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June Update on the Friends of Neill Log House (FONLH)
Tony Indovina, SHHS Board Member and FONLH President

Mission Statement for the Friends of the Neill Log House (FONLH Inc.)
Adopted February 2022

“We secure funds to restore and maintain the Neill Log House, foster knowledge of its historic significance, 
and work with interested parties to ensure the continued educational use of the structure and its site for 
future generations.”

Individual support for the FONLH restoration effort will always be needed. Details about how to make individual 
contributions to FONLH by check can be found on the SHHS website by clicking on “Neill Log House” and then clicking 
on the (Quiet Giving Campaign) link. To make online donations by credit card or PayPal, go to the SHUC website, shuc.
org, and click on the “Projects” link in the black menu bar at the top of the page. A pull-down menu will appear. Select 
“Friends of the Neill Log House.” 

This past month saw very significant developments in all areas of our work.
A Memorandum of Understanding with the City of Pittsburgh, owner of 
the Neill Log House, was signed off by both parties, paving the way for a 
license agreement allowing our organization to eventually be responsible 
for maintaining the structure and contract for its restoration. Completion of 
this first step is the culmination of efforts made by our executive committee 
member Ray Baum in working with the city solicitor’s office. Ray oversees 
our legal affairs and government relations. The next step will be for us to 
submit development plans within a specified period of time, which will be 
dependent on the combined efforts of our two working committees.

Our funding committee, overseen by FONLH vice-president Mardi Isler, recently received a boost with the approval 
of a preapplication for a major matching funds grant through the Colcom Foundation, In response to approval for 
this matching grant preapplication, Mardi completed and submitted necessary paperwork at the end of May. Grants 
from private foundations will now be sought to provide the basis for construction. Two smaller grants are also 
being pursued by Mardi to restore the historic artifacts in the log house and to reinstall the period garden that was 
part of the last major reconstruction in 1970. We have entered phase one of artifacts restoration by working with 
conservators to catalog and assess the condition of everything in the log house.
Our building and grounds committee, overseen by Lori Fitzgerald and her incredible team of architects and 
preservation specialists, has been working on multiple fronts in anticipation of funding approvals. They earlier 
conducted inspections and developed a detailed scope of work and are now actively pursuing informal cost estimates. 
This is all in preparation for when we are able to advertise for work to be conducted, projected to be during the 2023 
construction season. 
Much collateral work is constantly taking place in preparation for all of this. A major contribution was recently 
facilitated by our liaison to the city’s Department of Public Works, their senior project manager Claire Mastroberardino. 
This was the execution of a survey, developed and paid for by the city for the Neill Log House site and immediate 
environs. The accurate elevations and measurements provided will be crucial for us to eventually obtain a formal 
plan, which will be necessary once development and usage are defined and agreed to by all parties.
Some other supporting activities, anticipated and in planning stages:
Pittsburgh Vintage Grand Prix—We plan to have a presence during this event to be held during the weekend of July 
23–24. Based on initial contact made by Mardi Isler with the Vintage Grand Prix committee, it’s likely that we will 
locate ourselves at the gate entrance or inside the fencing of the Neill Log House, with a table, volunteers, brochures 
and pledge cards. We also plan to display our recently approved park signage. Any SHHS member who would like to 
join us by volunteering over part of these two days should respond to our upcoming SHHS email or by the Contact 
Us feature on the SHHS website.
The other major fundraiser that will take form over the summer is a fall weekend of activities centered on 
the world-class legacy of Squirrel Hill artist Henry Koerner. The weekend plans start with a documentary film at 
the Manor Theater and finish with a lecture by Henry’s son Joseph, a renowned art historian and Harvard professor. 
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This excerpt from the Warrantee Map shows Ambrose 
Newton and Robert Neill’s property.

At the center of the weekend will be tours conducted by the owner 
of the house Henry Koerner built and lived in. For some background 
about the house and its owner, read Caroline Boyd’s story on the House 
History page of our website or the article in the October 2021 SHHS 
Newsletter entitled, “My Happenstance with Henry Koerner.”
If you would like to be more informed about how the Friends of the Neill 
Log House organization came to be and everything we are about, plan 
to attend the SHHS’s June 14 program at the Church of the Redeemer or 
tune in through our Zoom link. Everyone planning to attend in person 
needs to submit a request for a reservation beforehand, since we are 
limiting our attendance due to Covid. Meanwhile, all SHHS members 
will receive instructions and a link for watching by Zoom no later than 
the day of the program. See details on our website and watch for a 
program announcement by email. The Koerner house on S. Negley Avenue

What Life Was Like in Squirrel Hill in Robert Neill’s Time
Helen Wilson

Imagine driving on the Pennsylvania Turnpike through the Allegheny Mountains, with mile after mile of forested 
hills and not a building in sight. Even that doesn’t give a full picture of what Squirrel Hill must have been like in the 
1700s, when Robert Neill came here to live. Trees covered the whole area, and they were a lot bigger than the third- 
or fourth-growth forests of today. In his book, Indian Paths of Pennsylvania, Paul A. W. Wallace writes about Bishop 
Spangenberg’s journey through frontier Pennsylvania in 1745: “The dismal wilderness was so full of wood and trees 
which the wind had piled up sometimes three to four logs upon one another that often one does not know how one 
may get through ... This is a wilderness where one does not see the sun all day long. The woods are so thickly grown 
that one can hardly see twenty paces ahead.” If the early travelers, fur trappers, and traders didn’t follow well-marked 
trails, they faced getting hopelessly lost. 
In looking for the world Robert Neill inhabited, we have to piece out suppositions from scanty historical documents 
such as census records, maps, land deeds, soldiers’ reports, birth and death records, tax records, genealogical research, 
and letters and diaries. Oral stories were passed down through generations, embellished and altered in the retellings.
The Warrantee Map
In 1914, The Allegheny County Department of Internal Affairs published The Warrantee Atlas of Allegheny County 
constructed from the records on file in the Department of Internal Affairs, and surveys made on the ground during 
1909, 1910 and 1912. The maps in the atlas were compiled from original deeds showing the earliest landowners in 
the county. The map of the City of Pittsburgh shows that Ambrose Newton’s claim was surveyed in 1769 and that it 
was “Patented Dec. 10, 1787 to Robert Neill, on a Warrant to accept dated Dec. 5, 1787.” Landowners gave names to 
their tracts. Newton’s was named “Highland.” From the information on the map and other sources, we know that in 
1769, Newton, a soldier at Fort Pitt, laid claim to 262 acres in what 
is now Schenley Park. We can assume he didn’t live on it. We also 
might assume that Robert Neill squatted on the land, perhaps as 
early as 1774, before he bought it—a common practice at the time. 
Neill built a house and lived there with his wife and five daughters 
for 21 years, selling the property in 1795. 
The Neill Log House has been recently dated to the same year, 1795, 
through dendrological testing, so it is possible the family lived in 
an earlier version of the house until Neill built the one that is still 
standing. Neill and his family moved to Downtown Pittsburgh. 
Since the house dates to about that time, it appears that Neill built 
the house but sold it and the land not long afterward. We don’t 
know if he changed his mind about living there or if he built the 
new house to make more money on the sale of the tract. Records 
show he made a large profit. (See Tony Indovina’s article about the 
Neill Log House in the February 2022 SHHS Newsletter.)en

Click here to return to Article Index

https://squirrelhillhistory.org/members-page-password-shhs/newsletters-archives/major-article-search/



