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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,
As the COVID-19 pandemic continues, it looks like we will not be able to 
hold live programs for some time. We all miss the opportunity to meet and 
interact directly, but we are working very hard to fill the vacuum. In place of 
our live programs, we will be presenting them online using Zoom, a video- 
conferencing software that is easy to use. And, since we’re not able to meet 
in person, our monthly newsletters have taken on increased importance as 
a vital connection to our members.  
At our scheduled date of September 8 at 7:30 p.m., Bonnie Baxter, the 
founder and executive director of Doors Open Pittsburgh, will be making 
a Zoom presentation about her organization.  Details on how to participate 
are in this newsletter and are posted on our website, and an email will be 
sent to all active members a few days before the program. 
In addition to our plans for Zoom programs, we have initiated ongoing 
history-based projects to maintain active participation in the SHHS, such 
as our House History Project, in which both members and nonmembers 
alike can submit interesting stories about their houses in Squirrel Hill. 
Another is “Champion Trees of Squirrel Hill,” in which people can submit 
details about large trees in Squirrel Hill. 
Father Mike Foley will be leaving Church of the Redeemer in September 
and will be sorely missed. He provided the SHHS with a great deal of 
assistance over the years, and we wish him the best in his future endeavors.
Pittsburgh lost a good person with the passing of Boris Weinstein, a well-
known fixture in the area who picked up litter and organized litter drives 
throughout the City, including Squirrel Hill.  Boris was a former marketing 
executive who formed a group called the “Citizens Against Litter.”
A new book titled The Red Door is due out soon. The book details the 
history of the Squirrel Hill Café and was authored by Jan Cavrak and Leslie 
McIlroy, who served as bartenders there for many years.
The Squirrel Hill Carnegie Library reopened August 25 with limited 
services. We’re working on a new bulletin board display highlighting what 
the SHHS has been doing during the pandemic. Meanwhile, all our past 
displays can be found on our website for quick looks at various aspects of 
Squirrel Hill’s history. 
 In closing, we would like to thank everyone for their continued interest in 
the SHHS. We are actively looking for people who would like to become a 
part of our management team or help in other ways. You can reach us by 
clicking the “Contact Us” tab on our web page.
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.
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Editor’s Note—Planning for the Next Few Months
The SHHS’s last few newsletters had a somewhat limited range of topics, but this current issue goes all over the place! 
Everything from Torah scrolls to mammoth trees to the Post Office to anarchist bombings. We never seem to run out 
of things to write about. We hope you enjoy our wide-ranging articles. Anyone is welcome to contribute an article for 
publication. Send articles to sqhillhist@shhsoc.org or mail them to SHHS, PO Box 8157, Pittsburgh, PA 15217.
Meanwhile, as the COVID-19 pandemic drags on, the SHHS continues to utilize different ways to keep our members 
engaged. Our September program is a Zoom presentation featuring Bonnie Baxter talking about her wonderful Doors 
Open Pittsburgh event. In addition, we have been offering interactive projects each month and have some interesting 
ones lined up for the future. See our list of activities below. They are also posted on our website.
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September SHHS Program
Until further notice, programs, held at 7:30 p.m. at the Church of the Redeemer, 5700 Forbes Ave., Pittsburgh, PA 15217, are cancelled. 
More information about SHHS programs and activities can be found on the SHHS website, squirrelhillhistory.org. Let us know if 
you have a topic, speaker, or activity to suggest. Contact the SHHS through our website, squirrelhillhistory.org, by emailing us at 
sqhillhist@shhsoc.org, or by sending a letter to SHHS, PO Box 8157, Pittsburgh, PA 15217.

Tuesday, September 8, 2020, 7:30 p.m.: Live Zoom Presentation, “Doors Open Pittsburgh” 
Bonnie Baxter, Executive Director of Doors Open Pittsburgh, founded the nonprofit organization in 2016 because 
she felt everyone should be able to see and experience the beauty in our city.  Bonnie will talk about the Doors Open 
event on October 3, when hundreds of volunteers will come together to open dozens of buildings to hear the stories 
they tell us about our past, present, and future. Bonnie’s presentation will be online via Zoom. Advance registration 
will be required and a code will be sent to registrants a few days before the presentation. You will receive more 
information in the email announcement that will be sent to you a few days before Bonnie’s presentation. 

DOORS OPEN Pittsburgh, a non-profit organization, implores you to 
please embrace your “nebbiness” on Saturday, October 3rd! 
DOORS OPEN Pittsburgh believes that ALL Pittsburghers should be 
able to have direct access to Pittsburgh’s history.  
And what better way to do so than to invite people INSIDE our 
buildings, and offer them behind-the-scenes access, unique access, or 
just the opportunity to explore.   
DOORS OPEN Pittsburgh also believes that it is through these 
buildings that we can begin to understand and appreciate our past, 
present and future…and see some very cool architecture also!
So, on Saturday October 3rd, grab your mask and curiosity, and join us 
in Downtown and/or the North Side for the opportunity to be a tourist 
in your own City!

Since 2016, DOORS OPEN Pittsburgh has been opening the doors to a diverse collection of iconic buildings, and 
newly designed spaces, for the General Public to explore and experience.
While COVID-19 has curtailed opportunities for us to celebrate together, the format of the annual event naturally 
allows for social distancing.  The event is formatted like an open house.  So, you decide which buildings you want 
to visit, and in which order.  Reservations are not needed—all you need is your general event ticket for entry into 
any building you choose to visit.
Once inside, most visitors stay about 10 minutes before moving onto the next building, so mask-wearing is not 
extended.  Also, we will be managing the capacity in each building, so that social distancing can be maintained 
for everyone’s comfort and safety.
For the list of participating buildings and to buy tickets, this information will be available on September 7th on 
our website:  www.DoorsOpenPgh.org.
If you prefer a guided tour experience, we have that too.  Be sure to check out our Insider Tours being offered 
during Doors open Pittsburgh 2020.  Tickets on sale September 14th.
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https://squirrelhillhistory.org/2020-newsletters/


3

September 2020

Ongoing and Future SHHS Programs and Projects
Ongoing: The SHHS’s June activity, the “House History Project,” continues to uncover incredible stories about 
Squirrel Hill’s homes. A story about a home bombed by anarchists in 1919 is featured in this newsletter. For more 
information about researching your own house’s history, to read stories that have been submitted, and to submit 
your own story, go to squirrelhillhistory.org and click on the House History Project link in the main menu. 

Ongoing: The SHHS’s informative July presentation, “Taming the Automobile: Pittsburgh’s Boulevard of the 
Allies,” by Justin Greenawalt, is still available for viewing on the East Liberty Valley Historical Society’s Facebook 
page. You don’t need to sign onto Facebook to view this fascinating presentation. Go to the SHHS website and click on 
“Past SHHS Events by Year” in the main menu and then on the “2020” link. Scroll down until you find Justin’s talk and 
follow the directions to view it.

Ongoing: The SHHS’s August activity, “Squirrel Hill Champion Trees Project,” is also ongoing. A report on the 
huge trees we’ve found so far is presented in this newsletter, with more to come in the future. And you can submit 
your own candidates to see if they can top ours. As you walk around our streets and parks, you might be stopped in 
your tracks by the biggest tree you ever saw. Measure its circumference at a height of 54 inches and see if you can 
identify what kind of tree it is. Then send us the data and where the tree is located, and we’ll put it on our list

Tentative Date: Saturday, October 10, 1-3 p.m.: “Self-Guided Walking Tour of Turner Cemetery”
SHHS Vice-President Helen Wilson and other researchers continue to discover new information about Turner 
Cemetery at 3424 Beechwood Boulevard, the second oldest burial ground in Pittsburgh and the final resting place 
of many of the earliest inhabitants of Squirrel Hill, including military veterans from the Revolutionary War up to the 
Spanish-American War. The SHHS will be partnering with Mary S. Brown-Ames Memorial United Methodist Church, 
which maintains the cemetery. Researchers will be on hand to discuss its history, and church members will update 
attendees about future plans for the church. The walking tour will be self-guided, and COVID-19 precautions will be 
in force. Wearing masks and social distancing are required. No restrooms will be available. Placards placed in the 
half-acre cemetery will allow visitors to proceed at their own pace. More information will be in the October SHHS 
Newsletter, which will come out the last week of September.

November: We hope to have a Zoom presentation in place for November, but in the meantime we will feature an 
interactive activity, “Revisiting the Driving Tour of Squirrel Hill.” The cooler temperatures of November will be an 
ideal time to practice social distancing by driving around Squirrel Hill to experience the many mini-neighborhoods 
within our large neighborhood. SHHS member Lauren Winkler is preparing an updated interactive version of the 
driving tour that will have more information and pictures about what you’ll be seeing along the route. In the October 
newsletter, we will invite you to view the preliminary version of the driving tour and suggest other interesting sites 
to see in the neighborhood. 

Results of the SHHS August Project: “Top Ten Champion Trees of Squirrel Hill”
Helen Wilson

What are the biggest and most interesting trees in Squirrel Hill? We’ve been finding them, and they are immense! But 
wait--there may be more! Do you have a candidate for our Squirrel Hill Champion Trees Registry? The rules are 
simple: 1) Find a big tree. 2) Measure its circumference at the height of 54 inches. 3) Try to determine what kind of 
tree it is, since that determines how old it may be. 3) Send us your data, including where the tree is located. 4) We will 
estimate the approximate age of the tree, based on the formula that was developed and is used by the International 
Society of Arboriculture (ISA): Diameter X Growth Factor = Approximate Tree Age. The kind of tree and its growth 
factor are important because different kinds of trees grow at different rates.  A more comprehensive list can be found 
online, but here are a few examples: red oaks have a growth factor of 4; white oaks, 5; pin oaks, 3; and elms, 4.

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.

Click here to return to 2020 Newsletters
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Top Ten Champion Trees of Squirrel Hill
Type of Tree Location Lat./Long. Circ. at 54” and 

Diam.
Growth Factor 
and Est. Age

Date 
Measured

Notes

American Beech Clayton Trail in Frick 
Park

40.437737, 
-79.904569

C: 101” (8.42’)

D: 32”

GF 6

192 yrs.

8-15-20 Smooth light bark invites carving 
of initials in beech trees. This 
one has incredible roots.

American Chestnut Undisclosed location in 
Frick Park

N/A C: 39” (3’ 3”)

D: 12.4”

GF 3

37 yrs.

7-28-20 Tree is believed to be one of the 
few American chestnuts in Frick 
Park, location undisclosed to 
protect it.

Chinkapin oak Top of Flagstaff Hill, 
Schenley Park

40.439887, 
-79.944630

C: 128” (10’ 8”)

D: 40.76”

GF 5 
 200 yrs.

8-11-20 Unusual park trees were planted 
as specimen trees.

Ginkgo Frick Park below 
Country Club Hill

40.430529, 
-79.909482

C: 132” (11’ 3”)

D: 40”

GF 4  

168 yrs.

8-12-20 Ginkgos are living fossils, dating 
from 270 million years ago, 
rediscovered in 1691 in China, 
brought to the US in the late 
1700s. 

Variety of ornamental 
maple

Grove in Frick Park 
below Country Club Hill

40.431281, - 
79.911175

C: 154” (12’ 10”)

D: 49”

GF 3.5

172 yrs.

8-23-20 One of several different 
specimen trees in grove, all 
different kinds

Linden Grove in Frick Park 
below Country Club Hill

40.431281, 
-79.911175

C: 138” (11.5’)

D: 44”

GF: 4

176 yrs.

8-23-20 One of several different 
specimen trees in grove, all 
different types

Ornamental cherry Turner Cemetery 40.420869, 
-79.92645

C: 102” (8’ 6”)

D: 32.5”

GF 3

97.5 yrs.

8-26-20 Planted as a memorial. Has at 
least two tightly joined trunks

Red oak Weak Way 40.421251, 
-79.925469

C: 164” (13’ 8”)

D: 52.3” (4.35’)

GF 4

208 yrs.

7-20 Tree is on private property but 
can be seen from Weak Way.

Silver maple To the left of the 
junction of Riverview 
Trail loop on gravel trail

40.431687, 
-79.911023

C: 157” (13’ 1”)

D: 50”

GF 3

150 yrs.

8-23-20 This tree is at the edge of what 
had been a fairway of the old 
country club golf course.

Sycamore, probably a 
London plane tree

Intersection of Tranquil 
Trail and Falls Ravine 
Trail in Fern Hollow in 
Frick Park

40.432958, 
-79.900208

C: 168” (14’)

D: 53.5” (4.46’)

GF: 3.5

187 yrs.

7-20-20 Forest ranger said it is difficult 
to tell the difference between an 
American sycamore and London 
plane tree except American has 
a whiter trunk

Below is a list of our “Top Ten” trees in Squirrel Hill. The 
Champion tree seems to be the sycamore at the Intersection 
of Tranquil Trail and Falls Ravine Trail in Fern Hollow in Frick 
Park—a whopping four and a half feet in diameter. The red 
oak on Weak Way is oldest—with an estimated age of 208 
years. That means it might have begun to grow in 1812! A 
Frick Park forest ranger told us it is somewhat difficult to tell 
if the tree is a London plane tree or an American sycamore 
because hybridization happens naturally, with many variations 
occurring.  She said this one is most likely a London plane tree.
It was surprising and somewhat disheartening that we couldn’t 
find large examples of such native species as sugar maples, 
white oaks, and black oaks. Sugar maples are being overtaken 
by Norway maples, and many of our native species are subject 
to blights and environmental problems that are decimating them.

Interesting roots and trunk of 
a beech tree in Frick Park 

Welcome back to a neighborhood treasure! The Squirrel Hill Carnegie Library has now reopened! The new 
display on our SHHS Museum Board in the library will feature information about the Champion Tree Project, 
the House History Project, and other activities the SHHS has undertaken during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

This sycamore in Fern Hollow is 
the largest  tree we’ve found so far.

Click here to return to 2020 Newsletters
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Of Debutantes and Anarchists: An Aylesboro House History
Tony Indovina

This multifaceted House History story is about a house in the Murdoch Farms neighborhood of Squirrel Hill owned by 
a young friend of mine, Noam Gilboa. His house is in the block of Aylesboro Avenue near Schenley Park. The research 
technique used was a comprehensive search of newspaper articles from the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette Archives website. 
Research was thoroughly and skillfully gathered by SHHS member Lauren Winkler. Because this method is somewhat 
of a shotgun approach, it will not uncover the more precise chain-of-ownership information that would result from 
following steps outlined in Co-President Wayne Bossinger’s June SHHS newsletter article entitled “Researching 
Your House’s History.” Perhaps another chapter of this house’s history can be documented with this type of formal 
deed search. Noam believes his house was originally owned by a member of the Murdoch family, and that it was 
once moved from its original location. The information we found through news articles, however, is decidedly more 
serendipitous. In all, twenty-two newspaper reports were uncovered from the house address and six from the society 
pages. Of the newspaper reports, four were profoundly disturbing.
Basic house ownership information over the years is revealed through another eight news articles, of sales notices 
and ads for sale that embellish. Our house was described in various articles as a Victorian brick, from 10 to 12 
rooms and three baths, with parquet floors, “atmospheric” spaces and a view. Those advertising sale prices, mostly 
from the 1990s through the early 2000s, reveal a somewhat sluggish housing market, with asking prices increased 
and reduced through the early ‘90s. After being listed for more than 20 times its 1920 sales price, it was ultimately 
purchased by our present owner for less. 
All the other news entries reveal stories far more interesting than sales and real estate transactions. The earliest, 
from 1913, is an ad for a laundress from the quaint old phone number 2528-J Schenley. We turn ahead now to when 
the Tunnell family resided in the house, during what may have been its longest period of ownership by one family—
from 1930 to the last news report of their address from 1956. Through these articles, we are able to glimpse social 
life from another era of wealthy families in early twentieth-century Pittsburgh.
High Society
This charming part of the story begins with the debutante announcement for the older of the two Tunnell sisters, 
Miss Helen Louise Tunnell, while a guest in Palm Beach, Florida. Palm Beach figures prominently in other society page 
stories, as we learn it is the home of the girls’ aunt, Mrs. Peyton Van Rensselaer. During news of one of these visits, 

the sisters were reported to be guests at the “exclusive” Bath and Tennis Club in Palm 
Beach, with other guests including “Prince George of 
Russia and Lord Deices of England.” Eventually, we learn of 
younger sister Miss Helen Louise Tunnell’s introduction 
to Baltimore society, as she makes her “bow with the sub-
debs.” Baltimore, we learn, was the former home of her 
parents. Both sisters graduated from The Winchester 
School for Girls, the younger daughter going on to Miss 
Wright’s School in Bryn Mawr and the older becoming 
a member of the Pittsburgh Junior League. Wedding 
announcements for both appeared later, including 
one marrying a Harvard graduate. Another wedding 
announcement appeared in a Ft. Worth newspaper, also 
reporting that the sisters’ maternal grandparents were 
very prominent in the early development of Ft. Worth. 

The last of the entries for the Tunnell family reports that the aunt, Mrs. Peyton Van 
Rensselaer, passed away on a visit to the house on Aylesboro, and that before living in 
Palm Beach, she had been a prominent member of Philadelphia society. 
And Then the Unthinkable Happens
Stories uncovered from a newspaper search of a house’s history might contrast wildly. To illustrate this, we go back 
to four articles appearing in Pittsburgh newspapers one and two days after the night of June 2, 1919. This quiet block 
of Aylesboro Avenue by Schenley Park was literally rocked as part of a nationally coordinated anarchist bombing 
event occurring almost simultaneously in eight cities, from Boston to Washington, D.C., and Pittsburgh. As reported 
later, it was 11:35 p.m. Monday night when a bomb placed under the porch of a house on Aylesboro, owned by Burton 

Click here to return to 2020 Newsletters
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J. Cassady, general manager of the paint department of 
the Pittsburgh Plate Glass Company, tore the porch off 
the house and ripped through the first floor, causing 
considerable damage. 
Houses on either side sustained somewhat less costly 
damage. One was the residence of the intended target, 
Judge W. H. Thompson of the U.S. District Court. The 
other was the house of our story, then owned by F. B. 
Lincoln, Vice-President of the Pittsburgh Railroad and 
Coal Company. The estimate of damage there, reported 
to be about $2,000, included replacement of all house 
windows. One news source stated that “not one pane 
was left intact,” which would have included the curved 
glass windows in the house’s beautiful turret. In all, four 
houses were damaged in the neighborhood, three on 
Aylesboro and one on Northumberland to the rear of the one bombed. About the same time, a second bomb in 
Pittsburgh went off seven miles away in the Esplen neighborhood of Sheraden. Two houses there were damaged 
and again, the bomb was left at the wrong address. A Pittsburgh district immigration officer, who lived across the 
street from where the bomb was placed, was the intended target. A few days later, news reports went beyond the 
horror of the actual bombings to reveal some of the human stories from that night. Miraculously, with families asleep 
upstairs, no one was injured in either of the Pittsburgh bombings. In Squirrel Hill, 15-month-old Richard Cassady 
was sleeping upstairs in the house bombed when a twenty-pound stone from “our” house next door flew through his 
bedroom window. The stone came to rest in a doll’s toy crib, three feet from where the child lay sleeping. And from 
our house, there was the news report of “the champion sound sleeper of the world.” Sixteen-year old Frederic Lincoln 
was thrown from his bed by the explosion and had to be roused by his parents, unharmed but sound asleep. The 
bomb used in Squirrel Hill was determined to have been a ten-inch-long, three-inch-in-diameter wrought iron device, 
packed with dynamite and TNT, a particularly powerful combination. Across the country, bombs used were reported 
to be upwards of 25 pounds. It was not uncommon during these attacks for bombs to be left at wrong addresses, as 
the anarchists were believed to be out-of-towners who weren’t familiar with the addresses of their intended targets. 
And nationally, there were as many anarchists killed by these bombs as bystanders. It was later reported that no 
individuals targeted anywhere across the country that night were killed. In the days following the incident in Squirrel 
Hill, there was much local outcry by residents of the well-to-do neighborhood about why Pittsburgh police were not 
on their beats during the evening of the bombing.
Footnote to House History Story: The suspects in all these bombings, from April to June 1919, came to be known as 
Galleanists, followers of a man named Luigi Galleani. He came to the United States in 1901 and settled in Vermont, 
where he published a radical newspaper called The Subversive Chronicle. Galleani also published booklets on bomb-
making. Though never actually implicated in any of the anarchists’ activities, he was eventually deported in June 
1919. According to the Time Magazine publication source below, Galleani’s followers were an amorphous group of 
“mostly disenfranchised young men” who were largely self-radicalized during the difficult period following World 
War I. They were not bound to any one ideology or leader. Their one shared belief may have been that terrorism 
against existing institutions would trigger a populist revolt. Their targets, as in Pittsburgh, were  government officials 
who posed the threat of imprisoning or deporting them. As copied from methods of the Italian Black Hand, they 
would leave notes forewarning their action. In Squirrel Hill and elsewhere that night, bombs were left with copies of 
a pink flyer titled “Plain Words,” a manifesto ending with the statement, “We will destroy 
to rid the world of your tyrannical institutions.” The atmosphere of fear that was generated 
led to a harsh crackdown and treatment of many foreigners and immigrants during this 
time, particularly Eastern and Southern Europeans. In Pittsburgh, the bombings were 
following by a raid on the local downtown headquarters of the Industrial Workers of the 
World (IWW), representing Eastern European immigrant steel workers. These workers 
were targeted in part because they had become radicalized and organized during the boom 
of World War I steel production. Those gathered up were later released, as no charges could 
be made. Nationwide, about 10,000 immigrants were eventually arrested, 3,500 detained, 
and 550 eventually deported. No real relationship existed between these anarchist activities 
and the earlier Bolshevik Revolution of 1917. Nonetheless, as reported in a Time Magazine 
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The Weiss House on Beechwood Boulevard—Living Light Upon the Land
Helen Wilson

Even new houses can have a history, and the 
Weiss house on Beechwood Boulevard near the 
intersection with Rosemont Lane is a prime 
example. 
Before the house was built, old maps and aerial 
photographs indicate the land on which it is 
located was never developed. The tract lay 
adjacent to the old Squirrel Hill Nursery, which 
first appears on a 1939 plat map. Before that, 
the series of landowners who owned the land 
didn’t sell it to developers to divide up into small 
residential lots, as was happening all over Squirrel 
Hill at the time. The aerial maps after 1939 show slag dumping on the site until dumping ceased in 1972. The land 
reverted to a tangle of trees, shrubs, and underbrush. In the 1990s, a sign appeared advertising a five-unit townhouse 
construction. The idea was not acceptable to the neighborhood, zoned for single-family homes, and the plan fell 
through. Then Lou and Amy Weiss purchased the land and erected a very intriguing house with three distinctive 
peaks, white siding, and a central chimney. 
A few months later the Wall Street Journal, Post-Gazette, Shady Ave magazine, and other news media began to run 
articles about the house. They raved about its clean design by a famous architect, its green features and its great view. 
Pictures of the exterior showed what can’t be seen from Beechwood Boulevard—walls of glass on the other side of 
the house, giving an expansive view of the vast Monongahela River valley. 
The owner of the house, Lou Weiss, was interviewed about how the house came into being. He said he had found the 
plans in Life magazine’s “Dream House” series in 1998 in which the magazine asked architects to design the perfect 
house. The Weisses chose a design by architect Hugh Newell Jacobsen and then proceeded to make changes that 
would make the house eligible for a LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) Platinum certification. 

They wanted the house to be “light upon the land.” 
Lou said the hardwood floors came from sustainable forests, the 
counters were recycled glass, and the water system included an 
underground cistern that was used to flush toilets and water the 
garden. A bit more tweaking would make the water drinkable. The 
kitchen backsplash came from recycled aluminum from airplane 
fuselages. The front walkway was made of Pennsylvania bluestones 
slabs. LEED points were given for building materials that came 
from within 500 miles. The shrubs and trees the Weisses planted 
on the back hillside were native species, and the lawn was a special 
fescue that stayed low and needed only occasional mowing. 

publication, it became customary during this period to lump all such activity together under the name “Socialism,” 
which during this time first became a “dirty word” to discredit any leftist ideology. 
Credits and Sources 
Thanks to Noam Gilboa, homeowner on Aylesboro Avenue, for permission to write his House History story.
Thanks to Lauren Winkler, SHHS member, for providing a comprehensive list of news articles from Newspapers.com. Anyone interested in 
obtaining her services to do a news search of their house (for a fee) can send an inquiry to the SHHS, either by contacting us through our 
website or by sending an email to sqhillhist@shhsoc.org, with the subject “News Search.”
Baltimore Sun, 11/24/1935.
Fort Worth Star-Telegram, 06/23/1937.
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, 02/05/1956; 04/11/1993; 05/16/1993; 09/12/1993; 05/22/1994; 07/12/2003.
The Pittsburgh Press, 05/01.1913; 05/19/1920; 01/03/1930; 06/13/1932; 01/25/1933.
Brown, Ryan C. Pittsburgh and the Great Steel Strike of 1919. The History Press, 09/09/2019.
Gulliver, Katrina. “A Century Ago, May Day Brought Anarchist Bombs to Mailboxes—And Helped Transform American Politics.” Time Magazine 
publication. 05/01/2019.
Wikipedia.org/Galleanists
Wikipedia.org/1919 United States anarchist bombing

The two photos of the Weiss house are reproduced with permission from Shady Ave magazine. 

Click here to return to 2020 Newsletters

https://squirrelhillhistory.org/2020-newsletters/


8

September 2020

The New Temple Sinai Torah Scroll—Part of the Long Tradition of Torah Scrolls in Squirrel Hill 
Eric Lidji, Director of the Rauh Jewish Archives at the Heinz History Center 

Sometime next year, Temple Sinai expects to receive the Torah 
scroll it commissioned from soferet Linda Coppleson. In one 
crucial way, the scroll is historic: it will be the first in Western 
Pennsylvania written by a female scribe, and one of only a handful 
in the world to bear that distinction. But in most other ways, it 
will adhere to a long tradition.
When the scroll arrives, Squirrel Hill will witness a ceremony 
with thousands of years of Jewish history, at least 160 years of 
Western Pennsylvania history, and nearly a century of history in 
our neighborhood: the completion and inauguration of a Torah 
scroll. A Torah scroll is known in Hebrew as a sefer Torah. Writing 
the last lines of a new scroll is called siyum sefer Torah, and the 
formal welcoming of the scroll into its new home in a synagogue 
is called hachnosas sefer Torah. There have been at least 125 of 
these interrelated ceremonies throughout Western Pennsylvania 
since 1860 and at least 20 involving Squirrel Hill institutions, according to research from the Rauh Jewish Archives.
The demand for new Torah scrolls is both practical and spiritual. The initial need for scrolls in Squirrel Hill came from 
the Jewish families who moved to the neighborhood following World War I. The earliest known siyum in Squirrel Hill 
was on December 9, 1923. Mr. and Mrs. Harry Dubnikoff presented a scroll to Congregation Beth Shalom in honor of 
their son, William, who was the first bar mitzvah after the congregation opened its synagogue on Beacon Street. Beth 
Shalom received four more scrolls from members over the next four years, in its brief time as the only formal Jewish 
meeting place in the neighborhood. Chofetz Chaim, the second Jewish congregation in Squirrel Hill, also received two 
Torah scrolls from members in its first decade, one in 1927 and one in 1933. 
A Torah scroll is a necessity for Jewish congregational worship, and yet these gifts fulfilled more than a practical need. 
Abe and Helen Ohringer gave a new Torah scroll to Poale Zedeck on September 14, 1930, although the congregation 
was already in possession of several scrolls it had brought along when it relocated to Squirrel Hill from the Hill 
District, a few years earlier. The Ohringers donated the new scroll in memory of Abe Ohringer’s parents, who had 
both been murdered in the Russian pogroms.
Mamie Ripp donated a scroll to the Rambam School on September 19, 1943 in memory of her late husband Abraham. 
The religious academy, better known as the Maimonides Institute, had recently moved to 1620 Murray Avenue, 
current home of the Anathan House. It needed a Torah scroll for its small sanctuary. And likewise, Bella Abrams 
donated a scroll to Yeshiva Schools on October 19, 1952, in memory of her late son Sidney. The decade-old school 
had purchased a building on Ellsworth Avenue a few years earlier and used the Torah scroll in the sanctuary where 
students prayed each day. 

Mr. Weiss related the house to its location in a wonderful 
and thought-provoking way. He said he sited his house 
there because he wanted to look out over the Monongahela 
River valley and see where important events in history had 
taken place. He pointed to where General Braddock met 
his defeat in 1755 and talked about George Washington 
getting bullets through his coat but escaping uninjured. 
He pointed to where the Homestead Steel Strike of 1892 
played out across the river. He recalled growing up on 
Beechwood Boulevard a few blocks away when the massive 
U.S. Steel mills filled the view. Now he had returned to 
build his dream home after the mills were gone. 
Sources
Johnson, Nancy Polinsky. “Rising to the Challenge.” Shady Ave, Summer 2013.
Sheridan, Patricia. “Their own green acres.” Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, October 14, 2011.
Wilson, Helen. Conversation with Lou and Amy Weiss on CMU Osher tour of the house around 2013.
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The Maimonides Institute and Yeshiva Schools both could have found existing, unused scrolls locally. At the same 
time these institutions were accepting gifts of new scrolls, many local institutions—including Yeshiva Schools—
were sending used Torah scrolls overseas, to assist struggling congregations in war-torn Europe and emerging 
congregations in the new State of Israel. Yet, both schools gladly accepted new Torah scrolls from members, who 
used the gifts to turn their personal loss into communal gain. 
This did not happen at every congregation. There is no record of Temple Sinai or Young Peoples Synagogue, both 
founded in 1946, receiving new scrolls in their early years, as Beth Shalom and Chofetz Chaim had a generation 
earlier. And neither Shaare Torah nor Kether Torah received new scrolls after relocating to Squirrel Hill from the Hill 
District in the 1950s. Before making the same trip in 1955, New Light gave two scrolls to the new Parkway Jewish 
Center in Monroeville. It still had nine remaining when it dedicated its new synagogue at the corner of Forbes Avenue 
and Beechwood Boulevard in 1957.
After the Abrams donation in 1952, the next donation in Squirrel Hill was not until 1974, when Rabbi Leonard 
Winograd of Temple Bnai Israel in McKeesport donated a family Torah scroll to the Hebrew Institute on Forbes 
Avenue, on behalf of his mother. Yeshiva Schools and Young People’s Synagogue both received new scrolls in 1987. 
Poale Zedeck welcomed a scroll in 1981 from a dissolving congregation in Duquesne, three restored scrolls from its 
existing stock in 1988, and a newly commissioned scroll in 1991.
The 1991 siyum is among the best documented locally. Berta Fogel 
commissioned the scroll in memory of her parents and seven of 
her siblings, all of whom were murdered in the Holocaust. “I am 
donating this Torah so their names should not die,” she explained 
at the time. Upon completion, a parade of people carried the 
new scroll through Squirrel Hill beneath a traditional Jewish 
wedding canopy, amid singing and dancing. The parade began at 
the Fogel home on Melvin Street and followed Phillips Avenue to 
the synagogue. Upon its arrival in the sanctuary, members stood 
beside local scribes Rabbi Benjamin Nadoff and Rabbi Herschel 
Pfeffer, who inscribed the final verses. In the weeks leading up 
to the event, the congregation had sold the rights to these and 
other letters, a crucial part of the process of writing a new scroll. 
Every individual Jew is commanded to personally write a Torah 
scroll, requiring skills and resources few possess. The $30,000 
to $100,000 cost of commissioning a bespoke scroll makes even 
the act of buying a Torah beyond reach for most. Buying a letter 
fulfills that grand obligation.
While individual initiatives have continued—such a scroll donated to Yeshiva Schools by the Rudolph family in 
2002—the siyum events in Squirrel Hill since 1991 have increasingly been communal undertakings. Tree of Life 
commissioned a new scroll in 1994, believing it to be the first undertaken by the congregation. (Institutional memory 
failed to recall a 1914 dedication funded with pennies collected by children of the congregation.) Beth Shalom 
commissioned a scroll in 1998 to replace one of its scrolls destroyed in a 1996 fire. The Levin family commissioned 
the Unity Torah for Yeshiva Schools in 1999, seeking contributions from every congregation within the local Jewish 
community. The Weinberg Family Sefer Torah Fund led a community campaign from 2009 to 2012 to commission a 
new Torah scroll for the Kollel Jewish Learning Center.
The Temple Sinai project follows this newer tradition. No single individual member commissioned this scroll. Instead, 
it comes from the entire congregation, as a gesture of gratitude to its beloved spiritual leader, Rabbi Jamie Gibson, 
who retired this year.

NOTE: All the congregations and organizations mentioned in this article remain active in Squirrel Hill except for 
Chofetz Chaim, the Maimonides Institute, and the Hebrew Institute.

BREAKING NEWS: The Squirrel Hill Urban Coalition (SHUC) and the SHHS are partnering on a 2021 
Squirrel Hill calendar featuring vintage photographs of the neighborhood. It’s still in the planning stages, 
so we’ll have more details about when it will be available and where you will be able to purchase it in our 
October issue. It’s a great gift idea for the holidays this year!
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Saving the Post Office Mural 
Helen Wilson

The United States Post Office has been in the news a lot lately, and not for good reasons. 
So it’s a pleasure to present a story with a happy ending about our own Squirrel Hill Post 
Office. First, a short recap about its history. Squirrel Hill has had a Post Office since at 
least the early 1900s. Prior to the 1939 stately neo-Grecian building with its ornamental chimneys, 
the Post Office was located in the West Building on Murray Avenue across the street from the Giant 
Eagle. It occupied the space where Smallman Street Deli used to be. A cryptic sentence in an article 
about the post office seems to suggest it had first been located in the middle of Forbes Avenue, but 
so far we haven’t found any more information about that location. 

A few years after the Squirrel Hill Post Office was built, the Treasury 
Department set up a Section of Painting and Sculpture (later the Section 
of Fine Arts), a Works Progress Administration (WPA)-style project lasting 
from 1934 to 1943, aiming to boost the morale of citizens suffering from 
the effects of the Great Depression by commissioning murals and bas-
reliefs for government buildings, mostly post offices. The art was meant to 
be seen and enjoyed by the public, since it was paid for by their tax dollars. 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt wanted the art to be “native,  human, eager 

and alive—all of it painted by their own kind in their own country, and painted about things they know and look at 
often and have touched and loved.”
Of the 1,200 or so works commissioned in the United States (94 in Pennsylvania), only four were located in Pittsburgh. 
Of these, only three remain. Two of them are in the County Courthouse and Post Office downtown. Squirrel Hill has 
the only other one, called History of Squirrel Hill. It was painted by Alan Thompson (1908- 2003) who was born in 
England and later moved to Pittsburgh, where he enrolled in Carnegie Institute of Technology (now Carnegie Mellon 
University) and later became a member of the Associated Artists of Pittsburgh. 
This leads to our story about the Squirrel Hill Post Office and its significant mural. In the mid 1990s, word got around 
the neighborhood that the Post Office was planning extensive renovations that included destroying the mural and 
replacing it with a gift shop. Many people must have complained, because the Post Office changed its plans, kept the 
mural, and even had it cleaned and restored in the 1980s. The Post Office was still renovated. A Squirrel Hill News 
newspaper from 1939 describes the lobby as having “5 service windows and 129 lock boxes.” In the renovation, the 
counter in the lobby was removed and the room behind it opened up to house a new counter perpendicular to the old 
one. The gift shop was put on the other side of that room. The Squirrel Hill Post Office remains as busy as ever, and 
patrons can still enjoy the interesting mural that shows so many scenes from their neighborhood.
Longtime Squirrel Hill resident and SHHS member Eric Marchbien sent us this story about saving the mural: 
As a resident of Squirrel Hill since infancy, I was a great admirer of the WPA era mural on the wall outside the 
superintendent’s office of the SH Branch of the USPS. Around 1994, I learned that the postal service planned to remodel 
the office interior as part of a shift in operations to the East Liberty Station. The mural would be demolished. My reaction 
was a personal sense of loss as well as a concern for the cultural heritage of the community. Having recently been elected 
to a leadership role in the Democratic Party, I decided to test my influence. I called and requested an appointment with 
my U.S. Representative, William Coyne, at his office Downtown in the Federal Building. I knew Bill Coyne from my activity 
as a party loyalist and was granted a meeting a few days later.
At the meeting with a Bill and his chief legislative aide, Jamie Rooney, I described the great historical value of the mural 
and assured him I was prepared to marshal the entire community in its defense. As a high-ranking member of the Ways 
& Means Committee, Bill told me he would make some calls and see what he could do. I reaffirmed that we were prepared 
to take to the streets if necessary, but he cautioned me towards patience while he explored resolving the matter.
A few days later, he personally phoned me to say the issue was resolved and the mural would be preserved. End of story.
Bill Coyne passed away in 2013, but I recently 
located Jaime Rooney to ask him about details of 
L’Affaire Postal. He called me a few days later and 
said he could find no notes about our meeting and 
no evidence regarding the resolution. Apparently 
Coyne made a phone call and the matter was settled.

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