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About SHHS
The Squirrel Hill Historical 
Society (SHHS) is a member-
ship organization established 
in 2000. It is committed 
to gathering, preserving, 
and celebrating the 
historical memories of our 
neighborhood.

The SHHS sponsors a monthly 
lecture series on topics of 
interest primarily focused 
on Squirrel Hill institutions, 
with occasional talks about 
more general history.

Meetings are free and open to 
everyone. They are held on the 
second Tuesday of each month 
at 7:30 p.m. at the Church of 
the Redeemer, 5700 Forbes 
Ave., Pittsburgh, PA 15217. 

How to contact the SHHS:
P.O. Box 8157

Pittsburgh, PA 15217 

Website: 
squirrelhillhistory.org

 Email:
sqhillhist@shhsoc.org  

If you would like to view past 
programs, go to squirrelhillhistory.
org and click on the link “Squirrel 
Hill Program Videos by Topic.”

The SHHS Newsletters are sent 
only to SHHS members. Past 
issues are posted on the password-
protected Members link on the 
SHHS website. If you need the 
password, email the SHHS and 
request that it be sent to you.

The Squirrel Hill Historical Society Inc., 
has been determined to be exempt 
from federal income tax under Internal 
Revenue Code Section 501(c)(3). All 
contributions to the SHHS, including 
dues, are deductible from federal taxes 
under Section 170 of the IRS Code.

Co-Presidents’ Message

Dear SHHS Members,
Summer is here at last, and we hope that everyone is enjoying the warm 

sunshine and fairly dry weather. It was a long time coming.
Gradually things are beginning to get back to normal, and a number 
of historic venues are reopening. The Heinz History Center, Western 
Pennsylvania Sports Museum, Fort Pitt Museum and Meadowcroft Rock 
Shelter and Historic Village are due to open July 1.  In Westmoreland 
County, the Westmoreland History Education Center and Historic Hanna’s 
Town are now open. Of course there will be some restrictions, and you can 
check their websites for details.  
Out of necessity, the Squirrel Hill Historical Society has cancelled its July 
program and, reverting to past practice, has not scheduled an August 
program since so many people vacation that month.  
Our  next program is tentatively scheduled for September 8 at our usual 
space in Church of the Redeemer. It will feature Bonnie Baxter, founder and 
executive director of Doors Open Pittsburgh, an organization dedicated to 
exploring the architectural treasures of Pittsburgh. As of this writing, the 
annual Doors Open event will take place as usual in October. While we are 
cautiously optimistic that the September program will be possible, we will 
be keeping a close eye on the COVID-19 situation and will err on the side of 
caution and cancel if necessary.  We will keep you informed via email.
Our online House History Project, initiated as a substitute for our June 
program, is going well. Several interesting house histories have already 
been posted on the Squirrel Hill Historical Society website. Members and 
nonmembers alike are encouraged to participate by researching and writing 
their own house story for posting on our website and possible inclusion in 
the newsletter. Instructions on how to submit your house history can be 
found on our website under the “House History Project” tab.
In the event that the COVID-19 crisis lingers, we are currently exploring 
options to deliver online presentations to our members and readers. Our 
first will be our July presentation, Taming the Automobile: Pittsburgh’s 
Boulevard of the Allies. Look on page 2 of the newsletter for more 
information about this program. 
Jim Hammond and Wayne Bossinger,   Co-Presidents, SHHS

If you would like to submit an item of historical interest for publication, suggest a topic for a 
speech, ask a question, or give feedback, send an email to sqhillhist@shhsoc.org,or write 
to SHHS, PO Box 8157, Pittsburgh, PA 15217.

Note: The Reverend Michael Foley, Rector of Church of the Redeemer, 
has announced he will be leaving his post in September and returning to 
California. He has always been supportive of the SHHS, and we will miss 
him. We wish him well in this new stage of his life’s journey. 
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Editor’s Note—Keeping Up with SHHS During COVID-19
The SHHS Executive Board has been exploring ways to involve our membership while we can’t hold our usual 
programs. In June we initiated the interactive House History Project. More information about the project and some 
house stories are presented in this newsletter and on our website. The project is ongoing, so let us hear from you 
about your house’s history! 
Meanwhile, we’re trying something new for our July presentation. The East Liberty Valley Historical Society (ELVHS) 
president and SHHS member Justin Greenawalt presented an online program in June for ELVHS entitled “Taming 
the Automobile: Pittsburgh’s Boulevard of the Allies.” The program was so informative and interesting that we 
asked Justin if we could show it to SHHS members. It fits in very well with the SHHS’s Street Names Project because 
it deals not only with the history of the Boulevard of the Allies but also with the reasons why the major boulevards 
of Pittsburgh were created, including Beechwood and Bigelow. There’s even a short segment not to be missed about 
how squirrels came back to Schenley Park.
Aware of the difficultly of watching a video at a specific time, we arranged that you can view it anytime at your 
convenience during the month of July.  It is well worth viewing!  Follow these directions to view the presentation: 
1. Go to facebook.com/EastLibertyValley/live. Click on the first presentation on the left side of the page that opens.
2. OR—Go to the ELVHS’s Facebook page, facebook.com/EastLibertyValley/. A window will pop up asking you to 

log in. Important: at the bottom of that window, click on Not Now. That will enable you to watch the presentation 
without signing onto Facebook. Scroll down the page until you come to the presentation, “Taming the Automobile: 
Pittsburgh’s Boulevard of the Allies.” Click on the presentation, sit back, and enjoy. 
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Past SHHS Program Videos
Don’t forget you can find videos of almost all past SHHS programs on the SHHS website, squirrelhillhistory.org. Click 
on the link “SHHS Videos by Topic” and choose a program that interests you. If the program raises questions or if 
you’d like to comment on it, click on the “Contact us” link or send an email to sqhillhist@shhsoc.org.

SHHS July Online Program 
Available online through July 31: “Taming the Automobile: Pittsburgh’s Boulevard of the Allies” (See 
directions above for how to access the presentation.) 
Justin Greenawalt, East Liberty Valley Historical Society president, professional architectural historian, and 
SHHS member, examines the history and development of Pittsburgh’s most thrilling cliff-side thoroughfare in this 
all-new presentation. The Boulevard of the Allies was Pittsburgh’s first attempt to tame the automobile, directly 
and expeditiously linking Downtown with the city’s eastern suburbs. Conceived in 1910 and built between 1920 
and 1940, this monumental feat of engineering was accomplished--quite literally--by moving mountains and filling 
valleys.  As we prepare to mark the centennial of the Boulevard of the Allies, this presentation profiles and celebrates 
the ceaseless ingenuity and can-do spirit of Pittsburgh and its people.

Editor’s Note: See page 8 of this newsletter for information about a bridge featured in the presentation.

Upcoming SHHS Programs
All SHHS programs are held at 7:30 p.m. at the Church of the Redeemer, 5700 Forbes Ave., Pittsburgh, PA 15217, unless otherwise 
noted.  More information about the SHHS speakers and topics can be found on the SHHS website, squirrelhillhistory.org. 

August: Reverting to past practice, no program will be scheduled for August. We are in the planning 
stages for another interactive online project for that month. 

September 8, 2020: “Doors Open Pittsburgh”
Bonnie Baxter, Executive Director of Doors Open Pittsburgh, founded the nonprofit organization in 2016 because 
she felt that everyone should be able to see and experience the beauty in our city.  At the Doors Open two-day event 
in autumn, hundreds of volunteers come together to open dozens of buildings to hear the stories they tell us about 
our past, present, and future. 

Let us know if you have a topic or speaker to suggest. Contact the SHHS through its website, squirrelhillhistory.org, or email us at 
sqhillhist@shhsoc.org.

Click here to return to 2020 Newsletters
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SHHS House History Project
Editor’s Note: The SHHS’s House History Project is ongoing, and we hope you will be interested in researching your 
house’s history and submitting its story to us. There are several ways to submit a story. The easiest is to go to the 
SHHS website, squirrelhillhistory.org, and click on the menu item HOUSE HISTORY PROJECT. The page that opens has 
directions, resources to help you research, and a link where you can submit your stories. You can also email stories to 
sqhillhist@shhsoc.org with “House History” in the subject line, or mail them to SHHS, PO Box 8157, Pittsburgh, PA 15217. 
Please do not identify your house by its exact address. The stories will be posted on the SHHS website and featured in the 
SHHS Newsletters. Below is one of the stories that has been submitted and two additional new ones.

What’s a Mikvah? 
Mike Torkos

In 1968 my parents, Pat and Mike Torkos, purchased their home at Phillips Avenue at Pocusset. While touring the 
basement, they noticed an unusual structure: a wall about three feet high enclosing an area about three and a half 
feet wide and six feet long. When they asked the realtor, she replied, “Oh, that’s a mikvah.” Being Catholic, they had 
never heard of such a thing, but they learned. The house was previously owned by Rabbi Pittman, who apparently 
constructed the mikvah. We used the area for storage. Once when we had company, one of us asked, “where’s the 
lawn chair?” And my mom answered, nonchalantly, “Downstairs in the mikvah.” 
Which prompted lively discussion with our guests! In the 1990s we dismantled 
our mikvah to make room for a new bathroom. Some time later we saw on the 
news that only two mikvah were known to survive in the Soviet Union, having 
been destroyed by the communists. Yes, we were unsettled by this information. 
NOTE: In the 1980s, my father, who was an excellent gardener, was digging along 
the Pocusset side of the house. As he dug he discovered a layer of ash, probably 
from the original coal furnace. His curiosity piqued, he continued to dig until he 
uncovered a small pond, long buried in the garden. This pond would have met 
the requirement for a ‘cistern containing rainwater’ to supply the mikvah! His 
beautiful Japanese Red Maple tree now grows in that spot.

Traditional mikvah. (It is not the one that 
was in the Torkos’ house.)

The Frank House 
Helen Wilson and Lauren Winkler

Even today, people who live on Saline Street near Minadeo School still talk about the big 
mansion and grounds that were located on Lilac Street on the slope right across the street 
from the school. The evolution of the property encapsulates the history of Squirrel Hill. 
At first it was most likely farmland. A plat map from 1882 shows L. Schmeltz owning the 
land—now with a coal mine on it. In the 1800s, the famed Pittsburgh coal seam was mined 
in the hill above Saline Street, and a mine opening was on the Schmeltz property.  
By 1903, the property was owned by C. V. McCarthy and had two buildings on it— a house 
and a stable.  After passing through a few more owners, Jacob H. Frank and his wife, Maud 
(maiden name Friedberg) purchased the property and moved there in 1915. The Frank 
mansion was at the same location as the McCarthy house, so it is probably—but not 
certainly—the same house, enlarged at some point.
The mansion was owned by Jacob H. Frank of Frank & Seder’s department store fame. 
The store occupied a whole block of downtown Pittsburgh at the corner of Fifth Avenue 
and Smithfield Street. The building still stands today. (For more information about Frank & 
Seder’s, see Wayne Bossinger’s article in the January 2016 issue of the SHHS Newsletter. It can 
be found in the newsletter archives on the Members Page of the SHHS website.) 
Wayne’s article says that “Mr. Frank’s property on Saline Street included the mansion, 
servants’ quarters, and a coal mine. To relax, Mr. Frank was an avid gardener, establishing 
an extensive flower garden, vegetable garden and chicken run on the property. Guests 
were frequently rewarded with the fruits of his labor.” 
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The caption to this picture from 
The Pittsburgh Press, October 
4, 1936, says, “To older folks 
the front part of this old mine 
at 4219 Saline St. is a place 
to keep fruits and vegetables 
cold. But to Jimmy and 
Marjorie Frank, grandchildren 
of the late J. H. Frank, who 
sealed the mine 30 feet from 
the entrance 20 years ago, it 
is inhabited by ghosts. Weird 
noises, the youngsters say, are 
heard within.”

Click here to return to 2020 Newsletters
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An interesting side story is that in 1928, 
Maud Frank awoke to hear a burglar 
downstairs. Thinking quickly, she set off 
her alarm, which scared the burglar away. 
He did make off with two purses and $28. 
Mr. Frank was well known as a 
philanthropist, contributing to a wide 
range of charities, and was a major force 
behind the creation of the Jewish Home 
for the Aged. A December 13, 1928 article 
in The Pittsburgh Press reported that J. H. 
Frank and his wife had agreed to donate 
their property to the Jewish Home for the 
Aged. However, the neighborhood opposed 
the “erection of an institutional building 
in the community at the Saline, Lilac and 
Ludwick sts., [and] many property owners 
appealed to City Council yesterday for 
rejection of an amending ordinance designed to change 
the zoning class. ...” 
Interestingly, the article goes on to say that “The 

objectors stressed that they were not opposing the home because of its denomination, 
but believed that any institutional building would be detrimental to surrounding 
property. They said the community is entirely residential.”  The Jewish Home for the 
Aged gave up the plan and bought the Samuel S. Brown estate on Browns Hill Road  
instead. The facility opened there in 1933. It is still there, now the Jewish Association 
on Aging. 
Jacob Frank had been well known for his philanthropy, especially centered on the 
Jewish Home for the Aged, so when he died unexpectedly in 1933 at the age of 67, 
his funeral services were held there. His estate went to his widow and five children.
The mansion was demolished in the 1970s. Timberline Court was built on the site in 1978.

Plat map of Jacob Frank’s property 
in 1923 (above) and an aerial map  
of the property in 1957 (below).

6/28/20, 1)21 PM1930-10-18 - Pittsburgh_Post_Gazette - Frank 40th Anniversary.jpg
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The Franks celebrating their fortieth 
wedding anniversary in 1930 
(Pittsburgh Post-Gazette)

6/28/20, 1)22 PM1933-06-05 - Pittsburgh_Sun_Telegraph - Pearle Frank Wedding Reception.jpg
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This 1933 picture from the Sun Telegraph shows the 
wedding breakfast of the Franks’ daughter Pearle on 
the lawn of their mansion on Saline Street. 

The Samuel S. Brown Mansion and the Jewish Home for the Aged 
Helen Wilson

After the plan to use the Frank house as the new Jewish Home for the Aged failed in the late 1920s, the agency looked 
elsewhere in Squirrel Hill for a suitable place to put its new facility. The Home wanted to move out of the Hill District 
to follow its clientele to the neighborhood where many Jews had already moved. The place it found was ideal: the 
Samuel S. Brown mansion and estate on Browns Hill Road. 
The mansion had already gone through a lot of changes. Built in the 
late 1800s on the Monongahela riverbank near Nine Mile Run valley, it 
was faced with demolition in 1903 when the B&O Railroad wanted to 
expand its tracks along the river next to the house. Captain Sam Brown, 
a wealthy businessman, decided to have the 23-room mansion raised 
to the top of the bluff by the John Eichleay Jr. Engineering Company—a 
major accomplishment for the times. Ten years later the house suffered 
a devastating fire. Much of the building was destroyed, with $200,000 
worth of damage. By then, Sam Brown’s nephew James Ward and his wife 
were living in the house. The Wards rebuilt the house even more grandly 
and had the grounds of the estate lavishly landscaped. 
Although the estate passed into other hands in the course of time, it was always called the Brown Estate. The Jewish 
Home for the Aged purchased the estate in 1931, repurposed the mansion, and built a larger institutional facility 
next to it. The mansion lasted until the new Jewish Association on Aging campus was built in the 1990s. Some people 
today still remember visiting relatives there. If you have a story about the Brown mansion, please let us know. 

Click here to return to 2020 Newsletters
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The American Chestnut and Frick Park
Tony Indovina

This is a little story about a great tree, one that grew from the 
Atlantic Coast to the Mississippi River, and from Mississippi to 
Maine. The American chestnut was dominant in the eastern 
hardwood forest but in the Appalachians was a tree like no other. 
It was believed “a squirrel could travel this canopy … without 
ever touching the ground.” The virgin Appalachian forest was 
filled with billions of chestnut trees. One description from a 
grandfather’s memory recalls chestnut was so abundant “that 
in spring, the tree’s creamy threadlike flowers, like foaming 
waves, rolled down the mountainsides.” Trees averaged 4 to 5 
feet in diameter and 80 to 100 feet tall. A mature tree might be 
600 years old with some specimens recorded to be 8 to 10 feet 
in diameter. Estimates are that, at one time, a quarter or more of 
all trees in Pennsylvania were American chestnuts.”  This is also 
a story of how years after their tragic demise by blight, small to 
ground-breaking efforts are being made to revive them in eastern university labs and in places like our own nearby 
parks, including Frick.
Early History
Shortly after William Penn arrived here in 1682, he reported back to London 
on the wealth of trees abundant in the new world. He emphasized the chestnut 
among all these. In the early 1600s, European colonizers like Captain John 
Smith of Jamestown observed Native American use of chestnuts. Members of 
the eastern Cherokee, Iroquois and Mohican Nations are all known to have 
utilized the nut for food and the bark and leaves for medicinal purposes. The 
presence of chestnuts in Native American archeological sites attests to a very 
long tradition of use. And the chestnut tree helped colonial and post-colonial 
America grow. Many eastern farmers earned more from the chestnut tree than their other activities. The sweet nuts 
that appeared every fall sustained people and their livestock. Trainloads full were shipped to big cities for holidays. 
And because they’re more reliable than acorns, which yield irregularly, wildlife also depended on them. 
But the tree provided much more than food. Since they could rise to 120 feet, with as much as the first 50 feet 
uninterrupted by branches or knots, they were a dream to foresters. Though not known for their wood grain 
or strength, they re-sprouted after being cut, grew fast and, most importantly, did not rot. Since availability and 
durability were more important than appearance, they were highly prized for a young country’s insatiable need 
for railroad ties and telephone poles. The American chestnut literally helped build America and fuel the Industrial 
Revolution. Thousands of barns, cabins and churches made of chestnut still stand. One author in 1915 estimated that 
it was “America’s single-most-cut tree species.” And its usefulness went beyond food and lumber. Though not a good 
burning wood, it was very useful in charcoal production, as well as leather tanning for clothing. It was also a highly 
prized ornamental tree that could be grown quickly in deep, rich soil. One 1890 tree catalog listed the trees at ten 
cents apiece.
The Chestnut Blight
What then occurred to the American chestnut is widely considered to be the greatest ecological disaster to a native 
tree species caused by the unintended actions of humans. Exactly how it occurred is not completely understood, but 
a strange infection was first detected on the bark of a dying chestnut tree at the Bronx Zoo in 1904. This was later 
determined to be a fungus named Cryphonectria parasitica, bourne on imported Japanese trees. In a few years, the 
blight spread to Connecticut, Massachusetts, and Maryland. Forty years later, it encompassed 400 million acres and 
killed nearly four billion trees. 
The chestnut blight appears as yellowish-brown blisters on the bark that eventually girdle the tree and prevent food 
from being absorbed above this ring of blisters. Eventually, the affected forests transitioned to other hardwoods, 
mostly oaks, that were also useful to people. But many sustenance farmers in the mountain regions of Appalachia 
who lived on all the benefits of chestnut trees were forced to either go into the coal mines to earn a living or leave 
their homes. 

American chestnut trees in the Great Smokey Mountains of 
North Carolina in 1910
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Trees that died remained standing for many years 
because of their rot-resistance and durability. 
Eventually, many were harvested to have their dead, 
now wormy-chestnut wood, reused. On nearby 
Chestnut Ridge of the Allegheny Mountains in 
Westmoreland County and elsewhere in the vast 
300,000-square-mile mountain region where chestnut 
trees died, homes and furniture were constructed over 
decades from trees lost to the blight. And, because the 
chestnut fungus cannot live underground, the roots 
of dead trees continue to this day to send up suckers. The 
young trees grow but never fully mature before dying again. 
The American Chestnut in Frick Park and Pittsburgh
The story of the American chestnut continues right here in Pittsburgh and Squirrel Hill. This article was inspired by a 
recent “First Friday” edition of the Pittsburgh Parks Conservancy newsletter featuring Horticulturist Phil Gruszka’s 
activities with chestnut trees. Phil has served as the Director of Horticulture and Forestry for the Pittsburgh Parks 
Conservancy for 18 years. Since the 1990s, the Conservancy has collaborated with the American Chestnut Foundation 
(ACF) to restore chestnut trees in city parks. Phil’s efforts, and those of his predecessor, have been in cooperation 
with City Parks Maintenance staff. His work with the American chestnut tree is just one of several such restorative 
activities, including his other efforts in city parks with the Butternut and American Elm trees. Phil had worked with 
Dick Wilford, recently retired Director of Maintenance for the Eastern Division of City Parks. I was able to visit Dick 
at English Lane on his last day of work before retirement. He “confidentially” directed me to what he believed to be 
the largest specimen of native American chestnut tree in Frick Park. While I’m still looking for that one, Phil was 
able to direct me to a small chestnut Dick had nurtured behind his old office on English Lane. This was in full bloom 
in late June and appeared healthy. Phil guesses it might be an American chestnut that self-hybridized with a Chinese 
chestnut, since it’s beginning to branch out like the smaller Chinese variety. 
Replicating the American Chestnut Tree
In the PPC newsletter, Phil is quoted as saying: “I am replicating breeding work that the American Chestnut 
Foundation is embracing by taking advanced genetic hybrids and planting them out with surviving chestnuts trees 
and letting open pollination occur.” Phil plants these hybrids anywhere from 3 to 6 to even 30 feet from the natives, 
depending on the canopy. So far, he has identified thirty native American chestnut trees in Frick and Highland Parks. 
This is all being done through a “germ plasm agreement” by which the trees and their seeds belong to the ACF. At 
this time, there are two “secret” sites in Frick Park in which Phil is attempting this “back-crossbreeding” method 
between new and old trees. It’s a very slow method of hybridization in which successive generations of Chinese 
and American chestnut trees are bred until a final product that contains nearly all the genes and traits of our native 
tree is capable of successfully pollinating with native sprouts. Early ACF efforts of hybridization with the Chinese 
chestnut tree were not successful, as the result was a shorter tree with a smaller canopy that does not do well when 
dwarfed by larger oaks and other forest hardwoods. Phil admits, “I will never see the benefits of [my work with 
chestnut trees], but my grandchildren might.” As a footnote to the Chinese chestnut, there are several healthy nut-
bearing specimens of these in plain view on Riverview Hill, not far from the upper Beechwood Boulevard entrance 
to Frick Park by Blue Slide Playground. They are on either side of the main asphalt trail at the base of Country Club 
Hill, in between the two cutoffs to the Dog Walk area.
While this back-crossbreeding method of hybridization is the most common effort being promoted by the ACF to 
restore the American chestnut tree, it is hardly the only method. A more recent one being pursued is research 
on viruses and their ability to destroy funguses similar to the chestnut blight. And one that the ACF first rejected 
but is now cautiously supporting is genetic modification of the chestnut. The reference cited below on “Genetic 
Engineering” is a fascinating story of a thirty-year effort by two scientists out of the State University of New York, 
Syracuse. Their breakthrough occurred when they looked at research on plant resistance to oxalic acid and oxalate-
producing fungi, such as the chestnut blight. They then decided to apply an aspect of wheat research from the results 
of years of genetic engineering in agronomic crops. Their goal was to enable the chestnut to make its own oxalate 
oxidase, a specialized protein that breaks down the blighting oxalic acid. Through trial and error, they introduced 
this blight-resistant gene into genetically identical chestnut embryos and applied the blight to modified trees that 
would heal themselves. The result is a tree labeled “Darling 58,” one of the tools being promoted for use by the ACF, 
but not in Pittsburgh. 

“Seventh Heaven,” Chestnut 
Ridge, house and furniture 
built of dead wormy chestnut 
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How many American chestnut trees once grew in Squirrel Hill? Impossible to say, 
because what did exist were surely logged-out with other native hardwoods in the 18th 
and 19th centuries. And Phil reminded me that, though chestnut trees were probably 
prevalent here, they weren’t as dominant as in Chestnut Ridge and the Allegheny range 
to our east, “as we are more on the western edge of where they once grew.” Because 
our neighborhood was famed for its population of squirrels, we might assume that they 
benefitted from a yearly abundance of chestnuts, more dependable than acorns. And, if 
there was a pioneer settler named Gunn who had a homestead above the Clayton Trail in 
Frick Park overlooking Wilkinsburg (See the June 2019 SHHS Newsletter, “Gunn’s Hill—
History or Lore?”), he may have provided for the many needs of his family and livestock 
by the abundance of chestnut trees. 
Why Save the Chestnut?
A question that often comes up with regard to efforts to restore the American chestnut 
tree is—why? There are many reasons, including the practical benefits of once again 
having a fast-growing, versatile source of hardwood. And because chestnuts can grow 
tall and fill the forest canopy, they have great potential for reducing carbon. One of 
the ecological partnerships in which the ACF is engaged is in planting chestnuts on 
abandoned coalfields. This might be a grand irony since the tree’s demise resulted in 
men losing their livelihood in farming and having to work in these mines. But the most 
compelling reason to restore the chestnut is because it is a beautiful tree and was a 
good friend that was almost completely lost to us. I remember the words of our former 
director of the Frick Environmental Center, Barbara Balbot (See the April 2020 SHHS 
Newsletter, “A Force of Nature”): “I want children especially to see what (Frick Park) 
looked like.” This is very much a reason to bring the American chestnut back here.   
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Chestnut tree in Appalachia

Chestnut tree leaves from the ACF 
Leaf Guide: Canoe-shaped leaf 
with prominent lance-shaped tip; 
coarse, forward-hooked teeth at 
edge of leaf. Leaf is dull.

Dick Wilford’s chestnut tree in 
bloom in Frick Park. Chestnut 
trees have a characteristic 
pungent, nutty smell when they 
flower in June.

A Plant that’s not so Great—Poison Ivy
Helen Wilson

Many of us are enjoying longer walks these days, both in our wonderful 
parks and on our interesting streets. But, while most of the plants 
we come across are harmless, some are out to get us. Stinging nettle, 
burdock, giant hogweed, and those little prickly things that cling to 
our dogs’ coats—they’re all nasty, but the worst is poison ivy, and it’s 
rife this year. You can expect to find it growing along sidewalks, hiding 
in bushes, and growing in patches along park trails. But don’t forget 
to look up as well! If the bottom branches of a tree have three leaves, 
it could be poison ivy or poison oak. The vines climb up the trunk and 
then extend out, looking like they’re part of the tree. Be careful! 

Chestnut burrs in Frick Park
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Recovering the Time Capsule in the Cornerstone of 
Mary S. Brown Memorial-Ames United Methodist Church

Helen Wilson
The final service at Mary S. Brown Memorial-Ames UM Church, 3424 Beechwood Boulevard, was held on July 28, 
2019. Immediately after that, Construction Junction began to deconstruct the interior of the church. The two large 
transept windows were sold to other churches. The windows portraying Mary S. Brown and the daughter of W. Harry 
Brown went to the Brown family. Building demolition was delayed a bit by the COVID-19 shutdown, but now the 
stately old building is completely gone. The crew took down the side walls first, then the front, then finally the tower. 
They put the huge bell in adjacent Turner Cemetery. Now the crew is working on the cavity left by the basement, 
partially still filled by stones from the building, and are filling in the hole and smoothing out the excavation area.
An interesting story concerns the time capsule—a copper box—in the 
cornerstone beside the front door of the church. A newspaper article from 
1908 gives details about the laying of the cornerstone and the time capsule in 
it, so the church building committee made sure to inform the deconstruction 
crew to retrieve it when they demolished the church. The congregation planned 
to hold a ceremonial reopening of the copper box. However, when the crew 
tried to recover the box, they discovered that the cornerstone block had been 
hollowed out to hold it. The block was too weak to withstand the weight of the 
stones falling around it. It shattered, and the copper box inside was smashed. 
Thankfully, the crew was able to retrieve the contents. 
The 1908 article quoted part of an address by W. Harry Brown at the ceremony of the laying of the cornerstone that 
described what was in the box:
“In honor of the benefactor, Samuel S. Brown, I deposit his photograph, a bronze tablet of his relations, a piece of 
olive wood and flowers from the garden of Gethsemane, Palestine; a copy of the daily papers, recent history of the 
church, family Bible, deposited by Miss Winnett, treasurer of the Ladies’ Aid Society of this church, a Bible from the 
church, a Methodist Hymnal, discipline and year book, New York and Pittsburg Advocate, roster of church members, 
program of this service, Sunday School Journal, copy of Easter service, a copy Bible of the Student’s Magazine, and 
this inscription, taken from a Greek church in Damascus, “Thy Kingdom, O Christ, is a Kingdom of all ages, and Thy 
dominion lasts throughout all generations.’”
Unfortunately, because of the organic matter in the box, anything made of paper had turned basically to mush and 
is probably beyond restoration. The bronze plaque and a few other non-organic items were salvaged and will be 
displayed in the new church. The small plaque, now cleaned and polished, is in almost perfect condition. At the top 
are the words, “A TRIBUTE OF LOVE TO MARY SMITH AND WILLIAM H. BROWN,” followed by the their birth and 
death dates and the names of their eight children. It is a poignant and treasured piece of the history of the church.

The Wilmot Street Bridge
Helen Wilson

As part of his presentation about the Boulevard of the 
Allies (see page 2), Justin Greenawalt talks about the 
Wilmot Street Bridge and its replacement, the Charles 
Anderson Memorial Bridge, connecting Oakland with 
Schenley Park at the end of the boulevard. On the other 
side of the bridge, the road becomes Panther Hollow 
Road and then Hobart Street. 
Wilmot Street was a street in South Oakland named 
after a local landowner. In 1907, a utilitarian two-
lane bridge was built at the end of that street to span 
Junction Hollow. When the part of the Boulevard of 
the Allies in South Oakland was constructed in the late 
1920s, it replaced Wilmot Street. At the old bridge, traffic was forced to merge from four lanes to two, causing traffic 
jams and accidents and years of protests before the Anderson Bridge was finally constructed in 1940. 
Self-taught artist John Kane painted a picture of the bridge entitled Panther Hollow, Pittsburgh.
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