Frederick Law Olmstead for William Larimer Mellon; and the 
John Worthington Mansion at 5505 Forbfs Aven�e. The 
Worthington Mansion is now part of the Temple Sm_ai complex. 
The Mellon family built a number of lar�er home�Jn our area, 
such as the Andrew Mellon Mansion, wh'ich now:shlves as the 
centerpiece of the campus of Chatham ijbiversity.:Y-utually all 
of the other Mellon homes have disappe;ired. 

Four events in the later y�lir� bf the 1800� were critical to the 
development of Squirrel Hill. 'First, in 1869 the Pennsylvania 
Female College, later renain�d the Pennsylvania College for 

•:;·• . I Women, and now known as Chatham University, was founded. 
Second, the Homewood GeJ.J1etJfy was established on 176 acres 
ofland in 1876. Third, Schel'll�-y>l�ark was establishecl;iµ 1889 
on lanc;l that had· been donated at �al cost.to Bitt�burgl1 
by Mary Croghan Schenley, .{ gr�ddaugpter of Geue;,illJames 

,. ,. ,,,. O'Hara, who had owned a, lot of land in the area. Schenl�y 
Park 0rig_irially had an area 0020 acres, which h�s-,e��ed to 
456 acres over the years. Fou�, and perhaps most sigmfjcant
ly, electric !iolleys were extended along Forbes and Murray 
Avenues into and through the heart of the neighborhood 
sometime around 1893. The trolley line initially provided an 
easier. mode of transportation for employees of !b.� .;ir�l� mapy 

continued dn page 10 
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squirrel hill development cont. 

mansion estates to travel to work, and also was crucial to the 
extensive residential and commercial development that was to 
begin primarily after the tum of the century. 

Prior to 1900, Squirrel Hill had very few paved roads. By the 
end of this era, there was a full grid of paved roads, including 

El.ectric Trolley 

along 
Beechwood 
Boulevard, 
which was 
designed by 
Olmstead 
and con
structed 
around 
1900. In 

addition, the construction of the Boulevard of the Allies 
connection through Schenley Park after 1920 gave the area an 
important new link to Oakland and downtown. 

By the early 1900s, local owners of farms and estates were 
ready to reap profits from their land by selling their properties 
to builders and prospective homeowners. Squirrel Hill's era of 
rapid building growth had begun, and continued for the next 
two to three decades. For example, many of the members of 
the Mellon family divested their estates with large tracts of land 
from which numerous small housing lots were created. The 
Murdoch family, who had owned floral shops downtown and 
had grown their flowers in greenhouses in our area, also sold 
off tracts of land in Squirrel Hill from which were created 
smaller building lots. The name of the Murdock Farms area of 
Squirrel Hill, which is located between Wightman Street and 
Schenley Park, reflects their prior ownership. By the end of this 
period, the neighborhood, still a vital part of the city, was 
transformed into an urban area characterized predominantly by 
relatively small building sites that had been improved with cus
tom built homes ranging from small to large in size. 

Along with growing residential development, supportive servic
es began to appear to meet the needs of the population. Only 
a limited number of small schools had been built in the area in 
the early and mid 1800s. However, as children began to occupy 
growing places in the community, additional schools were 
needed. The following educational institutions opened starting 
in the late 1890s: Thomas Wightman (1898); Linden (1903); 
Colfax, which replaced an earlier building (1911); Roosevelt, 
which (1908) replaced an earlier building and later was replaced 
(1955) by the Minadeo School; and Taylor Allderdice High 
School (1926). 

There were a few religious institutions in the area prior to 1900, 
such as the Mary S. Brown Church. As the need grew for 
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religious 
services, a 
number of 
churches 
were built 
after 1900, 
including 
the Sixth Presbyterian Church (1903) the Asbury Methodist 
Church (1906), and Church of the Reedeemer (1913): until 
1966, the Asbury Church stood on the current site of the 
Squirrel Hill branch of the Carnegie Library at Forbes and 
Murray Avenues. 

In 1927, Squirrel Hill gained another important resource when 
Frick Park was opened on the 151-acre site donated by William 
Clay Frick. The Fricks later donated the adjacent Clayton estate 
for public use. 

As the community became more heavily populated after the 
tum of the century, shops opened along the trolley routes on 
Forbes and Murray Avenues to provide services for the growing 
population. As we know, the center of Squirrel Hill has 
remained as one of the city's most vibrant neighborhood retail 
centers to this day. 

By 1930, while much of central Squirrel Hill was established, 
the neighborhood continued to evolve and develop unique 
characteristics. For example, since the 1930s, Squirrel Hill's 
Jewish population has grown to the extent that is has become 
one of the largest Jewish communities between New York and 
Chicago. Numerous Jewish institutions, including the Jewish 
Community Center, synagogues and temples, religious schools, 
and Jewish-oriented shops and organizations are based in the 
area. 

In recent years, both new and expanded retail establishments 
have opened to enrich our business district with numerous and 
diverse Asian restaurants and shops in the community. Other 
restaurants along Murray and Forbes offer Argentinean, Italian 
(with a few pizza restaurants), barbecue, Middle Eastern, and 
American food. And then there are our coffee shops, bagel 
restaurants, and bakeries. 

A critical development in and around Squirrel Hill was the 
opening of the Parkway and Squirrel Hill Tunnel in 1953. This 
construction changed the local traffic grid, but gave the neigh
borhood easier and quicker access to and from downtown 
Pittsburgh and surrounding areas. 

Finally, what I personally consider to be the most important 
recent development in Squirrel Hill is the opening of 
Summerset at Frick Park, one of the nation's largest "brown
field" residential developments. Summerset has brought an 
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infusion of new residents into Squirrel Hill and is a significant 
addition to this area. 

In summary, Squirrel Hill has developed rapidly from 19th 
century farmland to the dynamic urban community it is 
today. Gg 
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Squirrel	Hill—A	Moving	Experience	
Helen	Wilson	

	
In	1921,	the	eight-story	Joseph	Woodwell	Building	in	Downtown	
Pittsburgh	(right)	was	moving,	sidewalk	and	all.		The	lights	were	on,	
water	ran,	elevators	went	up	and	down,	telephones	rang,	and	people	
went	about	their	business—all	while	the	building	was	being	moved	
inch	by	inch	to	its	new	foundation	forty	feet	away.	Second	Avenue	
was	being	widened,	and	the	Woodwell	Building	at	the	corner	of	
Wood	Street	and	Second	Avenue	(soon	to	be	renamed	the	Boulevard	
of	the	Allies)	was	in	the	way.	It	had	to	be	torn	down—or	moved.		
What	does	this	have	to	do	with	Squirrel	Hill?	Well,	the	John	

Eichleay	Jr.	Company,	the	engineering	firm	that	moved	the	
Woodwell	Building,	was	moving	buildings	and	other	large	structures	
all	over	the	place	in	the	early	1900s.	Given	the	time	and	effort	it	took	
to	build	a	large,	solid	building,	it	was	less	expensive	and	easier	to	
move	both	it	and	everything	in	it	than	to	tear	it	down.	

The	Eichleay	Company	moved	hundreds	of	buildings	in	and	
around	Pittsburgh,	including	five	houses	in	Squirrel	Hill.	Two	
are	still	on	Murray	Avenue	in	the	block	between	Hobart	and	
Douglas	streets.	In	1927	they	were	moved	up	and	back	so	
storefronts	could	be	added	(left).	The	Framesmith	and	Games	
Unlimited	now	occupy	the	spaces.	The	location	of	the	third	
house	has	not	been	positively	identified.	It	was	possibly	on	
Wendover	Street.	The	fourth	house	is	a	private	residence.	
Horses	and	steam	engines	did	the	pulling,	and	the	buildings	
were	moved	on	rollers.	But	the	lifting	was	done	by	crews	of	
men,	who	raised	and	lowered	the	structures	without	hydraulic	
assistance.	
Moving	the	fifth	house—the	Brown	mansion—was	one	of	the	

first	(1903)	and	most	difficult	jobs	the	Eichleay	Company	
undertook.	The	mansion	was	originally	located	near	the	bottom	
of	Old	Browns	Hill	Road	on	the	Monongahela	River,	but	the	
railway	wanted	to	expand,	and	it	wanted	the	land	on	which	the	
mansion	stood.	Captain	Samuel	S.	Brown	had	lived	in	and	loved	
the	house,	even	though	by	then	he	had	given	it	to	his	nephew	
and	his	wife.	Captain	Brown	hated	to	see	it	torn	down,	so	he	
asked	the	Eichleay	Company	to	move	it	up	the	cliff.	The	pictures	

of	the	cribbing	used	in	raising	the	mansion	show	a	remarkable	feat	of	engineering	(below).	The	
house	was	moved	168	feet	up	the	treacherous	rock	ledges	and	then	back	500	feet	from	the	edge.	
Nothing	was	damaged.	Not	even	
a	pane	of	glass	was	broken.	The	
feat	of	moving	the	mansion	was	
so	noteworthy	the	Eichleay	
Company	featured	it	in	a	float	in	
Pittsburgh’s	sesquicentennial	
(150-year	anniversary)	parade	
in	1908.		Unfortunately,	in	1913	
the	house	burned	down,	a	loss	
estimated	at	$200,000—a	huge	
sum	for	that	time.	The	Jewish	
Agency	for	Aging	now	occupies	
the	land	where	the	mansion	
stood.	
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In	Squirrel	Hill,	not	only	buildings	were	moved.	When	Beechwood	Boulevard	was	being	rebuilt	
around	1903,	a	huge	elm	tree	stood	in	the	way.	Elms	were	prized	for	their	beauty,	and	this	
particular	elm	was	60	feet	high	and	in	its	prime.	The	city	didn’t	want	it	destroyed,	so	the	Eichleay	
Company	moved	it—and	it	lived	for	years	afterwards.	
As	construction	methods	and	materials	changed	during	the	course	of	the	20th	century,	moving	

buildings,	except	in	rare	instances,	became	a	thing	of	the	past.	Meanwhile,	the	Eichleay	Company	
continued	to	move	big	things,	including	engineering	and	installing	44,500	tons	of	huge	penstock	
pipes	at	the	Hoover	Dam	site	in	1933.	It	took	three	years	to	move	more	than	300	pipes,	the	largest	
of	which	were	30	feet	in	diameter	and	weighed	186	tons.	The	pipes	still	carry	water	from	the	tall	
towers	behind	the	dam	through	tunnels	cut	into	the	canyon	sides	to	the	turbines	in	the	powerhouse	
at	the	base	of	the	dam.			
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The	Mural	in	the	Squirrel	Hill	Post	Office,	Part	2	
Helen	Wilson	
August	8,	2010	

Used with the permission of the United States Postal Service®. All rights reserved.	

Alan	Thompson	had	a	sense	of	humor.	When	he	painted	the	Squirrel	Hill	post	office	mural	in	1942,	he	didn’t	
show	scenes	glorifying	the	nation’s	industrial	workers	or	bucolic	farm	scenes	meant	to	take	people’s	minds	off	
the	hard	times	of	the	Great	Depression.	Instead,	he	created	a	lively	narrative	showing	Squirrel	Hill	from	its	early	
American	beginnings	to	the	World	War	II	era.	
The	previous	article	dealt	mostly	with	the	right	side	of	the	mural,	which	portrays	Squirrel	Hill	in	the	late	1700s.	
This	article	deals	with	the	left	side,	which	shows	the	community	in	the	1940s.	It	is	obvious	that	Thompson	came	
to	Squirrel	Hill	to	look	around.	He	must	have	observed	the	bustling	streets,	looked	at	local	landmarks,	and	heard	
stories	of	its	early	days.	He	had	a	sharp	eye	for	detail.	He	painted	a	mural	bursting	with	lively	characters.	The	
figure	who	anchors	the	left	side	is	a	Jewish	man	who	stands	deep	in	thought	while	the	activities	of	daily	life	
swirl	 around	him.	While	 the	gossiping	 ladies,	 greengrocer,	 soldier	and	newsboy	would	have	been	common	
sights	anywhere	in	Pittsburgh	in	1942,	the	Jewish	man	indelibly	places	the	mural	in	Squirrel	Hill.	The	lighter	
area	around	the	man’s	head	emphasizes	his	importance	but	also	sets	him	apart	from	the	others.		
Thompson’s	use	of	light	and	color	keeps	the	eye	moving	around	the	mural,	which	looks	fresh	and	sparkling	due	
to	 a	 painstaking	 restoration	 by	 art	 conservator	 Christine	 Daulton	 several	 years	 ago.	 Local	 architectural	
landmarks	dot	the	background,	such	as	a	fluted	bank	column	and	Adeles’	façade.	High	on	the	hill	sits	Taylor	
Allderdice	High	School,	perhaps	the	most	imposing	structure	in	Squirrel	Hill.	And	what	scene	from	1942	would	
be	complete	without	a	trolley?	
Alan	Thompson	was	born	in	England	in	1908.	He	attended	Carnegie	Institute	of	Technology	and	Pittsburgh	Art	
Institute	and	was	a	member	of	the	Associated	Artists	of	Pittsburgh.	He	was	both	an	illustrator	and	an	artist	and	
was	 well	 known	 for	 his	 paintings	 of	 the	 Pittsburgh	 area.	 One	 reviewer	 wrote,	 “When	 looking	 at	 Alan	
Thompson's	paintings,	one	feels	they	have	left	Norman	Rockwell's	clean,	middle	class	neighborhoods	and	have	
crossed	 the	 tracks	 into	a	world	 that	 is	a	bit	more	cold	and	bleak.”	That	bleakness	 is	not	as	apparent	 in	 the	
Squirrel	Hill	mural,	but	there	is	an	edgy	quality	to	it.	In	spite	of	the	crowded	scene,	the	individuals	stand	alone	
or	interact	only	with	one	other	person.	
Thompson’s	Squirrel	Hill	mural	is	one	of	about	1,150	murals	and	bas-relief	sculptures	created	between	1933	
and	1943	in	a	New	Deal	program	that	provided	work	for	artists	during	the	Great	Depression.	Artists	were	asked	
to	work	with	a	 local	committee	 to	decide	what	subject	would	be	portrayed	and	were	encouraged	 to	create	
scenes	that	were	uplifting	and	patriotic.	The	bas-relief	in	the	Turtle	Creek	post	office,	for	example,	is	a	peaceful	
scene	of	William	Penn	making	a	treaty	with	the	Native	Americans.	By	contrast,	when	looking	at	the	mural	in	
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the	Squirrel	Hill	post	office,	one	wonders	what	the	local	committee	thought	of	it.	It’s	earthy	rather	than	uplifting,	
with	sly	bits	of	humor,	such	as	a	dog	eyeing	a	fire	hydrant.			
Looking	again	at	the	mural	as	a	whole,	it	is	easy	to	see	where	Thompson	got	his	ideas	for	the	contemporary	
scene	on	the	left,	but	where	did	he	get	his	ideas	for	the	early	American	scene	on	the	right?	It	turns	out	that	
stories	of	those	times	were	still	being	told,	and	Squirrel	Hill	history	has	been	written	about	in	various	sources,	
but	that’s	a	topic	for	another	column.	Very	few	original	sites	remain	from	that	era	in	the	Squirrel	Hill	area—
one	of	which	is	Turner	Graveyard	at	3424	Beechwood	Boulevard.	If	you’re	interested	in	seeing	it,	the	graveyard	
is	open	anytime.		
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