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ABSTRACT 

 

Chatham Village, located in the Mount Washington neighborhood of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 

was a daring venture undertaken by the newly formed Buhl Foundation during the early years of 

the Great Depression.  As a result of copious preliminary studies, efficient constructions 

methods, and effective site planning, Chatham Village demonstrated its success in limited-

dividend housing for the middle class and was lauded in publications throughout the nation. 

However, although the model it presented succeeded, the concept never took hold as a solution 

to providing reasonably priced housing on a larger scale.  This thesis explores the manner in 

which the contextual setting of Chatham Village within the neighborhood of Mount Washington 

was both understood and utilized by the Buhl Foundation in an attempt to achieve its social 

objectives.  An examination of the history of the Bigham estate and its corresponding 

relationship with the development of Mount Washington from an industrial to a residential 

neighborhood shows a clear correlation between both of them and the influential progressive 

forces put in place during the early 20th century, immediately prior to the development of 

Chatham Village.  In analyzing the ways in which they merged, leading to the adoption of zoning 

regulations and the legitimacy of comprehensive planning in Pittsburgh, this study further 

reveals both the intentions of the Buhl Foundation in developing the project and the manner in 

which the historical context of the selected site for Chatham Village became an implement that 

was utilized by the Foundation to achieve the singular success of Chatham Village. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

In the early 1930s, Chatham Village was lauded in newspapers across the country as the 

model of the future for middle-class housing in the United States.  As a planned Garden 

community, sponsored by the Buhl Foundation and designed by Clarence S. Stein and Henry 

Wright, Chatham Village was intended to prove to everyone that a “two million dollar village … 

with all the advantages of small town living can be built in the heart of a metropolis at rentals 

within the reach of the average salary.”1  This experiment in middle-class housing was the first 

large scale, long-term, investment the newly formed Foundation embarked upon.  Established in 

1927, in perpetuity, as part of Henry Buhl Jr.’s estate and as a memorial to his wife, Louise C. 

Buhl, the Buhl Foundation spent its formative years considering its mission, objectives, and 

guiding principles in light of Buhl’s directive to better the lives of those residents in Pittsburgh 

and Allegheny County, with an eye toward the future.  Creating an innovative and visionary 

action plan which would reflect Henry Buhl Jr.’s intentions guided the Buhl Foundation from its 

earliest beginnings.  During the early 1920s, the Foundation’s Board considered how to best 

invest its funds so as to provide “social usefulness.”  Led by its Director, Charles F. Lewis, the 

Board sought to guide the Foundation’s funds in a material manner which would exhibit socially 

constructive use without both unnecessary risk to the principal and sacrificing income.  The Buhl 

Foundation’s research led it to invest in a program in housing.  The Foundation determined that 

housing issues relating to the middle-class would become the focus of its efforts as apportioning 

                                                 
1 Sidney H. Eiges, “Funds Builds Villages Homes in Heart of a City; Rents Low,” Gainesville 

News (Gainesville), Chatham Village Archives.  
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finances toward a venture into housing would be a “socially experimental but financially secure 

investment of a part of the Foundations funds.”2 

During the first year of construction, following the completion of 129 row house units in 

its initial phase, Chatham Village experienced more than a 99 percent occupancy rate, thereby, 

returning a profit.  The success of its first phase led to the development of a second phase, which 

was completed in 1936.  It consists of an additional 68 row house units modeled on the first 

phase.  The Village’s third phase, completed in 1956, indicated a change in design; it became a 

three-story apartment building.  Today, Chatham Village appears as follows: 197 Georgian 

revival row house units, attached in groups of 40, which incorporate the history of the site and 

neighborhood into their design, and an apartment building, as well as two commercial buildings, 

two garage compounds, two tool sheds, and two garage compounds with attached tool sheds.3  

The Village also features a Greek Revival community center, presently known as Chatham Hall, 

which was constructed in 1849 as a residence for its prior owner.  It has existed in its present 

location since before the development of Chatham Village. 

Since its construction, the community of Chatham Village has consistently retained high 

occupancy rates.  Throughout the years, it has also largely retained its original design features as 

well.4  The Village continues to maintain its reputation as a successful community to the present 

day.  In his book entitled, Toward New Towns for America, Clarence S. Stein expresses his 

opinion regarding the success of Chatham Village in the following manner by attributing it to the 

                                                 
2 Charles F. Lewis, Report of the Director for the Year Ended, June 30, 1931 (Pittsburgh: The 

Buhl Foundation, 1931) 2.  
3 Edith B. Wallace, National Register of Historic Places Registration Form: Chatham Village 

(Washington D.C.: United States Department of the Interior, National Park Service, 2003), 4. 
4 Angelique Bamberg, Chatham Village: Pittsburgh’s Garden City (Pittsburgh: University of 

Pittsburgh Press, 2011) 172. 
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following: 1) The amount of time that was dedicated to preliminary study prior to construction; 

2) The 100% investment made by the development corporation; 3) The use of a rental policy as 

opposed to a sale policy; 4) The design choices, which included the creation of a “greenbelt” 

around the community; 5) The use of exterior materials which “dictated building for time use, 

rather than on the basis of original cost” and, finally: 6) The inclusion of the preexisting 

structures and features of the site in the overall landscape of  the new community development.5 

Stein’s assessment emphasizes the importance of the thorough preliminary studies which were 

conducted by the Buhl Foundation prior to construction as well as its incorporation of any 

preexisting structures which were found on site.  

In 2015, Chatham Village celebrated its tenth year anniversary as a National Historic 

Landmark District.  Its recognition is also a testament to the community’s long term success, 

nearly 85 years after its initial completion, in the early 1930s.  Chatham Village’s noteworthy 

reputation has made it the topic of a great deal of scholarship.  While previously written 

narratives have focused upon the success of Chatham Village, particularly, in regard to earned 

merits as a result of its architectural design and structural preservation, others have examined the 

perceptions of those who have been its occupants, but little has been explored in regard to the 

kind of contextual relationship that Chatham Village developed with the neighborhood in which 

it was situated.  The Buhl Foundation’s placement of Chatham Village in the neighborhood of 

Mount Washington was a deliberate and informed choice.  

This thesis seeks to examine the manner in which developing understandings of the 

unique character and history of the neighborhood influenced the decision by the Buhl Foundation 

to erect Chatham Village upon the site of the former Bigham estate.  Briefly, why was Chatham 

                                                 
5 Clarence S. Stein, Toward New Towns for America, (Cambridge: The M.I.T. Press, 1971) 78. 
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Village located where it presently stands?  Preliminary studies conducted by the Buhl 

Foundation addressing the future location of the project indicate an early preference for the 

purchase and development of the Bigham estate in Mount Washington.  What had the 

Foundation learned about that location which influenced its reasoning?  The Foundation’s choice 

has never been fully explored.  In order to address these questions, among others, a history of 

both the former Bigham estate and the area of Mount Washington must be explored from their 

colonial settlement to the early part of the 20th century.  Further, those underlying social 

motivations which influenced the Board of the Buhl Foundation must also be further examined 

and assessed.  An examination of the Foundation’s early stages of planning and preliminary 

studies, and the manner in which they were associated with the Foundation’s objectives, 

particularly, relating to those which influenced the Board to begin with a housing development, 

requires further evaluation in regard to, what was then, potential site locations.  

From its occupation by the Six Nations of the Iroquois Confederacy, to its purchase from 

the Bigham family and the Buhl Foundation, the 45 acres of land upon which Chatham Village 

currently resides had been owned by several prominent figures and families in Pittsburgh’s 

history, including: William Penn, Major Abraham Kirkpatrick, and Thomas J. Bigham.  The site 

was unique in that it had experienced very few owners throughout history and all of them were 

notable.  The first chapter of this thesis provides a genealogical and social history of the 

provenance of the former Bigham estate.  

The Buhl Foundation seems to have been keenly aware of the property’s former 

association with some of Pittsburgh’s most notable historical families.  The Foundation’s Board 

appears to have understood the value of this particular piece of land, anticipating that it would 

provide the Foundation’s housing experiment with both a singular distinction and a large 
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measure of historical prestige while, correspondingly, subtly interjecting a measure of pride 

among the families who were selected to live in Chatham Village. The decision to retain the 

Bigham House and incorporate it into the overall design of the Village, rather than remove it, 

was indicative of the Buhl Foundation’s understanding of the significance of the site’s historical 

value.  From its inception, the Foundation’s vision and commitment to Pittsburgh became 

apparent to the City’s inhabitants by virtue of its first endeavor, Chatham Village, and the 

resulting legacy that it has imparted.   

Pittsburgh can be viewed as a City of distinct neighborhoods, each with its own history 

and individual character.  Located across the Monongahela River from Pittsburgh’s downtown 

“Point,” Mount Washington has long been one of Pittsburgh oldest and most varied 

neighborhoods.  Chapter two provides an overview of the history of Mount Washington and, 

more particularly, the neighborhood that emerged around the land owned by Major Abraham 

Kirkpatrick and his descendants.  During the early 19th century, the area was commonly 

associated with the coal and glass industries, but its early residential history has been largely 

ignored.  During the second half of the 19th and early 20th centuries, Mount Washington became 

distinguished by an increased surge of residential development.  Institutional development soon 

followed.  The increased level of development in the area necessitated greater neighborhood 

accessibility, including, transportation improvements.  These changes were noted by the Buhl 

Foundation, contributing to making Mount Washington a more appealing site for the location of 

a housing development that was intended for the working class members of Pittsburgh’s 

downtown industries. 
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Figure 0.1 : Mount Washington’s proximity to downtown Pittsburgh and approximate 

geographic boundaries 

Source : Google Maps 
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The Buhl Foundation’s interest in addressing housing issues of the middle-class in 

Pittsburgh did not emerge by coincidence.  Several prominent figures played significant roles in 

the development of Chatham Village, as exemplified by Charles F. Lewis and Frederick Bigger. 

The decision as to its location occurred following an era of civic reform in Pittsburgh which had 

largely immediately preceded the formation of the Buhl Foundation.  Chapter three highlights the 

efforts that both civic reformers and organizations played in Pittsburgh during the adoption of 

both a zoning ordinance and the establishment of a comprehensive city plan in 1923.  While 

reformers were successful on these fronts, legislative reform did not immediately translate to 

physical reform and, as a result, reformers turned their attention toward housing, believing that 

private solutions were still the most effective manner in which to achieve results. 

As a private foundation with significant funding, the Buhl Foundation found itself in an 

ideal position to address the issue of middle-class housing in Pittsburgh.  Between 1929 and 

1931, the Buhl Foundation’s efforts regarding a venture in housing were marked by an intense 

and thorough study of the housing market in Pittsburgh, including other limited-dividend 

housing projects and site specific evaluations.  Chapter four provides an overview of the 

preliminary studies conducted by the Buhl Foundation.  The Foundation engaged many experts 

to conduct these studies, several of whom had also been members of the aforementioned reform 

movements.  From these studies, the Foundation examined all of the available locations in 

Pittsburgh and determined that Mount Washington was the most amenable to hosting what 

would become Chatham Village.  An important component of the Foundation’s decision 

included the neighborhood’s social composition and its perception as a stable community.  

My thesis attempts to provide an understanding of the neighborhood of Mount 

Washington and the manner in which it affected the development of Chatham Village.  In order 



  8 

to address this topic, an extensive amount of archival research was performed in addition to 

traditional research methods.  The following were significant in assisting my research: the 

Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections at the Karl A. Kroch Library at Cornell University 

in Ithaca, New York; the Thomas & Katherine Detre Library & Archives Division at the Senator 

John Heinz History Center in Pittsburgh, PA; the James D. Van Trump Library at Pittsburgh 

History and Landmarks in Pittsburgh, PA; the Chatham Village Archives in Pittsburgh, PA; the 

Venango County Historical Society Reading Room and, lastly; the Franklin Public Library in 

Franklin, PA.  Travels to these archives were made possible by the generous support of the 

Clarence S. Stein Institute at Cornell University.  Research consultations with both current and 

prior residents of Chatham Village were also performed.  They served to inform the content of 

this work in a meaningful and relevant way. Finally, I also utilized methods of participant 

observation while on site in various locations throughout Pittsburgh and Franklin, PA.  

The histories of both Chatham Village and Mount Washington are intricately interwoven 

with each other.  As the Buhl Foundation sought a location to situate its experiment in limited-

dividend housing for the middle-class, it was keenly aware of the manner in which the setting of 

a neighborhood and the neighborhood itself could influence the character of its residents.  The 

Foundation’s paternalistic motivations were socially inspired by the belief that Chatham Village 

would have the capacity to impart, what it considered to be, upper class values to its residents, 

thereby, resulting in a transformative process which the Buhl Foundation believed would 

contribute to the success of its endeavor.  The history of the area it selected for this purpose was 

valued by the Foundation as it was considered to be an important component of its plan to 

transform the mindset of the middle class.  In order to understand the isolated success of 

Chatham Village, the contextual history in which it emerged must be revealed. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

THE PROVENANCE OF THE BIGHAM ESTATE IN MOUNT WASHINGTON 

 

From the outset of its venture into limited-dividend, middle-class housing, the Buhl 

Foundation identified the Bigham estate as a very appealing property as a result of its history, 

which included very few land owners.  According to Charles F. Lewis in his 1931 Report of the 

Director, the direct connection to the creation of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania and the 

Estate’s distinguished provenance aligned with the social motivations of the Foundation’s 

housing project.1  It is clear from early studies that the Foundation desired to create a community 

imbued with a measure of prestige in order to support the image of an exemplary middle-class 

community that shared its values with the upper-class.  Even the rhetorical choice, referring to 

the property as the Bigham “Estate,” when it had previously been referred to as the Bigham 

“tract” or “property” was in itself indicative of the Foundation’s paternalistic motivations. 

Chatham Village was just as much an experiment in societal transformation as it was an 

experiment in limited-dividend, middle-class housing.  The Buhl Foundation led by its Director, 

Charles Fletcher Lewis, and other early consultants understood that the history and context of the 

site could play a role in the transformation of its future residents.  It is likely that the board 

members of the Buhl Foundation also believed that the selection of a site with a prestigious and 

elite history would serve to attract a particular type of resident.  While previous writings on 

Chatham Village have focused upon the Foundation’s process of social engineering post-

construction including, its screening process and stringent selection of choice residents, little has 

                                                 
1 Charles F. Lewis, Report of the Director for the Year Ended June 30, 1931 (Pittsburgh: The 

Buhl Foundation, 1931), 24-25. 
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been written in regard to the Foundation’s intent during the process of site selection.  A clearer 

understanding of the estate’s history of ownership is needed in order to more fully grasp the 

reasoning behind the Buhl Foundation’s final decision to select this site over other potential sites.   

Prior to the settlement of Europeans in what would become western Pennsylvania, the 

first occupants of Pittsburgh and Mount Washington were the Six Nations of the Iroquois 

Confederacy.  During this period, the Iroquois claimed ownership of Pennsylvania’s frontier “by 

right of conquest from the Delaware and Susquehannocks.”2  In 1681 William Penn received a 

charter to the future Commonwealth of Pennsylvania from King Charles II of Great Britain to 

satisfy a debt owed to his father.  The land grant provided through the charter gave Penn 

ownership of over forty-five thousand square miles of land.  It was the largest area owned by an 

individual in the English North American colonies.  Penn was granted fee simple absolute 

ownership of the proprietary colony, thereby, giving him the right to dispose of the land as he 

saw fit.  There were only two stipulations provided in the charter.  He was allowed to “charge 

both a fee of sale and a yearly rent for lands he granted.”  Further, Penn had the right to “reserve 

parcels of land for his own use and to organize them into manors.”3 

  

                                                 
2 “The Indians of Pennsylvania – Chapter 2: Refugees, Traders, and Missionaries, Colonists, and 

the Remaking of Pennsylvania, 1600-1753,” Stories from PA History, 

http://explorepahistory.com/story.php?storyId=1-9-14&chapter=2 
3 Donna Bingham Munger, Pennsylvania Land Records: A History and Guide for Research 

(Delaware: Scholarly Resources Inc., 1991), 6. 
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Figure 1.1 : William Penn 

Source : Stock Montage, Hulton Archives, Getty Images. William Penn. 

http://www.britannica.com/biography/William-Penn-English-Quaker-leader-and-colonist 
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William Penn’s proprietorship lasted from 1681 to 1732.  Despite owning such an 

amount of land, Penn only visited the New World twice during this period.  He first visited 

Pennsylvania in October of 1682 and left in August of 1684.  During those two years Penn spent 

most of his time overseeing “the new society and the establishment of his land policies.”4  When 

he returned to Great Britain he attempted to settle a conflict with Lord Baltimore regarding the 

territorial border of Pennsylvania with Maryland.  He made his second visit to Pennsylvania in 

1699, dedicating his efforts to settlements along the Susquehanna River and the resolution of a 

series of land disputes that had arisen during his absence.5 

Following his departure in 1701, Penn attempted to remain current with issues relating to 

his land holdings.  As time passed, however, his involvement decreased and he eventually lost 

control of his land.  In 1708, Penn was forced to mortgage his land holdings and the 

responsibility for the distribution of his land passed to the commissioners of the property, who 

were authorized on behalf of the mortgagers to dispose of the property on behalf of the mortgage 

holders.6  Following his death in 1718, his second wife, Hannah, assumed proprietorship over his 

land, but its management continued to rest in the hands of the commissioners who, in turn, acted 

as trustees of the property.  After Hannah’s death in 1726, her children, John, Thomas, and 

Richard Penn, became proprietors of the land.  Nevertheless, the commissioners continued to 

“sell land on behalf of the mortgagees until the mortgage debt was settled in 1730.”7 

                                                 
4 Munger, Pennsylvania Land Records, 5.   
5 Munger, Pennsylvania Land Records, 5. 
6 Munger, Pennsylvania Land Records, 5-6. 
7 Munger, Pennsylvania Land Records, 6.   
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The Penn family continued to own all of its remaining land in Pennsylvania between 

years 1732-1776.  Thomas Penn traveled to the colonies in the early 1730s and resided in 

Pennsylvania during the years of 1732-1741.  The management of the land remained largely the 

same as it had been during William Penn’s proprietorship.  In 1741 Thomas returned to Great 

Britain and Penn’s land was managed by agents.  John Penn, Richard’s son, was the first member 

of the Penn family to establish a permanent residence in Pennsylvania.8  He served as the 

Governor of Pennsylvania from both 1763-1771 and 1773-1776.  John’s brother, Richard, also 

served as governor from 1771-1773.  During the seventeenth century William Penn had 

established a policy of purchasing land from the Native Americans prior to permitting legal 

settlement.  His heirs continued this policy as they began to open more land for settlement in 

response to the the increase of European immigrants.9  Penn’s heirs hastened the speed at which 

Indian dispossession occurred by employing a Philadelphia merchant, James Logan, who 

“brought Pennsylvania into the Iroquois Confederacy’s covenant Chain Alliance with the British 

colonies.”10  British officials recognized the Iroquois claim over the Pennsylvania frontier and 

Penn’s heirs continued to purchase land from the Confederacy.  This practice prevented the 

actual native occupants of the land, including the Delaware and Shawnee tribes, from objecting 

to the sale of the land.11  

Penn’s family successors encouraged rapid settlement12  In order to accomplish their 

goal, they “reorganized proprietary offices and introduced new land schemes.”  They had 

inherited “a Land Office, an established record-keeping process, and an obligation to continue 

                                                 
8 Munger, Pennsylvania Land Records, 57. 
9 Munger, Pennsylvania Land Records, 57. 
10 “The Indians of Pennsylvania.” 
11 “The Indians of Pennsylvania.” 
12 Munger, Pennsylvania Land Records, 57. 
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purchase treatise with the Indians.”13  They had their agents collect quitrents as well as set up 

new proprietary manors and towns.  Further, Penn’s heirs raised the price of the land, while 

offering discounts on the purchase of large tracts.  With the growing influx of European 

immigrants, John, Thomas, and Richard Penn recognized the growing issue of uncontrolled 

settlement.14  The act of occupying vacant land, despite not having received any form of 

approval from the proprietors of the land, had frequently occurred from the outset of William 

Penn’s proprietorship.  Increasing immigration, joined with the trustees’ inability “to grant more 

land than would pay the Penn’s mortgage debt,” increased the amount of land that was settled 

without any approval from the Penn family, resulting in the issuance of few warrants for the 

survey of land between 1720 and 1730.  One of the methods Penn’s heirs utilized to counteract 

these changes was to encourage present squatters to obtain title to the land they had settled upon.  

In 1735 they offered an enticement by formulating a lottery in which, “Winners would be able to 

obtain warrants to survey the land they had settled upon.”15  Their method was unsuccessful and 

Penn’s heirs turned to coercing individuals.  This attempt also proved unsuccessful as there was 

no real method of enforcement.16  Settlers continued to squat and occupy land, eventually settling 

beyond the boundary of the Allegheny Mountains.  These areas were often not safe from Indian 

attacks.  The Pennsylvania Assembly did not provide frontiersmen with any form of protection, 

while the Land Office had no authority to grant any land west of the Alleghenies.  Further, land 

surveyors had little interest in venturing into territory that was not secure from Indian attacks.17 
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In 1763 peace with the Native Americans was affirmed and the lands beyond the 

Alleghenies were deemed secure from attack.  As a result, many were encouraged to go west and 

they, in turn, encouraged others to return to settlements that had been previously abandoned.18  In 

1765 Penn’s heirs instituted a method of application through which settlers, “who could certify 

improvement of unwarranted land and were willing to accept the results of a survey would be 

granted a warrant provided they submitted an application and paid the purchase price back with 

interest.”19  Penn’s heirs hoped that the application would lead directly to a survey of the land, 

which would be filed with the Land Office in exchange for a warrant, as each warrant was 

deemed as “a warrant to accept.”20  This system of land settlement was utilized until the 

Revolutionary War. 

During the Revolutionary War, the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania which was formed 

and, subsequently, it became the owner of any unsold land in Pennsylvania.  Unfortunately, the 

new government was completely unprepared to handle all the land it had acquired and, as a 

result, the Commonwealth continued the practices of land settlement as initiated during the 

proprietorship of William Penn and his heirs.  Eventually, the Commonwealth began to institute 

new policies and programs in an effort to maintain control.21  Its steps can be identified through 

the manner in which the new government attempted to regulate settlement.  The legislature first 

divested the Penn family of all of its proprietary ownership and the Land Office “completed titles 

to land granted by the proprietary government.”22  Finally, the Commonwealth purchased the 

remaining land within the Pennsylvania charter bounds as it was in need of income and 
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recognized that the transfer of unsold land to private ownership served as both a “medium of 

exchange as well as a basis for taxation.”23  To assist in the process of land transfer, the 

Commonwealth established a Land Office controlled by the legislature.24 

The Divestment Law of 1779 resulted in stripping Penn’s heirs of all of their proprietary 

holdings.  The law was passed by the Pennsylvania General Assembly following the examination 

of their proprietary holdings by a legislative committee.  The Divestment Law “transferred all 

ungranted land within the bounds of William Penn’s charter to the disposal of the legislature.”25 

Further, the law abolished all quitrents and mandated that all arrears in purchase money be paid 

to the Commonwealth.  In exchange, Penn’s heirs were paid 130,000 British Pounds Sterling. 

They were also allowed to maintain all of their private estates and proprietary manors.  The 

majority of land which the Penn family claimed possession had been under private ownership for 

many years, but had never been formally warranted or patented.26  One of these was the Manor 

of Pittsburgh.   

The individual manor holdings of the Penn family had been surveyed during John Penn’s 

tenure in Pennsylvania at some point between 1732 and 1776.  The manors varied in size from 

just a few acres to those covering an area of over sixty-four thousand acres.27  Many of these 

manors were located at strategic intersections of major waterways.  Immediately before the 

outbreak of the Revolutionary War, the proprietors warranted vast tracks of land.  Following the 

War, the Commonwealth honored the surveys that had been made based upon the pre-
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Revolutionary War warrants.28  The Penn family realized the benefits of owning manor land and 

used it to establish “a bulkhead on the frontier, especially in areas not purchased from the 

Indians.”29  Additionally, during the colonial era, the proprietary land was “exempt from all 

forms of taxation.”30  As a result, each individual proprietor indicated that he was not legally 

responsible to pay any tax.  During the French and Indian War, the tax exemption policy was 

changed by the Pennsylvania General Assembly when the province required protection.  In 1759 

a law was passed which taxed the proprietary land.  The new law also required that “the original 

land records, all in propriety control, be transcribed.”31  In 1769 a more comprehensive law 

aimed at establishing definitive policies in regard to the assessment of proprietary land was 

outlined.  It provided that unoccupied and unlocated proprietary land was exempt from taxation. 

Additionally, “located but not cultivated proprietary land, including borough and town lots, was 

not to be assessed at a higher rate than the lowest rate for regular settlers.”  The changes in 

taxation of proprietary land likely served as an impetus for both John Penn and John Penn, Jr., to 

sell portions of the Manor of Pittsburgh to Major Abraham Kirkpatrick in 1794.32  At that time, 

the property that was obtained by Kirkpatrick from the Penn family was referred to as Farm No. 

10.  Subsequently, Kirkpatrick was also awarded Farm No. 11 “as a commission for his military 

service.”33 
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Figure 1.2 : Map of Farms No. 10 and No. 11 

Source : Nancy J. Beck, Images of America: Mount Washington and Duquesne Heights 

(Charleston: Arcadia Publishing, 2007), 11. 
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Major Abraham Kirkpatrick was one of the early and prominent members of Pittsburgh.  

The Kirkpatrick family was of Scottish ancestry and had been close supporters of Prince Charles 

Edward, who was also known as the “the Pretender to the throne of England.”34  When Edward 

died in 1746, the Kirkpatrick family left Great Britain for North America.  They settled near 

Elkton in Cecil County, Maryland, where Major Abraham Kirkpatrick was born in 1749.  As a 

young man, he fled to Fort Pitt following his involvement in a fist fight with another young man 

which, eventually, resulted in the man’s death.  Constructed between 1759 and 1761, Fort Pitt 

was located strategically at the confluence of the Ohio and Monongahela Rivers.  It was the 

largest British fort in Pennsylvania.35  Fort Pitt’s predecessor was Fort Duquesne which was also 

located at the confluence of the Ohio and Monongahela Rivers. It was the most important French 

post in the Ohio Country from its construction in 1754 until it was purposefully destroyed by the 

French during their retreat from the British in the Seven Years’ War.36  

Land records indicate that in 1767 Kirkpatrick took out a land patent located in present-

day Allegheny City.  He was described as a “tall, rugged” man “of severe expression, wearing a 

cocked hat pulled down over his left eye, which was blind.”37  He served in the Revolutionary 

War as an “ardent patriot” and an officer at the Battles of Stony Point and Princeton, as well as 

during the sieges of Yorktown and Charleston.38  During his service he earned the ranks of First 

                                                 
34 Kirk Q. Bigham, Major Abraham Kirkpatrick and His Descendants (Pittsburgh: J.P. Durbin, 

1911), 8.   
35 “Fort Pitt Historical Marker,” Historical Markers, 

http://explorepahistory.com/hmarker.php?markerId=1-A-89 
36 Fort Duquesne Historical Marker,” Historical Markers, 

http://explorepahistory.com/hmarker.php?markerId=1-A-82 
37 Bigham, Major Abraham Kirkpatrick, 7. 
38 Bigham, Major Abraham Kirkpatrick, 9. 
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Lieutenant and, later, Regimental Adjutant and Captain of the 8th Virginia Regiment.  In 1778 he 

was transferred to the 4th Virginia Regiment.  The first news article mentioning Kirkpatrick as 

“A Son of Freedom” appeared on the society page of the Pittsburgh Weekly Gazette on 

December 2, 1786, describing his marriage to Mary Ann Oldham on November 23, 1786.  They 

were married at Woodville, the home of General George Neville, presently recognized as the 

Neville House, in Washington County, Pennsylvania, which is now Bridgeville, Pennsylvania.39  

Mary Ann Oldham’s lineage could be traced back to the Oldham family of Virginia and, further, 

to Scotland’s Earl of Sinclair.  General Neville was the husband of Winifred Oldham, and Mary 

Ann’s brother-in-law.40  Major Kirkpatrick and General John Neville had been close friends 

during the time Kirkpatrick was stationed at Fort Pitt.  It is believed that Kirkpatrick served 

under Neville while the latter was an officer of the Virginia troops.41  Given their close familial 

relationship, it is no surprise that Major Kirkpatrick assisted General John Neville during some 

of the most heated conflicts during the Whiskey Rebellion of 1794.   

The impetus of the Whiskey Insurrection was the passage of the Whiskey Excise Tax of 

1791, which was passed with the fervent support of the Secretary of the Treasury, Alexander 

Hamilton.  He believed that a tax on whiskey would help to pay off the national debt 

accumulated during the Revolution.  The tax was not well received, particularly, by those 

farmers who lived west of the Appalachians.  They felt unfairly burdened because the tax 

threatened their ability to gain an economic foothold.  The tax on whiskey was of particular 

concern to farmers in Pennsylvania as trade along the Mississippi was closed off to American 

settlers and grain had to be transported from east to west across the Alleghenies.  This route was 
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not cost effective as grain was bulky and the costs of transport proved to cut their profits 

considerably.  This led farmers to “distill grains into whiskies before hauling the less bulky brew 

to market.”42  Whiskey had become “an important fiat currency in the barter economy of the 

backcountry.”43  

Because it served as both a form of currency and a trading commodity for farmers in the 

region, any tax that targeted whiskey became an immediate concern.  Farmers were also anxious 

because the excise tax on whiskey was to be collected by federal agents prior to the farmer 

realizing any profit at market.  In addition, there were worries that anyone who was found to be 

evading the tax could be tried in a federal district court, the closest of which, at the time, was 

Philadelphia.  This meant that “adjudication would be far removed from sympathetic neighbors 

who could serve as jurors.”44  Despite these concerns, early western settlers did not initiate an 

insurrection until 1794.45  Early that year, Alexander Hamilton encouraged Congress to make 

alterations to the tax that included allowing for violators of the tax to be tried in state courts if 

they lived at a considerable distance (fifty miles or greater) from a federal court.  Despite 

Hamilton’s proposal, tax collectors pursued farmers who were avoiding payment of the tax with 

renewed fervor.  Farmers living in western Pennsylvania believed they were intentionally 

targeted, particularly those who were members of the Democratic-Republican Society, an 

organization which had been more critical of Alexander Hamilton and Federalist policies.46 
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Figure 1.3 : Location of Fort Duquesne and Fort Pitt in relation to Mount Washington (Coal Hill) 

Source : Map of Pittsburgh and its Environs. (Pittsburgh: Johnston & Stockton, 1835.) 
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After serving as the Commander of Fort Pitt, General John Neville became the revenue 

and excise collector for Bedford, Washington, Westmoreland, and Allegheny Counties.47  Both 

he and a federal marshal traveled to Allegheny County with the intention of collecting the tax.  

On July 16, 1794, they arrived at William Miller’s farm in the Peter’s Creek region to serve him 

a writ.  Miller was a cousin of Major Abraham Kirkpatrick and, reportedly, was astonished and 

angered by the act.48  Miller refused the writ and quickly garnered the support of his neighbors, 

forcing Neville and the inspector to flee.  Led by Major James Macfarlane, Miller and his 

neighbors marched for Neville’s home on Bower Hill.49  The angry mob asked for Neville’s 

resignation and his papers, but he refused.  A battle ensued wherein Neville was able to 

successfully disband the mob.  The next day a larger mob traveled to Neville’s house, but Neville 

left the house just before the mob appeared.  

Judge Anniston Gibson recounted comments made during the trials resulting from the 

Whiskey Insurrection and, in particular, those of Captain Coulter of the Washington County 

Milita, who had witnessed the surrender of General Neville’s house and Kirkpatrick’s 

subsequent arrest.  Judge Gibson recounted Coulter’s comments as follows:  

“When Kirkpatrick, with his dozen of regular soldiers from the 

garrison at Pittsburgh, surrendered the upper story of the house was 

in flames.  They had literally been burned out.  He was doomed to 

instant death but was told to go with the insurgents to Mingo Creek 

Meeting House and be hanged ‘Well,” said he, ‘where is the horse? 
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I can’t walk there.’ Observing a man drawing a sharp sight on him, 

he remarked: ‘What a fool you are to shoot me.  Don’t you know I 

am going to be hanged.’ The man lowered his rifle.  He was then put 

in charge of Capt. Coulter and a guard but suffered to escape by the 

way, at the penalty of Coulter’s life.”50 

In his letter to George Washington, Kirkpatrick expressed that, although, his life was spared, he 

felt “violently threatened.”  He strongly held these concerns following the meeting at Parkinson’s 

Ferry set for August 14, 1794.  Future events would prove his fears warranted.  Two weeks after 

the events of July 16, 1794, “5,000 men assembled at Braddock’s Field, ready to burn down the 

town of Sodom-Pittsburgh.”51  Reason won the day and the angry crowds were dispelled, but as 

they left, Kirkpatrick’s barns, located on Coal Hill across from the Point on Mount Washington, 

were set aflame.  His home, located in downtown Pittsburgh at the southeast corner of Short 

Street, was also threatened.52   

As all of this ensued, Kirkpatrick hid at Fort Pitt.  Residents of this triangular area 

became angry that Kirkpatrick was willing to allow their properties to be burned if it meant 

saving his own life.  They surrounded the fort “in the hopes of shooting [him] or turning him 

over to the rebels.”53  Later that day, Kirkpatrick escaped Fort Pitt under the cover of darkness 

and was “gone into the night.”54  A letter published in the Pittsburgh Weekly Gazette on August 

2, 1794, by the leaders of the those who marched on Braddock’s Field, condemned the burning 
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of Kirkpatrick’s barns “on the hill opposite the town of Pittsburgh” and the “attempt made by 

others of burning his house in town.”  They claimed they had no part in the arson.55  The 

continuing uprisings forced George Washington to act.  In September of 1794, Washington 

ordered 15,000 militiamen to meet in Harrisburg, where he and the militia were joined by 

Alexander Hamilton and Henry Lee.  They led the militia west from Harrisburg and arrested any 

rebels they encountered, but few were found. 56  The insurrection surrounding the excise tax on 

whiskey ended.  The rebellious farmers had lost and the federal excise tax on whiskey remained 

in place. 

Following these events, Major Abraham Kirkpatrick was appointed as an Army 

Commissary at Fort Pitt in December of 1794; he served in that position until 1797.57  

Kirkpatrick served as the Judge of the Court of Common Pleas and the Justice of the Peace for 

several terms as well.  He was also elected as an assessor in 1794.  In addition, Kirkpatrick was 

one of the first incorporators of the Bank of Pittsburgh in 1810 and served as a member of its 

Board of Directors.58  When he died on Friday, November 21, 1817, at the age of 69, he had 

“accumulated a large amount of real estate and was quite wealthy for the time, the then appraised 

value of his real and personal estate amounted to over one hundred thousand dollars.”59   

Kirkpatrick left behind his wife Mary and their three children, Amelia Louisa, Eliza 

Maria, and Mary Ann, each of whom was married.  Amelia Louisa had married Judge Charles 

Shaler, Elizabeth Maria was married to Christopher Cowan, and Mary Ann was married to Dr.  

Joel Lewis.  Following Kirkpatrick’s death, his property on Mount Washington was divided 
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among his three daughters, each receiving one third of his 714 acres of land.  The Cowan family 

received the eastern tract, the Lewis family received the middle tract, and the Shaler family 

received the western tract.60  The Lewis-Bigham tract would emerge as the most distinguished of 

the three.  It would become the tract of land that the Buhl Foundation subsequently purchased for 

the construction of Chatham Village.  

Dr. Joel Lewis was born on March 29, 1790, in Christiana, Delaware, into a Quaker 

family with six children, of whom he was the second youngest.  In 1811, his son, also named 

Joel Lewis, graduated from the University of Pennsylvania and moved to Pittsburgh where he 

married Mary Ann Kirkpatrick.  He was reported to be a skilled surgeon as well as an “ardent 

patriot.”61  By November of 1814 he had already achieved a solid reputation in the medical field. 

This was evident by his election to the post of an anatomy officer for the Chemical and 

Physiological Society.62  Joel and Mary Ann had three children, the first of whom was Abraham 

Kirkpatrick Lewis, born on August 24, 1815.  Their second child, Maria Louisa Lewis was born 

June 8, 1819, and their last daughter, Eliza Lewis, was born on May 28, 1822.  Joel experienced 

continued success for the next two years.  He was made Brigadier General of the First Brigade, 

Fifteenth Division, of the Pennsylvania Militia.63  However, Joel’s success would be cut short as 

he died in 1824 at the young age of 34.64 

                                                 
60 Bigham, Major Abraham Kirkpatrick, 45. 
61 Bigham, Major Abraham Kirkpatrick, 37. 
62 H. Denny, Pittsburgh Weekly Gazette, November 15, 1814, 3.  
63 Bigham, Major Abraham Kirkpatrick, 37-38. 
64 Bigham, Major Abraham Kirkpatrick, 38. 



  27 

 

 

Figure 1.4 : Dr. Joel Lewis 

Source : The Papers of Joeseph Hoesch (Pittsburgh, PA.) 
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Abraham Kirkpatrick Lewis was a polymath.  He studied medicine at Kenyon College in 

Ohio and graduated in 1835.  It appears more than likely that he intended to follow in his father’s 

and grandfather’s footsteps, but realized upon graduation that medicine was not his primary 

interest.  He subsequently dropped his first name of Abraham and became recognized as either 

A. Kirk Lewis, or Kirk Lewis.  In 1840 Lewis studied law, registering as a student of Judge 

Charles Shaler, his uncle.65  He was admitted to the Allegheny County Bar in 1843 and 

continued to practice law with an office on Fourth Street.66  Clearly, law was not his only interest 

as by then he had turned his attention to the coal industry.67  Lewis became rapidly successful in 

the industry and “in conjunction with William Philpot and John M. Snowden Jr., was the first to 

establish a market and furnish a regular supply of Pittsburgh coal to New Orleans.”68  Lewis 

owned and operated the Coal Ridge Mine which was situated on Little Saw Mill Run, a bit under 

three miles by rail from the Ohio River.69  Lewis is also attributed with establishing the first 

incline on Coal Hill in 1854.  It was referred to as Kirk Lewis’s Incline and was utilized to haul 

coal down from the mine near the summit of the hill.70  The Lewis Family was situated “amidst a 

grove of trees on Mount Washington which became his by right of inheritance from his 

grandfather.”71  Lewis is also attributed with owning almost all of the coal “abutting on the Little 

Saw Mill Run Valley” and “operating half a dozen mines”; he “had fleet after fleet of coal boats 
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all the way from [Pittsburgh] to New Orleans.”72  Lewis appeared to be an individual who would 

earn a great fortune, but, like his father, he died at the young age of 45 on November 10, 1860.  It 

appeared that he left his wife, Mary Orth, whom he had married in June of 1822, and his three 

children in considerable debt.73    

 

Figure 1.5 : Abraham Kirkpatrick Lewis 

Source : The Papers of Joeseph Hoesch (Pittsburgh, PA.) 
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Maria Louisa Lewis was born on June 8, 1819.  She was the granddaughter of Major Abraham 

Kirkpatrick.  It appears that Maria was a woman characterized by her “charm of manner, warm 

impulses, strong religious convictions and life-long efforts to uplift and improve the moral, 

intellectual and spiritual tone of all within the sphere of her influence.”74  She led an active life.  

Lewis belonged to various ladies’ societies, Grace Church, and the Sanitary Commission.  She 

also managed the Mount Washington Free Library and Reading Room Association.75  After the 

death of her brother, Kirk Lewis, she inherited a tract of land from her mother, Mary Ann Lewis, 

who had received that tract at the death of her father Major Abraham Kirkpatrick.  

 

Figure 1.6 : Maria Louisa Bigham 

Source : The Papers of Joseph Hoesch (Pittsburgh, PA.) 
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Maria Louisa Lewis married Thomas J. Bigham on December 30, 1846.  Mr. Bigham was 

a man of humble origins, but he would come to be one of the most prominent, civic-minded, and 

distinguished residents of Pittsburgh during the second half of the 19th century.  He was born on 

February 12, 1810, near Hannastown, Pennsylvania.  His father, Thomas Bigham, died before he 

was born and his mother, Sarah Christy, died shortly after his birth.  Both of his parents had been 

“people of Scotch-Irish ancestry and Revolutionary stock on both sides.”76  Young Bigham was 

raised by his grandfather, James Christy.   

Thomas J. Bigham graduated from Jefferson College in Canonsburg, Pennsylvania, in 

1835.77  While in college, Bigham acquired a studious reputation and “distinguished himself by a 

readiness of speech, quickness of wit, power of repartee, earnestness of purpose, and fund of 

general information” so that in the course of debates he was dubbed “Thomas Jefferson 

Bigham,” by a majority of his classmates. 78  In 1836 he arrived in Pittsburgh and pursued the 

study of law, passing the Allegheny County Bar in September of 1837.  Subsequently, Bigham 

worked under the tutelage of many well respected lawyers in Pittsburgh.79  He eventually opened 

his own firm, T.J. Bigham and Son, in 1870.80  Bigham was elected to the Pennsylvania House of 

Representatives in 1845 and served several terms.  He was also elected to the Pennsylvania State 

Senate in 1865.  Bigham’s law office suffered considerable damage from the Great Pittsburgh 

Fire of 1845.  He not only lost his office, lodgings, and furnishings, but he also lost his library, 
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scientific and general works, notes, papers, and memoranda.81  His losses totaled $850 dollars.82  

According to the same publication, Bigham’s office and lodgings had been located in the Second 

or Southern Ward.   

 

Figure 1.7 : Thomas J. Bigham 

Source : The Papers of Joseph Hoesch (Pittsburgh, PA.) 
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As is expected of man who had accomplished so much, he quickly rebounded from his 

losses in the fire and, in 1846, married Maria Louisa Lewis.  In 1847, he was recorded as having 

established a law practice on 4th in the Triangle between Smithfield and Grant Streets.83  Bigham 

was a skilled orator with a “strong voice and clear enunciation [that] made him easily heard and 

his well stored mind, genius for statistics, power for repartee, ready wit, unfailing good humor, 

and sunshiny disposition.84  In 1849, Mr. and Mrs. Bigham became both founders and chief 

supporters of the Grace Episcopal Church, which presently resides on West Sycamore Street in 

Mount Washington.  The church began as a Sunday school held by the Bighams and was 

primarily financed by the Bigham family for many years.85  The church structure was built in 

1852 and rebuilt, following a fire, in 1926.86  The Bighams are also recorded as building their 

Greek Revival style residence in 1849 on the land Maria inherited on Mount Washington.  The 

1850 Federal Census indicates that in 1850 Bigham was self-employed as a lawyer, resided in 

the 4th Ward of the City, and his estate was valued at $7,000. 

In 1851 Bigham was elected to the Board of Managers of the Pennsylvania Reform 

School.  He was also the proprietor of the Commercial Journal, and a founder of the Pittsburg 

Commercial, which would later merge with the Pittsburgh Gazette.  Bigham served as a member 

of the Council of the City of Pittsburgh from 1878 to 1882.  His political inclinations were that 

of a “Whig, Abolitionist, original Fremonter and steadfast Republican.”87  Bigham was 
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responsible for the passage of many laws in Pennsylvania including the Married Women’s 

Property Act of 1848, the General Railroad Law of 1867, and the Consolidation Acts of 1867 

and 1869.88  He also drafted a series of laws aimed at the establishment of a financial system for 

the Commonwealth.  These laws imposed taxes upon corporations to raise revenue for the 

maintenance of state government.  They also removed the tax on land for state purposes.89  It is 

interesting to note that one of Bigham’s passions was history.  His interest focused upon “the 

annals of the State of Pennsylvania, and especially [that] of the western settlements.”90  Thomas 

J. Bigham, “the Sage of Mount Washington,” died at the age of 74 on November 9, in 1884.  He 

was buried in the Allegheny City Cemetery, which he had helped to establish in 1844 as a charter 

member.  His wife inherited the property they owned on Mount Washington and when she died, 

in October of 1888, the couple’s property was passed on to Kirk and Mary, two of their four 

children: Joel, Kirk, Mary, and Eliza.9192 

                                                 
88 Bigham, Major Abraham Kirkpatrick, 46. 
89 Bigham, Major Abraham Kirkpatrick, 46. 
90 Bigham, Major Abraham Kirkpatrick, 47. 
91 Sanborn Maps of 1910, 1923. 
92 According to Kirk Q. Bigham in Major Abraham Kirkpatrick and his Descendants, Joel L. 

Bigham was on born November 6, 1847. He became a lawyer, and at one point worked alongside 

his father; he died in 1892.  Mary A. Bigham was born in March of 1854. She married Melville 

L. Stout in 1855.  Eliza A. Bigham was born in January1857, and never married; she died in 

June, 1902.  For a brief period of time, from approximately 1910 to 1923, she owned in name the 

majority of the Bigham tract. 



  35 

 

Figure 1.8 : Melville Stout 

Source : The Papers of Joseph Hoesch (Pittsburgh, PA.) 

 

Mary Stout was in possession of the Bigham tract when it was sold to the Buhl 

Foundation.  Her brother, Kirk Q. Bigham, was born on March 17, 1851.  He was a member of 

the Allegheny County Bar and represented the 32nd Ward for many years as a member of the 

City of Pittsburgh Council.  As of 1911, he, his sister, Mary, and her husband, Melville Stout, 

resided on “the old homestead.”  By 1927, it appears that Kirk no longer resided at the original 

Bigham residence.  A newspaper article dated June 19, 1927, states that “Kirk Q. Bigham, once 

if not now, an extensive property owner, still lives in a modest little house in the back of the 
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community just over the hill from one of this country’s oldest cabins.”93  This description 

indicates an alternate residence that does not match the earlier description of their ancestral 

Greek Revival home.  It also appears to match documentation from the Buhl Foundation’s 

preliminary studies of the Bigham tract regarding coal, which specifically states that Mary Stout 

resided on the “old homestead” in 1931.  Both the newspaper article and the Buhl Foundation’s 

studies leave a lingering question as to which house the Foundation refers when mentioning the 

“old homestead.”94  The Buhl Foundation acquired the Bigham tract from Mary Stout in 1928. 

Melville Bigham Stout, Thomas J. Bigham’s grandson, stated that the reason for the sale of the 

house to the Buhl Foundation was that it “produced some funds for the family; otherwise the 

property might well have been lost to taxes, as the tax drain was becoming extremely 

burdensome.”95  

                                                 
93 “Our Gay Village – Mt. Washington,” Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, June 19, 1927, 18.  
94 Charles F. Lewis, Memoranda on Coal: The Bigham Property (Pittsburgh: The Buhl 

Foundation, 1931), 5.   
95 Melvile Bigham Stout, Excerpt of Family Notes (Pittsburgh: Chatham Villages Archives, 

1977) 4.  
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Figure 1.9 : From left to right – Mary Ann Bigham Stout, Kirk Q. Bigham, Maria Louisa Stout, 

and Frederick L. Stout 

Source : The Papers of Joseph Hoesch (Pittsburgh, PA.) 

 

 

This chapter demonstrates the Bigham tract had very few owners since its original 

possession by William Penn during the colonial period.  Subsequent to his death, Penn’s 

descendants took ownership of the land during the 17th and 18th centuries, followed by those of 

Abraham Kirkpatrick during the 19th and 20th centuries.  This chapter also provided a social 

history of the tract’s owners and demonstrated how each of them was a prominent member of 

Pittsburgh’s early society.  The activities of the Bigham tract’s owners were well documented 

within the newspapers of their day, which resulted in their notoriety among Pittsburgh’s 

residents.  The Buhl Foundation understood both the noteworthiness of the site and its appeal by 
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virtue of the location’s provenance.  The Board of the Buhl Foundation was convinced that they 

could utilize the prestige of the Bigham Estate to attract a particular type of occupant to the 

Foundation’s limited-dividend housing experiment.  The next chapter will provide an overview 

of the development of Coal Hill as it transitioned into the residential neighborhood of Mount 

Washington.  

 

 

Figure 1.10 : Stout, Bigham, Kirkpatrick, and Lewis Family Tree 

Source : The Papers of Joseph Hoesch (Pittsburgh, PA.) 

 

 



  39 

CHAPTER TWO 

 

MOUNT WASHINGTON AS A RESIDENTIAL NEIGHBORHOOD  

 

Mount Washington, located to the south, across the Monongahela River from 

Pittsburgh’s “Golden Triangle,” has long served as a residential neighborhood for those 

commuting to downtown Pittsburgh.  As the previous chapter described, Mount Washington has 

been called home by many of Pittsburgh’s earliest and most prominent citizens, including, its 

first true inhabitants, Major Abraham Kirkpatrick and his descendants.  The locale was first 

referred to as Coal Hill, named for the vast bed of coal which exists beneath the surface of its 

landscape, known as the Pittsburgh Coal Seam.  At the turn of the 19th century other forms of 

industry were also developing in the area, most notably, glass.  Industry was largely confined to 

the river basin while housing for an ever expanding Pittsburgh was primarily situated atop the 

hill.  The first true residential development on Coal Hill was laid out by James Gray in 1829. 

Subsequently, new methods of transportation, including, inclines, bridges, and improved streets, 

increased the accessibility of Mount Washington from downtown Pittsburgh.  As a result, 

residential development grew considerably.  During the early 20th century, the population of 

Pittsburgh was growing.  In 1840, the population of Pittsburgh was 21,115 people.  By 1940, the 

population grew to 671,000 people.1  The city had grown to possess the majority of Allegheny 

County’s entire population by 1910.2  This increase in population occurred across racial 

boundaries.  The African American population in Allegheny County grew from 27,753 people in 

1910 to 83,326 people in 1930.3  An increasing population produced a demand for housing, and 

                                                 
1 Bertram J. Black and Aubrey Mallach, Population Trends in Allegheny County 1840-1943 

(Pittsburgh: Bureau of Social Research Federation of Social Agencies, 1944), 1.  
2 Black and Mallach, Population Trends, 2.  
3 Black and Mallach, Population Trends, 2. 
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it was within this context in which Mount Washington was identified by the Buhl Foundation as 

the kind of cohesive neighborhood in which it would place its experiment in limited-dividend 

housing for the middle class.  

The early social history of Mount Washington is characterized by several of Pittsburgh’s 

most prominent figures.  Originally, Mount Washington was of interest to the British, when in 

1759 Colonel Hugh Mercer communicated to Colonel Bouquet that he had “found excellent coal 

and limestone within a mile of the Monongahela, almost opposite of Pittsburgh.”4  His remarks 

gave rise to the area’s name, Coal Hill.  The first coal pit on the Hill was established by Edward 

Ward.5  It was his coal pit that became utilized by Isaac Craig and James O’Hara when they 

established Pittsburgh’s first glass works factory along the southern shore of the Monongahela 

River in 1795.6  During the early 20th century, prominent figures in Coal Hill included William 

Dilworth, along with Major Abraham Kirkpatrick and his descendants.  Dilworth had arrived in 

Pittsburgh in 1791 and established several of the earliest coal mines in the area.  He married in 

1817 and settled on Mount Washington where he established the first school on Coal Hill in 

approximately 1820.  Fourteen years later, in 1834, he would play an influential role in erecting 

the Pittsburgh Courthouse and, little more than a decade after, was elected to the Pennsylvania 

State Legislature in 1847.7 

The first true large scale residential development in Mount Washington was laid out by 

James A. Gray, a prominent local attorney and businessman in Pittsburgh, in 1829.  Harris’s 

                                                 
4 Howard N. Eavenson, The Pittsburgh Coal Bed: Its Early History and Development (New 

York: The American Institute of Mining and Metallurgical Engineers, 1938), 166.  
5 Nancy J. Kimmerle Beck, Images of America: Mount Washington and Duquesne Heights 

(Charleston: Arcadia Publishing, 2007), 7. 
6 Lu Donnelly, Allegheny County Survey Zone Form (Pittsburgh: Pittsburgh History and   

Landmarks Foundation, 1981), 3.  
7 Lu Donnelly, Allegheny County Survey Zone Form, 3. 
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General Business Directory of the Cities of Pittsburgh & Allegheny County : with the Environs 

of 1847 identified James Gray as one of the “oldest and most respectable citizens” of Pittsburgh.8  

The 1830 Map of Pittsburgh and its Environs, published by Jean Barbeau and Lewis Kenyon in 

1830 shows a residential development southwest of Coal Hill, lying beyond the intersection of 

the Washington Turnpike and Old Coal Hill Road.  Both of these roads were connected to the 

Downtown Triangle by the Monongahela Bridge at Smithfield Street (1818-1845), which had 

been erected in 1818 for $110,000.9 

 

Figure 2.1 : Gray’s Gardens as it appeared in 1830 

Source : Map of Pittsburgh and its Environs. (Pittsburgh: Jean Barbeau and Lewis Keyon, 1830.) 

                                                 
8 Isaac Harris, Harris’s General Business Directory of the Cities of Pittsburgh & Allegheny: with 

the Environs (Pittsburgh: A.A. Anderson, 1847), IV. 
9 Map of Pittsburgh and its Environs. (Pittsburgh: Jean Barbeau and Lewis Keyon, 1830.) 
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The 1830 map states the following: “This Village Was Laid out by James Gray, Esq. of 4th St. 

Pittsb* A.D. 1829.”10  Mr. Gray named his village “Gray’s Gardens.”  The entire development 

included seven streets and 118 lots, all of which were considerable in size.  In a series of 

advertisements published in the Pittsburgh Weekly Gazette in 1829, James describes his village 

as follows:  

“I have laid off a Village on Coal Hill by this name [Gray’s 

Gardens] – It is situated one mile south-west from the abutment of 

the Monongahela Bridge, overlooking the City of Pittsburgh, 

opposite Grant Street; a new road, at an elevation of 3 1-2 degrees, 

has been made up the hill, rendering the access to this Village 

easier than formerly; the Lots are fronting on Washington and 

Jackson streets 50 feet each, in depth 120 to a 20 feet alley; those 

lots on Calhoun and Kirkpatrick streets are a greater depth; there 

are three never failing Springs of water on these Village lots; its 

high and healthy situation, with rich soil for gardening will make it 

an agreeable residence.  Lot No. 102, I have appropriated for a 

School-house and place of worship.  A plan of the above Village 

may be seen at Mr. Hart’s Collector of Toll at the Monongahela 

Bridge, who is authorized to sell for me; 5 of the Lots already have 

buildings thereon.  The price will be very low and the payments 

easy.”11 

                                                 
10 Map of Pittsburgh and its Environs. 
11 James Gray, “Gray’s Gardens,” Pittsburgh Weekly Gazette, October 16, 1829, 4. 
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The advertisement continues, as it describes two other areas of Pittsburgh where he had also laid 

out land to sell; the first of which was 30 Lots “in the Northern Liberties of Pittsburgh, near Dr. 

Shoenberger’s,” and the second area, which consisted of two Lots on Penn Street near the Point. 

At the bottom of the advertisement he is listed as James Gray of “Fourth Street.”  

Harris’ Business Directory of 1837 features a “James Gray, Esq.” as possessing a 

dwelling house at 4th Street, between Market and Ferry Streets.12  That directory also lists a 

“James Gray” as occupying a dwelling house at 31 Fourth Street in 1841.13  An additional 1850 

directory lists a “James Gray” residing at 49 Fourth Street.14  From these directories it is evident 

that the James Gray resided on Fourth Street, but, that in all likelihood, his address changed as 

either the result of street renumbering or his moving, which, if accurate, was most likely due to 

the Great Pittsburgh Fire of 1845.  Heron’s Full Account of the Great Fire at Pittsburgh 

describes a “James Gray” of Fourth Street, in the First Ward, as experiencing individual losses of 

$4,500 in damages to three, three-story brick houses which were partially insured.15  A “James 

Gray” of Fourth Street is also listed as reporting individual losses of $3,000 in the 2nd Ward.  

James Gray appears to have been an owner of a significant amount of property during the 1840s 

and, thereby, considerably wealthy.  The 1850 Federal Census lists a “James Gray” as a resident 

                                                 
12 Isaac Harris, Harris' Pittsburgh Business Directory for the Year 1837: Including the Names of 

all the Merchants, Manufacturers, Mechanics, Professional, & Men of Business of Pittsburgh 

and its Vicinity (Pittsburgh: Isaac Harris, 1837), 50.  
13 Isaac Harris, Harris' General Business Directory of the Cities of Pittsburgh and Allegheny: 

and also of the Most Flourishing and Important Towns and Cities of Pennsylvania, Ohio, 

Western New York, Virginia, & c., containing … (Pittsburgh: A.A. Anderson, 1841), 29. 
14 Sam’l Fahenstock, Fahnestock's Pittsburgh Directory for 1850: Containing the Names of the 

Inhabitants of Pittsburgh, Allegheny, & Vicinity: Their Occupation, Places of Business and 

Dwelling Houses: Also, A list of the Public Offices, Banks, & c., (Pittsburgh: Geo. Parkin & Co. 

Books and Job Printers, 1850), 37. 
15 J. Heron Foster, A Full Account of the Great Fire at Pittsburgh, on the Tenth Day of April, 

1845: with the Individual Losses and Contributions for Relief (Pittsburgh: J.W. Cook, 1845), 31. 
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of the 1st Ward.  In 1850, Gray, an Irish immigrant, would have been 70 years old.  He appears to 

have retired from his legal career.  At that time, the value of his real estate holdings was 

estimated to be $100,000.  His family included a wife, Mary, who was 53 years old, and three 

children: Daniel C., a lumber merchant who was 21 years old, Cornelia, age 15, and Jameel K., 

age 11.  The Gray family also appeared to have a servant living with them, Ellen McCarty, 

whose age was listed as 30; she was also an Irish immigrant and illiterate.16 

Given the sizeable amount of real estate that James Gray possessed and his apparent 

wealth, it is not surprising that his name was often featured in many court proceedings in 

Pittsburgh and in Pennsylvania during the early 19th century.  Gray’s name appears three times 

for three separate cases against Alexander Brackenridge, son of Hugh Henry Brackenridge, in 

the Pittsburgh Weekly Gazette’s “Trial List for the Circuit Court of Pittsburgh” on July 31, 

1831.17  Gray accused Brackenridge, the Federal District Attorney for Western Pennsylvania, of 

misconduct, for improperly releasing two men as securities to the United States for the debts of 

Nathaniel Plummer, who was deceased, and then purchasing Plummer’s farm at the sale of his 

estate for a price below its value and the debt due to the United States.18  

 It is interesting to note that Brackenridge and Gray appear to have been associated prior 

to this.  In 1824, Brackenridge had represented Gray when he wished to sell a portion of his farm 

in nearby Peter’s Creek in the Mifflin Township.19  Mr. Gray’s distrust of Alexander 

Brackenridge was so strong that he wrote a letter to then President Andrew Jackson, in which he 

                                                 
16 1850 United States Federal Census, 1850; Census Place: Pittsburgh Ward 1, Allegheny, 

Pennsylvania; Roll: M432_745; Page: 34B-35; Image: 74, 

http://person.ancestrylibrary.com/tree/10235678/person/6081022289/story.  
17 WM M’Candless, Clk., “Circuit Court,” Pittsburgh Weekly Gazette, April 1, 1831, 4. 
18 Harold D. Moser et. al., The Papers of Andrew Jackson: 1829, vol IIV (Knoxville: The 

University of Tennessee Press, 2007), 429.  
19 A. Brackenridge, “For Sale or For Rent,” Pittsburgh Weekly Gazette, October 29, 1824. 

http://person.ancestrylibrary.com/tree/10235678/person/6081022289/story
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asked President Jackson to reconsider Brackenridge’s appointment to the position of Federal 

District Attorney for Western Pennsylvania.  Andrew Jackson apparently heeded Gray’s opinion 

and, in 1830, replaced Brackenridge with James Buchanan.  

 When determining Gray’s intentions in establishing Gray’s Gardens, its form, location, 

and name must be further examined.  The manner in which the community was laid out appears 

to conform to those characteristics which were commonly ascribed to company “patches” or 

“patch towns.”20  The village’s proximity to the “Coal Pitt” as shown in the 1839 map appears to 

support this suggestion.  The nature of a coal town was often determined by the type of coal that 

was mined: either anthracite or bituminous.  Margaret Mulrooney describes the differing 

characteristics of both anthracite and bituminous coal towns in A Legacy of Coal: The Coal 

Company Towns of Southwestern Pennsylvania.  Both types of coal towns were largely found to 

feature “semi-detached, wood-frame, two-and-a-half-story dwellings.  Streets were wide and 

unpaved, had deep setbacks, and were arranged in grid or rectilinear plans.”21  These 

characteristics appear to align with the physical description and layout of Gray’s Gardens. 

When compared to anthracite based towns, bituminous coal towns possessed several 

additional and specific characteristics.  They were generally owned, financed, maintained and 

operated by a single entity that also provided schools, churches, medical facilities, and a general 

store which provided groceries and clothing for the workers.  Gray’s Gardens was owned and 

operated by a single individual, James Gray.  While he did not establish a school, church, or 

general store, he was clearly cognizant of their importance to the success of his venture as he did 

                                                 
20 Joel A. Tarr, Devastation and Renewal: An Environmental History of Pittsburgh and its 

Region (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2003), 20. 
21 Margaret Mulrooney, A Legacy of Coal: The Coal Company Towns of Southwestern 

Pennsylvania, Historic American Buildings Survey/ Historic American Engineering Record 

(Washington D.C.: National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, 1989), 14.  
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stipulate that a single lot be provided for both a school and a church.  Housing in bituminous coal 

towns generally consisted of “detached or semi-detached houses over row houses or 

tenements.”22  They were constructed with the least possible expense.  Coal mining towns were 

considered temporary as the lifespan of a coal mine remained unpredictable.  When the mine was 

no longer providing a substantial amount of coal, the town which had emerged around it was 

often abandoned.  “Patch towns” were considered temporary settlements and, as such, housing 

was generally substandard and primarily intended to attract labor to the coal mine.23  It does not 

appear that any of the buildings which Gray described in his advertisement as having built still 

exist, but it is likely that when constructed they did comport with the apparent housing template 

utilized in bituminous coal towns. 

The name of the village offers insight regarding Gray’s intentions relating to the village’s 

location on Coal Hill.  As Gray was born in Ireland in 1780, he may have been familiar with the 

rise in prominence of the garden suburb movement.  Its origins could be found in the British Isles 

during the middle of 18th century with the development of England’s first garden villages.  These 

villages were “built in the countryside by estate owners who, in the process of improving, 

endeavored to rebuild unsightly villages in situ or, just as often, relocate them so as to be either 

completely out of sight from their country houses or picturesquely fitted into the landscape to 

enhance distant views.”24  Notable examples of these types of developments included the 

following: Harewood (1760), Lowether Village (1736-1802), Milton Abbas (1775-76), Blaise 

Hamlet (1811) and Regent’s Development (1811-32).25 

                                                 
22 Mulrooney, A Legacy of Coal, 14. 
23 Mulrooney, A Legacy of Coal, 14-15. 
24 Robert A.M. Stern et. al., Paradise Planned: The Garden Suburb and the Modern City (United 

States: The Moncalli Press, 2013), 17. 
25 Stern, Paradise Planned, 18-24. 
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The notion of the “garden suburb” in the United States, as it was first interpreted, can be 

viewed in two different forms: the “garden village” and the “garden enclave.”  Gray’s Gardens 

appears to conform more closely to that of the garden village.  Garden villages are characterized 

as “independent entities” connected by water, road, railroad and later by trolley and automobile, 

with shops and public buildings.26  Gray’s Gardens was connected to the Downtown Triangle by 

both the bridge at Smithfield Street and by the ferries operated by both John Ormsby and Jacob 

Bausman. It is significant that John Ormsby’s ferry service began in 1773 and operated at the 

confluence of the Allegheny and Monongahela Rivers, as its location encouraged both personal 

and business activities. 

 

Figure 2.2 : Ferry service between downtown Pittsburgh and Coal Hill  

Source : Map of Pittsburgh and its Environs. (Pittsburgh: Johnston & Stockton, 1835.) 

 

Jacobs Bausman’s ferry began regular service in 1779.  He chose to locate the north side landing 

at the foot of Wood Street, while deciding to locate the south side landing at the foot of Coal 

                                                 
26 Stern, Paradise Planned, 48. 
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Hill.27  This provided a means of transport between Gray’s village and downtown Pittsburgh. 

Although Gray had allotted space for the placement of a civic structure in the village, it appears 

that he viewed a school and/or church to serve a similar function for his community.  

Gray’s intention in laying out the village could have also been influenced by the 

development of the “industrial garden village” in Europe in the early 19th century.  These 

villages emerged as planned new towns for workers and established the concept of the garden 

village.  The garden village would become more prevalent between the late 19th Century and 

World War II as a form of “enlightened urbanism.”  Gray may have been familiar with the 

writings of Robert Owens, a Scottish textile entrepreneur and industrial reformer.  His writings, 

A New Vision of Society (1813) and Report to the Committee for the Relief of the Manufacturing 

Poor (1817), regarding industrial village housing and communities were widely distributed.28  

Gray appears to have purchased land on Coal Hill with the intent to sell lots to miners 

and their families who worked in the nearby coal mine.  Though the village does not completely 

conform to either a “patch town” or a “garden village” community, it is likely that Gray’s 

Gardens served as an early model of the former and was informed by the latter.  The village does 

not appear to have lasted very long.  When James Gray of Fourth Street died in 1857 notices 

were published in the Pittsburgh Daily Post that same year showing that the property held by 

him was in the process of being sold off.  One notice, in particular, indicates that fifteen lots of 

land, which ranged from one to six acres in size “situate[d] on Coal Hill,” were being sold on the 

                                                 
27 Lois Mulkearn and Edwin V. Pugh, A Travelers Guide to Historic Western Pennsylvania 

(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1954), 80. 
28 Stern, Paradise Planned, 699. 
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premises by the assignees of James Gray.29  The following G.M. Hopkins Company Map of 

Pittsburgh in 1872 depicts the area that Gray’s Gardens had previously occupied.  

 

Figure 2.3 : Gray Street as it appeared in 1872.  

Source :  

Atlas of the Cities of Pittsburgh, Allegheny : and the adjoining boroughs, from actual surveys & 

official records. (Pittsburgh: G.M. Hopkins & Co., 1872.)  

 

From the map it appears that the arrangement of lots had undergone considerable change.  The 

only remnants appear to be “Gray St.,” which, formerly, had been Kirkpatrick St. and “Dilworth 

St.,” which was formerly Dilworth Alley in the 1831 and 1835 maps.  Gray’s Gardens is 

significant in the history of Mount Washington as it marks the first large scale residential 

development on Coal Hill, one hundred years before the construction of Chatham Village.  

 The 1835 map of Mount Washington illustrates that the three largest landowners on 

Coal Hill were the Shaler, Cowan, and Lewis families.  While no residences are depicted on the 

                                                 
29 “Coal Hill Country Sites,” Pittsburgh Daily Post, September 15, 1857, 1. 
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map, those families are shown as purchasing and occupying the land previously identified as 

Farms No. 10 and No. 11.  By 1850 residences on all three properties are clearly identifiable.  It 

was in 1849 that the most prominent residence on Coal Hill was constructed by Thomas J. 

Bigham.   

 

Figure 2.4 : Land owned by the Shaler, Lewis, and Cowan families on Coal Hill  

Source : Map of Pittsburgh and its Environs. (Pittsburgh: Johnston & Stockton, 1835.) 

 

 Today the Bigham residence is known as Chatham Hall, but it was originally referred to 

as “Woodlawn,” and was occasionally called “Hill House” or “Hill Home.”30  Chatham Hall, as 

it stands today, is a red brick Greek Revival residence.  All of the exterior walls of the house are 

composed of smooth red brick.  The brickwork pattern has been laid in a manner so as to be tied 

back by header bricks at every succeeding seventh course.  Chatham Hall faces southwest.  The 

                                                 
30 Joseph Hoesch, The History of the Bigham Family, Their House and Estate (Pittsburgh: The 

Papers of Joseph Hoesch), 11. 
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form of the house is a T-shape plan and the leg of the “T” features two stories and an attic level; 

at one time this area of the house also contained servants’ quarters and the house kitchen.  Both 

the first and second floors contains a central hall.  The primary floor of the house includes a 

kitchen, dining room, ballroom, and parlor.  The second floor contains four meeting rooms that 

were previously utilized as bedrooms.  Originally, the attic level was connected to the second 

floor of the house via a staircase, but because the staircase did not conform to modern building 

codes in the 1990s, it was removed.  An additional staircase that connected the first and second 

levels was also removed during this time for the same reason.31 

The south elevation was originally recognized as the front of the house.  The front façade 

is symmetrical and divided into three bays as defined by two offsets that run from the base of 

building to the roof.  Just beneath the roof is a low sloping Greek Revival pediment.  The roof of 

the main section of the house is hipped and features twin chimneys.  The ell of the building 

features a gabled roof that extends to the rear of the house.  When constructed in 1849, 

Woodlawn featured a lower roofed portico which aligned to the center portion of the façade. 

That portico featured four square wooden columns and two pilasters, all of which exhibited 

square capitals and bases.  These elements supported a deep architrave that was placed above a 

railing of turned wood balusters.32 

 

                                                 
31 Hoesch, Bigham Family, 19. 
32 Edith B. Wallace, National Register of Historic Places Registration Form: Chatham Village 

(Washington D.C.: United States Department of the Interior, National Park Service, 2003), 6-7.  
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Figure 2. 5 : South elevation, main entrance, and portico of the Bigham House as it appeared in 

the 1890s  

Source : Bigham. Bigham Family Photo Album. 1890s. Bigham Family Papers and Photographs, 

Senator John Heinz History Center Historical Society of Western Pennsylvania, Pittsburgh. 
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Figure 2.6 : Bigham House, north elevation 

Source : Author, March 24, 2016 
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Figure 2.7 : Bigham House, west elevation 

 Source : Author, March 24, 2016 
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Figure 2.8 : Bigham House, south elevation  

Source : Author, March 24, 2016 
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Figure 2.9 : Bigham House, east elevation  

Source : Author, March 24, 2016 

  

Present day Chatham Hall has been altered several times.  The most significant of these 

alterations included the following: the excavation of the cellar into a full basement (1935); the 

removal of the second porch for a wrought iron porch (1938); and the addition of a metal fire 

escape (1950).  Subsequently, a new heating system, hardwood floors, and toilet room were also 

added.  In 1992, a two-story wooden porch was attached to the southeast façade as part of a 

renovation which also included more accessible powder rooms and alterations to the kitchen.  

The interior of Chatham Hall remains much the same as when it was first constructed.  The 

interior continues to feature the central staircase, standing and running trim, window and door 

casings, ornamental plasterwork ceilings, and several marble mantelpieces.  The exterior of the 



  57 

house remains largely unchanged as well.33  Originally nestled in what was formerly known as 

“Bigham’s Woods,” several auxiliary structures were situated around the house. They included a 

privy, barn, corn crib, and carriage house.  None of these structures exist today.  Prior to 

Chatham Hall becoming a part of Chatham Village, the residence was secluded from the rest of 

Mount Washington.  

 

 
 

Figure 2.10 : Bigham House, east façade and two-story porch  

Source : Author, March 24, 2016 

                                                 
33 Wallace, Chatham Village, 7. 
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Figure 2.11 : Bigham House, north façade  

Source : Author, March 24, 2016 
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Figure 2.12 : Bigham House, east façade, porch, first floor  

Source : Author, March 24, 2016 

 

 Beyond Chatham Hall’s architectural merit, the residence possesses additional historical 

significance as it was purportedly a stop on the Underground Railroad in Pittsburgh.  The earliest 

known records of the Underground Railroad, a term used to describe a route through which 

escaping slaves would flee from the South for freedom in the North, are contained in a letter 

dated April 12, 1786 to Robert Morris, a Founding Father of America.  The letter describes a 

man named Dalby of Alexandria, Virginia, who was traveling to Philadelphia in order to 

participate in a lawsuit that involved a former slave of his who had been assisted in his escape by 
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the Quakers.34  The Underground Railroad was one of the few ways that slaves could obtain their 

freedom prior to the Civil War.  There were three primary recorded routes of the Underground 

Railroad, eastern, central, and western, which passed through Pennsylvania; Pittsburgh was 

located along the western route.35  This route was utilized by “runaways” passing through 

Virginia, Maryland, or Ohio on their way to Bedford, Uniontown, and Washington, PA.  They 

then were “led northward by one of three major routes, passing through Clearfield, Indiana, or 

Pittsburgh.”  Each of these routes led to freedom in Canada.36  

 In light of the fact that Thomas J. Bigham’s political conviction as a staunch abolitionist 

was well documented, it is not surprising that he may have assisted runaways as they passed 

through Pittsburgh on their way north.  However, no direct connection to the Underground 

Railroad has ever been verified by the historical record.  As with many purported “stops” on the 

Underground Railroad, a more detailed examination is required in order to confirm authenticity 

given the secretive nature of the subject.  The first mention of Bigham’s residence and its 

association with the Underground Railroad was included in his son’s, Kirk Q. Bigham, 

genealogical history of the Oldham, Shaler, Cowan, Lewis, and Bigham families.  In his account, 

Kirk Q. Bigham states the following in regard to his father’s use of their Woodlawn home:  

“… for years [he] maintained at his home on Mt. Washington a place 

of refuge for the footsore fugitive slaves escaping from their 

master’s [sic], called in the vernacular of those days a ‘Station of the 

Underground Railway.’ The nurse for his two oldest children, born 

                                                 
34 William J. Switala, Underground Railroad in Pennsylvania (Mechanicsburg: Stackpole 

Books, 2001), 11. 
35 William J. Switala, Underground Railroad, 26-27.  
36 William J. Switala, Underground Railroad, 26-27.  
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in 1847 and 1851, was a black girl, Lucinda by name, who never 

went outside the house by daylight and always fled to the attic 

whenever a stranger was reported in sight.”37 

 

 

Figure 2.13 : Bigham House, North Attic Room 

 Source : Author, March 24, 2016 

                                                 
37 Kirk Q. Bigham, Major Abraham Kirkpatrick and His Descendants (Pittsburgh: J. P. Durbin, 

1911), 46.   
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Figure 2.14 : Bigham House, north attic room 

Source : Author, March 24, 2016 
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Figure 2.15 : Bigham House, north attic room 

Source : Author, March 24, 2016 
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Figure 2.16 : Bigham House, north attic room, closet 

Source: Author, March 24, 2016 

A 25-year-old black female woman by the name of Lucinda Bryant was listed in the 1850 

Federal Census as living in Pittsburgh.  At that time, she is the only person in the Bigham 

household listed as “black.”  No further direct information is known regarding a Lucinda Bryant 

in Pittsburgh on any subsequent census records but the record of a Lucinda Bryant Stevens 
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appears on the 1900 Federal Census in Franklin, Pennsylvania, as having been born in October, 

1829.  It also indicates that she is 70 years old and married to Seth Stevens, who is 59 years old.  

The documents indicate that they had been married for 37 years and have a daughter, Nancy E. 

Stevens, who is 35 years old.  Additionally, the census record indicates that, although, Lucinda is 

able to read, her husband is illiterate, but their daughter, Nancy, is able to both read and write. 

No profession is listed for Lucinda, but Seth is recorded as a day laborer and Nancy, a laundress. 

The census records also indicate that Lucinda’s father was born in Georgia and her mother in 

Virginia, but both Lucinda and Seth are recorded as born in Virginia.  

Death records for all three members offer additional information regarding their lives.  

Nancy, or “Nannie,” as her death certificate indicates, was the first to expire; she passed away on 

April 9, 1911, of typhoid pneumonia.  Her obituary indicates that she was very active in the 

African American Episcopal (A.M.E.) Bethel Church and names several relatives who attended 

her funeral services, including, “Mrs. Bryant, Mrs. Williams, and Mrs. Ida Lucas of 

Pittsburgh.”38  Lucinda Bryant Stevens’s husband, Seth, passed away little more than a year later 

on September 13, 1912, of carcinoma of the bladder and prostate gland, exacerbated by 

arteriosclerosis.  His death certificate reveals that very little was known about his origin with the 

exception of the year he was born, 1841, and his birthplace, Virginia.  The words “Born in 

slavery” are written adjacent to his birth year.  Both his mother and father are listed as possibly 

born in Virginia as well.  

  

                                                 
38 Helen C. Lawson, “Franklin, Pa,” The Pittsburgh Courier, April 22, 1911, 8. 
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Figure 2.17 : Seth Stevens, Death Certificate 

Source : www.ancestry.com 

 

 

  

http://www.ancestry.com/
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 His obituary stated that he served in the Civil War and he was “one of the oldest and 

most respected colored citizens of Franklin.”39  His Civil War pension record indicates that he 

served in the Union Navy from 1863 to 1865 and was stationed on both the U.S.S. Ossipe and 

the U.S.S. Princeton. 

 

Figure 2.18 : Seth Stevens, Civil War service pension record 

Source : www.ancestry.com 

 

Further information regarding Seth Stevens can be found in local newspapers as he was a 

“well-known colored man of Franklin.”40  The city directories of Franklin indicate that he 

resided at 64 14th Street.41  The James H. W. Howard & Son Negro Business Directory recorded 

                                                 
39 “Seth Stevens,” Oil City Derrick-Semi-Weekly Derrick, September, 24, 1912, 5. 
40 Annie Burke Lawson, “Franklin,” The Pittsburgh Courier, October 25, 1912, 2.  
41 Annie Burke Lawson, “Franklin,” The Pittsburgh Courier, August 9, 1912, 2 

http://www.ancestry.com/
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Seth as one of the largest black realty holders in Franklin, Pennsylvania.42  Upon his death in 

1912, it is recorded that he possessed a considerable estate, valued at $4,649.75.  Stevens played 

a prominent role in the founding of the A.M.E. Bethel congregation in Franklin after the 

“colored” members of the Wesleyan Chapel abandoned it for a church headed by a “minister of 

their own race.”43  While the congregation looked for a new building, their services were held in 

Seth Stevens’s home.  Stevens was both a charter member and trustee of the A.M. E. Bethel 

Church.44  A church was eventually erected in 1881 on Elm Street, between 11th Street and 

Hillside Avenue.45  The process of facilitating the development of the church organization from 

the private home of Lucinda and Seth Stevens indicates a parallel to that of Thomas and Maria 

Bigham’s founding of the Grace Church congregation in the Bigham House 30 years before.  

                                                 
42 James H. W. Howard & Son Negro Business Directory (Harrisburg: Jas. H. W. Howard & 

Son, 1910), 144.  
43 Charles A. Babcock, Venango County Pennsylvania: Her Pioneers and People – Embracing a 

General History of the County, Vol. I (Chicago: J. H. Beers & Company, 1919), 233.  
44 Annie B. Lawson, “Franklin,” The Pittsburgh Courier, June 14, 1912, 3. 
45 Babcock, Venango County Pennsylvania, 233. 
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Figure 2.19 : North and west façades of the former A.M.E Bethel Church in Franklin, 

Pennsylvania, 2016 

Source : Author, April 17, 2016 
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Figure 2.20 : South and east façades of the former A.M.E Bethel Church in Franklin, 

Pennsylvania, 2016 

Source : Author, April 17, 2016. 

 

Lucinda Bryant Stevens was the last of her immediate family to expire; she died on July 

31, 1915, at the age of 85.  Her death certificate indicates cause of death as valvular heart 

disease.  Stevens’s father is recorded on her death certificate as Jesse Bryant, born in Virginia, 

although, this location contradicts the location listed on the 1900 Federal Census.  Her mother is 

listed as “Mary,” who may have been born in Virginia.  
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Figure 2.21 : Lucinda Stevens, Death Certificate 

Source : www.ancestry.com 

Newspaper records do not provide a great deal of information about Lucinda Stevens except that 

as her husband’s health declined, she also experienced health issues.46  Following her recovery, 

the Pittsburgh Courier reported that she traveled to both Philadelphia and Winston, Virginia, 

                                                 
46 The Pittsburgh Courier, March 16th, 1912.  

http://www.ancestry.com/
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describing Winston as her “home.”47  On Stevens’s return, she was accompanied by her nephew, 

James S. West.48  An early article indicates that she and her husband, Seth, had been planning to 

tour the eastern states and visit “Winston Station, VA., the place where Mrs. Stevens’s parents 

lived.”  The article also printed the following, indicating that it would “be quite strange for her as 

she left when quite a child.”49  Her obituary states that she was a “genial, kindly woman of the 

highest character, who was always loyal and generous.50  Her Last Will and Testament also 

reveals that she had a sister, Margaret, and a nephew, Louis Nelson, who resided near Culpeper, 

Virginia.  Additionally, Stevens’s Will indicates another individual of unknown relation, known 

as Annie Warner.51  Genealogical records appear to indicate that Lucinda Bryant Stevens had a 

brother who had also traveled to Pittsburgh.  The death certificate for a “James Nelson Bryant,” 

who was born in Virginia on October 10, 1845 and died on April 15, 1906, contains nearly the 

identical family record as presented on Lucinda Stevens’s death certificate.  James Nelson 

Bryant’s documents indicate that his parents were Jessie Bryant and Mary Williams, both of 

whom were born in Culpeper, Virginia.  He also appears in the 1880 Federal Census as Nelson 

Bryant, living in Pittsburgh, and married to a “Sarah Bryant.”  It appears that this woman may be 

the same “Mrs. Bryant” of Pittsburgh who attended the funeral services of Nancy “Nannie” 

Stevens.52  

                                                 
47 Anne Burke Lawson, “Franklin, Pa,” The Pittsburgh Courier, April 6, 1912, 2. 
48 The Pittsburgh Courier, November 22, 1912, 2. 
49 Helen C. Lawson, “Franklin, Pa,” The Pittsburgh Courier, August 9, 1911, 2. 
50 “Mrs. Lucinda Stevens,” Venango Citizen Press, August, 4, 1915. 3.  
51 Will Dockets, 1819-1916; Index, 1800-1968; Author: Venango County (Pennsylvania). 

Register of Wills; Probate Place: Venango, Pennsylvania.  
52 Further research into Lucinda’s genealogical past reveals that she may have been related to the 

West family of Cedar Mountain, Virginia.  Newspaper records indicate she had a nephew, James 

S. West, and a niece, Blanche West.  Both a “James S. West” and a “Blanche West” appear in 

the 1910 Federal Census as part of a family headed by Coleman G. West and his wife Mary E. 

West.  Given Cedar Mountain’s proximity to Winston, Virginia, it seems likely that they were 
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Although there is no direct historical evidence that Lucinda Bryant (Stevens) was a 

runaway slave, it appears that the documentation gathered thus far indicates this to be true.  At 

one time Pittsburgh contained an extensive and active Underground Railroad network which 

reflected a city that was particularly empathetic to runaway slaves.53  There were several routes 

in which runaways entered the city, including, the Uniontown-Pittsburgh Route and the 

Washington County Route.54  The Allegheny Route, which traveled north alongside the 

Allegheny River, was also a significant pathway.  Moving on from Pittsburgh, Franklin was one 

of the next primary stops in Pennsylvania on any of these routes.  Several different routes from 

across Pennsylvania merged in Franklin and, subsequently, opened up into the Crawford-Erie 

County Network, where runaways would take routes which led to the Great Lakes, Ohio, or New 

York, and then on to freedom in Canada.  Lucinda’s movements from the Culpeper area of 

Virginia, to Pittsburgh, and then to Franklin, Pennsylvania, align perfectly with the movements 

one would make if s/he was traveling along the Underground Railroad. 

  

                                                 

related to Lucinda. Her obituary in the Venango Citizen Press (August 4, 1915, page 3) indicates 

she had a brother, Page Bryant, who resided in Fairfield, CT, and two nieces, Mrs. Florence 

Williams of Franklin, PA, and Mrs. Mary West of Winsted, VA. 
53 William J. Switala, Underground Railroad, 81-82.  
54 William J. Switala, Underground Railroad, 83. 
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Figure 2.22 : Routes of the Underground Railroad through western Pennsylvania including 

Pittsburgh and Franklin 

Source : William J. Switala, Underground Railroad in Pennsylvania (Mechanicsburg: Stackpole 

Books, 2001), 54. 
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Lucinda and James’s surname, Bryant, may also be an indicator of Lucinda’s path along 

the Underground Railroad and help to identify an individual who assisted her and her family as 

they traveled.  Wilbur H. Siebert’s anthology on the Underground Railroad, published in 1899, 

names one operator of the Underground Railroad, Joseph Bryant, in Brock County, Virginia, 

which today is recognized as Brooke County, West Virginia.  Through marriage, Joseph Bryant 

was associated with the McKeever family in Washington County, Pennsylvania.  Bryant was 

known to have assisted many runaways by housing them at his residence in Wheeling, Virginia, 

which is presently, Wheeling, West Virginia, before sending them to his brother-in-law, Matthew 

McKeever, in Washington County, Pennsylvania.  Several other McKeever family members 

living in West Middletown, Pennsylvania, were noted for hosting runaway slaves.55  In addition, 

the A.M.E. Zion Church in Wheeling was known to assist escaping runaways as well. If Lucinda 

and her family received assistance from the Church, it may offer an explanation for her family’s 

last name as well as Lucinda and Seth’s association with the A.M.E. Bethel Church in Franklin 

later in their lives.56  Lucinda and James Nelson may have taken Joseph Bryant’s surname in 

order to disassociate themselves with their fugitive identities.  If Bryant did assist Lucinda it may 

also indicate that Lucinda traveled north through Virginia into what is now West Virginia, and 

connected with the Wheeling-Wellsburg route, which took runaways from Wheeling eastward to 

either Washington or West Middletown, Pennsylvania.  Both Wheeling and Washington were 

connected by the National Road.  In all likelihood, she then traveled north to Pittsburgh and on to 

Franklin.57  

                                                 
55 Tom Calarco and Cynthia Vogel, Places of the Underground Railroad: A Geographical Guide 

(Santa Barbara: Greenwood, 2011), 358-359. 
56 William J. Switala, Underground Railroad in Delaware, Maryland, and West Virginia 

(Mechanicsburg: Stackpole Books, 2004), 124. 
57 William J. Switala, Underground Railroad in Delaware, Maryland, and West Virginia, 123. 
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Figure 2.23 : Stations and routes along the Underground Railroad in Ohio, Pennsylvania, and 

Virginia 

Source : William J. Switala, Underground Railroad in Delaware, Maryland, and West Virginia 

(Mechanicsburg: Stackpole Books, 2004), 126. 
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From this analysis, it would appear that Lucinda arrived in Pittsburgh after traveling from 

Winston Station, Virginia, some time between the birth of her brother in 1845, and her residence 

at the Bigham House in 1850.  Lucinda’s impetus for leaving Pittsburgh may have been the 

passage of the Fugitive Slave Act in September of 1850, which was only one month after the 

1850 Federal Census indicated her residence at the Bigham House.  Once passed, the Fugitive 

Slave Act had an immediate affect upon the black population of Pittsburgh.  Newspapers 

reported that in September and October, groups of black residents were leaving the city and 

heading north for Canada.58  The effects of the Act were obvious by the declining population of 

black residents in Allegheny County between 1850 and 1860.  In the beginning of that decade 

the County’s black population was 3,431, but by the end of the decade that population had 

dropped to 2,725.59  Given Lucinda’s presence in Pittsburgh in 1850 and her absence in 1860, it 

appears that she left Pittsburgh upon becoming aware of the consequences of the Act’s passage, 

which required all captured escaped slaves to be returned to their owners.  Newspaper records 

also indicate Lucinda was associated with other operators of the UGRR in Franklin.  In 1891, 

The Franklin Evening News reported that a “Mrs. Lucinda Bryant” had attended the Lawson 

family reunion on Thanksgiving in 1891.60  Reverend James Lawson was also in attendance. 

Both Reverend James Lawson and Job Lawson were well known operators of the UGRR in 

Franklin.61  Finally, her selection of a partner who was a former slave and their marriage in 1863, 

prior to the end of the Civil War, may be indicative of her own origins as well.62  When all of 

                                                 
58 Samuel W. Black, The Civil War in Pennsylvania: The African American Experience, 

(Pittsburgh:  Heinz History Center, 2013), 160 - 161.  
59 William J. Switala, Underground Railroad, 89. 
60 Franklin Evening News, November 11, 1891, 1.  
61 Wilbur H. Siebert, The Underground Railroad from Slavery to Freedom (New York: The 

Macmillan Company, 1899), 434. 
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these facts are presented, it appears likely that the Bigham House and Mount Washington were 

clearly a destination on the Underground Railroad during the years leading up to the Civil War.  

It also indicates that Thomas J. Bigham was an operator of the Underground Railroad.  

The 1870s marked a period of transition for Mount Washington.  In 1865, Coal Hill was 

officially declared as part of the “Union Borough.”  Its name was changed to Mount Washington 

in 1872, when the area was annexed by the City of Pittsburgh and Mount Washington became 

the 32nd and 33rd Wards of the City.  The name, Mount Washington, was derived from a local 

legend which purported that George Washington stood at the edge of the Mount and expressed 

his thoughts regarding the desirability of placing a fort at the intersection of the Allegheny and 

Monongahela River.63  The 1872 Map of the Cities of Pittsburgh, Allegheny, and the adjoining 

Borough, created by G.M. Hopkins & Co. of Philadelphia, shows while although, much of the 

land in Mount Washington continued to be owned by the Bigham, Cowan, Shaler, Denny, 

Dilworth, and Bailey families, the sale of smaller plots of land were ongoing.  As a result, 

modest residences were emerging on the Mount, particularly, along Bigham, Kirkpatrick, 

Sycamore and Virginia Streets, and Maria Avenue. 

                                                 
63 Lu Donnelly, Allegheny County Survey Zone Form (Pittsburgh: Pittsburgh History and 

Landmarks Foundation, 1981), 3. 
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Figure 2.24 : Mount Washington as it appeared in 1872  

Source :  

Atlas of the Cities of Pittsburgh, Allegheny : and the adjoining boroughs, from actual surveys & 

official records. (Pittsburgh: G.M. Hopkins & Co., 1872.)  

 

The rise in the residential development of Mount Washington during the 1870s-1890s 

was largely the result of increased accessibility to the Mount via the improvement in 

transportation that granted access from the Downtown Triangle.  The idea of designing an incline 

to ascend Mount Washington first began in 1854 when the Mount Washington Incline Plane 

Company was incorporated, establishing what became known as the Kirk Lewis Incline.  This 

incline appears to have been only used for the transportation of coal.  It was located where the 
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upper station of the Duquesne Incline currently resides.64  Not until the formation of the 

Monongahela Incline Plane Company in April of 1867 would the first commercial incline be 

constructed on Mount Washington.65  The Monongahela Incline Company was managed and 

operated by James Bailey, and Thomas and Joel Bigham, father and son.  Thomas J. Bigham 

served as the company’s president.66  The stock certificates which were issued for the company, 

totaling over $50,000, were intended to cover construction costs.  The incline was designed by 

civil engineer, John Endres, in 1869, and its wire rope was designed by civil engineer John 

Roebling.  The Monongahela Incline was originally powered by steam and its passenger cars 

made their first trip on May 28, 1870.67  The addition of a freight elevator in 1884 allowed for 

the transport of building supplies and other materials to and from the top of Mount Washington, 

led to an increase in residential building during the late 1880s and 1890s.68  The Monongahela 

Incline continues to be the oldest continuously operating funicular in the United States.   

The second commercial incline that opened on Mount Washington was the Duquesne 

Heights Incline, located on the former site of the Kirk Lewis Incline.  It was operated and 

managed by the the Duquesne Incline Plane Company.  Kirk Q. Bigham, son of Thomas J. and 

Maria L. Bigham, was one of the original 61 stock holders in the company.  He remained as the 

Company Secretary until 1927, at which time he was 76 years old.69  In 1874 stock certificates 

totaling over $47,000 were issued for the construction of the Duquesne Incline; three years later, 

                                                 
64 The Duquesne Incline, Pittsburgh, PA., The Society for the Preservation of the Duquesne 

Height Incline (Pittsburgh) 1.  
65 Joseph Hoesch, The Bigham Family and the Inclined Planes of Mt. Washington and Duquesne 

Heights (Pittsburgh: Joseph Hoesch) 1.  
66 “The Inclined Planes: A feature of Rapid Transit that is Peculiar to the Cities of Pittsburgh and 

Allegheny,” The Street Railway Journal, October 1, 1891, A37. 
67 Joseph Hoesch, The Bigham Family, 1. 
68 Lu Donnelly, Allegheny County Survey Zone Form, 4. 
69 Joseph Hoesch, The Bigham Family, 1. 
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in 1877, it opened for business.  The incline was designed by Samuel Diescher, a civil and 

mechanical engineer who married Caroline Endres, the daughter of John Endres.  The original 

incline was constructed of wood and iron, and originally powered by steam.  The Duquesne 

Incline gave Mount Washington residents access to both downtown Pittsburgh as well as several 

industries which operated along the southern flats of the Monongahela River, including, the 

Carnegie Painters’ Steel Mill and the Clinton Iron Furnace.  Both the Monongahela Incline and 

the Duquesne Incline have been preserved and are still in use today.  No “operators” are 

necessary as the individual cars are paired, so that as one ascends, the other descends, 

counterbalancing one another.   

 

Figure 2.25 : Samuel Diescher 

Source : “The Inclined Planes: A feature of Rapid Transit that is Peculiar to the Cities of and 

Allegheny,” The Street Railway Journal, October 1, 1891, A38. 
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The development of the Inclines and Mount Washington’s connectivity to downtown 

Pittsburgh were complemented by the construction of several bridges during the nineteenth 

century that spanned the Monongahela River.  The first was a covered wooden structure known 

as the Monongahela Bridge, designed by Louis Wernwag and built from 1816-1818.70  The 

Bridge featured “Abutments and seven piers of stone with eight covered Burr trusses – wooden 

trusses reinforced by wooden arches.”71  It was the only bridge linking Pittsburgh to the southern 

municipalities.  After extensive repairs in 1832 due to damage caused by a runaway boat, the 

Bridge continued in operation until it was totally destroyed by the Great Fire of 1845.72 

The second Monongahela Bridge was constructed from 1845 to 1846, utilizing the old 

piers and abutments of the previous bridge.  It was designed by Augustus Roebling, who would 

later go on to design his most notable work, The Brooklyn Bridge.  The Monongahela Bridge, 

later known as the Smithfield Street Bridge, was a wire-cable suspension bridge which took 

seven months to be completed.  The Bridge measured 1500 feet in length and 32 feet in width, 

and included 5 feet sidewalks on each side, which encouraged pedestrian traffic.  It was built in 

eight sections, each supported by two cables suspended from large cast iron towers on top of 

each pier.  The two single cables ran through pendulums atop the individual towers which 

suspended the bridge cables, thereby, allowing for the absorption of dynamic loads without 

shock.  It was Roebling’s first highway bridge and, more importantly, his design concept was 

revolutionary.73   

                                                 
70 “Smithfield Street Bridge,” 

http://www.brooklineconnection.com/history/Facts/Smithfield.html. 
71 Walter C. Kidney, Pittsburgh’s Bridges: Architecture and Engineering (Pittsburgh: Pittsburgh 

History and Landmarks, 1999) 112. 
72 “Smithfield Street Bridge.” 
73 “Smithfield Street Bridge.” 
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In 1859, a railway company installed tracks along the Bridge and installed a horse car 

line.  In 1861, a second bridge was constructed across the Monongahela River which was named 

the South Tenth Street Bridge, thereby, changing the name of the Monongahela Bridge to the 

Smithfield Street Bridge.74  Over the next 35 years, the Smithfield Street Bridge eventually 

became overwhelmed by the amount of pedestrian and industrial traffic, which was initially coal 

and horse-drawn vehicles, but, later, became steam rollers and much larger teams of horses, as 

the city continued to grow.  As a result, in 1881, Gustave Lindenthal was selected to design a 

new toll bridge and construction began on the current Smithfield Street Bridge by Andrew 

Kloman, both a rival of Andrew Carnegie and a proprietor of the Pittsburg Bessemer Steel 

Company.  The new Smithfield Street Bridge opened in 1883 when Roebling’s Bridge was 

finally dismantled.  Lindenthal’s concept featured two lenticular main spans, 360 feet in length, 

and 20 feet higher than Roebling’s.  It did not consist of Bessemer steel, but, rather, Kloman’s 

open-hearth steel. It is one of the first bridges in America to use structural steel in its design.75  

The original roadway and sidewalks which crossed the Bridge were composed of gum wood and 

white pine.  The Bridge was widened in 1891 and then, again, in 1911 to accommodate the 

addition of trolley tracks.  The toll was eliminated in 1895.  The materials which composed the 

Bridge have been updated repeatedly throughout the years.76  Enumerable expansions, repairs, 

refurbishments, renovations, and, finally, a complete restoration have made the Smithfield Street 

Bridge, Pittsburgh’s oldest surviving river bridge.  It is also the oldest steel through-truss bridge 

in America and the only one in the nation employing the Pauli system of over and under double 

                                                 
74 “Smithfield Street Bridge.” 
75 “Smithfield Street Bridge.” 
76 Walter C. Kidney, Pittsburgh’s Bridges, 113. 
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lenticular truss design.  It was designated as a National Historic Civic Engineering Landmark in 

1976 and a National Historic Landmark in 1980.77 

 

Figure 2.26 : The Smithfield Street Bridge under construction in 1882  

Source : “Smithfield Street Bridge,” 

http://www.brooklineconnection.com/history/Facts/Smithfield.html. 

  

                                                 
77 “Smithfield Street Bridge.” 

http://www.brooklineconnection.com/history/Facts/Smithfield.html
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Figure 2.27 : The Smithfield Street Bridge as it appeared in 1894, looking toward Mount 

Washington.  

Source : Jones & Laughlin Steel Corporation Collection Photographs, 1864-195, (Pittsburgh: 

Senator John Heinz History Center, 1894).  

 

Further west, at “The Point” of the confluence of the Monongahela Allegheny Rivers, 

another series of bridges were constructed, which also connected Mount Washington to 

downtown Pittsburgh.  The Point Bridge was the first to be constructed in 1876.  Designed by 

engineer Edward Hemberle, it featured paired towers that stood 110 feet high and were braced 

half way by portal arches.  Wrought iron eyebar catenaries were “braced from above with a pair 

of Howe trusses whose upper chords were straight eyebar chains meeting at the center of the 

800-foot main span.”78  On either side, the approach spans measured 145 feet in length and 

                                                 
78 Walter C. Kidney, Pittsburgh’s Bridges, 97. 
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consisted of deck Pratt trusses, which were unsuspended.79  This bridge was never considered 

sufficient, and was replaced in 1927. 

 

Figure 2.28 : Point Bridge as viewed from Mount Washington prior to 1927.  

Source : Pittsburgh City Photographer, 1901-2002, (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh, ca. 

1900-1927).  

 

The second Point Bridge was designed by architect, Stanley L. Roush, and engineer, 

George S. Richardson, of the Allegheny Department of Public Works.  It was framed as a 

cantilever bridge.  The main span of the bridge was 670 feet in length.  Its portals were primarily 

visual in nature, as they connected to the cantilevers at only four points.  The second Point 

Bridge was demolished in 1970.80 

  

                                                 
79 Walter C. Kidney, Pittsburgh’s Bridges, 97. 
80 Walter C. Kidney, Pittsburgh’s Bridges, 96. 
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Figure 2.29 : Bridges extending from downtown Pittsburgh across the Monongahela River  

1. Point Bridge (1927); 2. Point Bridge (1876); 5. Wabash Bridge (1904); 6. Smithfield Street 

Bridge; 7. Smithfield Street Bridge (1818); 8. Smithfield Street Bridge (1846); 9. Panhandle 

Bridge; 10. Panhandle Bridge (1863) 

Source : Walter C. Kidney, Pittsburgh’s Bridges: Architecture and Engineering (Pittsburgh: 

Pittsburgh History and Landmarks, 1999), 92. 

 

All of these bridges provided increased access to and from Mount Washington from 

downtown Pittsburgh, and what had become known as the “Golden Triangle.”  The Liberty 

Bridge, designed by engineer, George S. Richardson, “seemed to offer a quick penetration of 

Mount Washington and speedy distribution of automobile traffic to points of the South Hills too 
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far for a walk to the trolley: no strap-hanging, no jamming together of house…”  Although the 

Bridge had been originally envisioned in 1910, no plans had been presented for its construction 

and the commissioners failed to make any promises regarding a bridge.81  Most considered the 

design and construction of various tunnels as a priority before the bridge project would begin.  

As a result, construction did not begin on the Bridge until 1925, and was not completed until 

1928.  It had been decided that plans for what became the “Liberty Tubes” must be approved and 

built before the Bridge; they were constructed between the years of 1915-1924.   

Issues relating to drainage, ventilation, and, later, grime, plagued the tunnels throughout 

the following years, but they clearly improved transportation to and from the area, particularly, 

upon their connection to the newly constructed Liberty Bridge.82  Real estate sales and housing 

development in the southern communities entered a “boom” phase.  The Liberty Bridge Tunnels 

were connected to the Liberty Bridge which led to the Boulevard of the Allies.83  The Bridge 

provided automobile access to and from the South Hills to the North Face of Mount Washington, 

thereby, improving traffic flow by reducing congestion between Mount Washington and 

downtown Pittsburgh.  Throughout the years, the Liberty Tunnels themselves had been renovated 

and improved, but, finally, a comprehensive overhaul, including some reconstruction, began in 

2008 and was completed in 2014.  The Liberty Bridge was rehabilitated and completely 

refurbished between the years of 1982-1984 and in 1988 it was placed on the National Register 

of Historic Places.84 

                                                 
81 “The Liberty Tunnels and Bridge: The Gateway to the South Hills,” 

http://www.brooklineconnection.com/history/Gallery/Tunnels.html 
82 “The Liberty Tunnels and Bridge: The Gateway to the South Hills.” 
83 Walter C. Kidney, Pittsburgh’s Bridges, 96. 
84 “The Liberty Tunnels and Bridge: The Gateway to the South Hills.” 
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Figure 2.30 : Construction of the Liberty Tunnels in 1921 as viewed from the southern entrance 

along West Liberty Avenue 

Source : http://www.brooklineconnection.com/history/Gallery/Tunnels.html. 

 

Increased access to Mount Washington by inclines, bridges, and tunnels led to the 

expansion of residential development on Mount Washington, particularly, within walking 

distance between Grandview Avenue and Virginia Avenue.  Examples of housing types from the 

1870s, particularly, Italianate and Second Empire homes, are still present in the neighborhood.85 

It was also during the 1870s that a commercial district emerged along St. Clair Street, presently, 

Shiloh Street; it remains as an important commercial area in the neighborhood to this day.  In the 

1890s Mount Washington experienced a series of transportation improvements, including, the 

paving of roads.  Boggs Avenue was paved in 1899, which led to increased development.  Street 

car service was also extended south along Southern Avenue to Soffell Street, and east, meeting 

                                                 
85 Lu Donnelly, Allegheny County Survey, 4. 
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the trolley tunnel, leading to the development of the area south of Gray Street in the 1890s.  This 

growth resulted in speculative housing projects by local contractors as exhibited by those 

constructed by David Hilf on Volk Street in the early 1900s.86   

 

Figure 2.31 : David Hilf’s speculative housing development along Volk Street as photographed 

in 1981 

Source : Lu Donnelly, Pennsylvania Historic Resource Survey Form: Volk Way (003-P-mtw-4B-

98) (Pittsburgh: Pittsburgh History and Landmarks Foundation, 1981), 41. 

                                                 
86 Lu Donnelly, Pennsylvania Historic Resource Survey Form: Volk Way (003-P-mtw-4B-98), 

(Pittsburgh: Pittsburgh History and Landmarks Foundation, 1981), 40.  
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Figure 2.32 : Boggs Avenue and the area South of Gray Street in 1890 

Source : Atlas of the city of Pittsburgh : from official records, private plans and actual surveys, 

Vol. 5. (Pittsburgh: G.M. Hopkins & Co., 1890.) 

 

By 1901, trolley service in Mount Washington had been improved and was providing 

transportation along Woodville Street, now Woodruff Street, thereby, encouraging housing 

developments in the southern area of Mount Washington.87  As residential development in the 

area of Mount Washington grew, institutional development soon followed.  Six churches were 

constructed in Mount Washington between 1896 and 1926:  St. Mary of the Mount (1896), Mt. 

                                                 
87 Lu Donnelly, Allegheny County Survey, 4. 
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Washington Community Church (1914), Mount Washington Methodist Episcopal Church 

(1903), Mount Washington Baptist Church (1908), Grandview United Presbyterian Church 

(1906), and Grandview Episcopal Church (1926).  In 1900, the Mount Washington Division of 

the Carnegie Library was built on Grandview Avenue, which was paved soon after in 1910.  As a 

result, the Avenue transitioned from a purely residential location to one which also hosted 

several institutions.88 

The first three decades of the twentieth century marked a surge of growth in Mount 

Washington as a result of the growing access gained by motorized transportation to and from 

Mount Washington by both the Liberty Tunnel and the Liberty Bridge.89  The resulting traffic 

created a greater demand for paved roads and led to the paving of Mount Washington Roadway 

which opened in 1928 as P. J. McArdle Roadway. 

 

Figure 2.33 : Paving the P. J. McArdle Roadway in 1928  

Source : Pittsburgh City Photographer Collection, 1901-2002, (Pittsburgh: University of 

Pittsburgh, 1928). 

                                                 
88 Lu Donnelly, Allegheny County Survey, 4. 
89 Lu Donnelly, Allegheny County Survey, 5. 
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With the increased traffic and population, Mount Washington experienced additional growth of 

institutional development.  Several schools were constructed, including, the following: Boggs 

Avenue School, South Hills High School, St. Justin’s School, and Prospect Middle School.  

More churches were also constructed during this period as well.  They included the Mount 

Washington Free Methodist Church, the Zion Evangelical Lutheran Church, and the Bailey 

Avenue United Presbyterian Church of Mount Washington.90 

 The development of public parks in Mount Washington also emerged during this 

period. They included Mount Washington Park, Olympia Park, and Grandview Park.  Mount 

Washington Park was developed in 1921 and acquired by the City of Pittsburgh between the 

years of 1906-1909.  By 1923, it was the seventh largest park in Pittsburgh, occupying 20.9 acres 

of land.  Interestingly, at the time, it was considered to be “practically undeveloped.”91   

Olympia Park consisted of land that had been formerly a part of the Bigham tract, and 

was later owned by the Allegheny Cemetery Company.  Newspaper articles indicate Pittsburgh’s 

acquisition of the land for the Park was quite contentious.  Votes were held in December of 1985 

to obtain the Bigham Property and that of the Allegheny Cemetery Company.  Both votes failed 

miserably.92  In May 1900, citizens in both the 32nd and 33rd Wards desired a park, the committee 

formed by both Wards believed that paying Kirk Q. Bigham $60,000 was too high a price.93  

Interestingly, a March, 1903, news article indicates that the City of Pittsburgh was attempting to 

acquire Mr. Bigham’s property through condemnation.94  In fact, it was never able to acquire any 

                                                 
90 Lu Donnelly, Allegheny County Survey, 5. 
91 Municipal Planning Association (Citizens Committee on City Plan of Pittsburgh), Parks: A 

Part of the Pittsburgh Plan (Pittsburgh: Municipal Planning Association, 1923), 33. 
92 “Matter is Under Consideration,” Pittsburgh Daily Post, May 18, 1900, 2. 
93 “Matter is Under Consideration,” Pittsburgh Daily Post, May 18, 1900, 2. 
94 “Lost Nothing by Waiting,” Pittsburgh Daily Post, March 10, 1903, 4.  
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land from Mr. Bigham; Olympia Park was established on land that had been owned by the 

Allegheny City Cemetery, adjacent to the Bigham tract.  In 1923, the Park was identified as the 

fourteenth largest in Pittsburgh, occupying 9.18 acres, and was largely devoted to “athletic 

purposes.”95    

Grandview Park was considered to be the 8th largest park in Pittsburgh in 1923.  It 

occupied 18.7 acres of land, which was primarily hillside land.96  The City had purchased the 

land from the Robinson family in the 1890s.  The decision to purchase the park land was not well 

received by all of its citizens, as some believed it to be a useless site due to its topography.  The 

alternative put forward was the site of a contagious disease hospital, otherwise, known as the 

“Pesthouse.”  Equally, the notion of establishing a park on the site of Bigham’s Woods was 

considered an even worse idea.  As a result, it appears that the then current mayor at the time, 

Mayor Diehl, responded to the latter suggestion and vetoed an ordinance to acquire Bigham’s 

Woods.97 

 By 1927, it is clear that the identity which had been ascribed to Mount Washington and 

understood by Pittsburgh and Mount Washington residents had changed.  No longer was Mount 

Washington viewed as an industrial periphery of Pittsburgh’s Downtown Triangle, but, rather, it 

had emerged into a desirable residential suburb for those wishing to escape the smog-ridden flats 

for the airy peak of the Mount.  The population of the19th Ward (Mount Washington and 

Brookline) grew 30,445 to 41,472 between 1920 and 1930.  This was a 36.2 percent increase in 

population in the Ward.98  An article published in the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette June 19, 1927, 

                                                 
95 Municipal Planning Association (Citizens Committee on City Plan of Pittsburgh), Parks, 40. 
96 Municipal Planning Association (Citizens Committee on City Plan of Pittsburgh), Parks, 40. 
97 “Grandview Park for Pesthouse,” Pittsburgh Daily Post, December 31, 1900, 2. 
98 Pittsburgh Housing Inquiry, 8. 
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describes Mount Washington as a commuter neighborhood that is “attractive in its quaintness 

and flower-like surroundings.”99  It continues to describe Mount Washington as a picturesque 

and neighborly community wherein, “Practically everyone knows everyone else.”  Apparently, 

“neighborliness,” both inadvisable and impossible in a large city, is a distinctive characteristic of 

Mount Washington and one of which the community is proud.  In regard to the residents of 

Mount Washington, the same article states that the Mount’s “leadership is simple, it conflicts 

with few, its policies have continued for years in the hands of the same men who are trusted and 

representative.  This is because there are many transients – many of its residents, perhaps the 

majority, are people who settling in Pittsburgh after coming from communities, on the outside, 

find it nearest to the downtown, and, while not unfashionable, absolutely not fashionable.”100  

The author’s words are straightforward, and appear to be an honest and fair evaluation of Mount 

Washington during the early part of the 20th century.   

                                                 
99 “Our Gay Village – Mount Washington,” Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, June 19th, 1927, 18. 
100 “Our Gay Village – Mount Washington,” Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, June 19th, 1927, 18. 
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Figure 2.34 : Population change by ward between 1920-1930 in Pittsburgh 

Source : Pittsburgh Housing Inquiry (Pittsburgh: The Buhl Foundation), 10. 

  

As Charles F. Lewis and the Board of the Buhl Foundation embarked on selecting a 

location for the site of Chatham Village, it appears likely that they possessed a similar 

understanding of Mount Washington.  The community’s development into a residential 

neighborhood corresponded with an era of civic reform in Pittsburgh which established zoning 

ordinances and institutionalized comprehensive planning, thereby, influencing those who played 

a role in the founding of Chatham Village.  Reciprocally, their conclusions in the development of 

Chatham Village influenced the growth of Pittsburgh in ways which continue to be seen today.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

 ZONING AND THE ERA OF CITY REFORM IN “GREATER” PITTSBURGH 

 

The development of Chatham Village was intended to provide needed housing for 

Pittsburgh’s middle class, but the new community was also intended to realize other more 

paternalistic goals of the Buhl Foundation.  Fundamental social values and political ideals 

provided both the motivation and framework for the tangible embodiment of Chatham Village.  

As a community, it was to express a school of thought relating to social reform and welfare in 

Pittsburgh.  Chatham Village was to become the embodiment of both significant social 

motivations and objectives.  From its planning phase to its development, the community 

appeared to be compatible with Buhl’s final wishes.  The conception of Chatham Village was 

aligned with a Board whose motivation was demonstrated by advanced house design standards, 

community planning, and long-term financial and operating management so “as to stimulate the 

movement toward large-scale planned communities not only in the Pittsburgh District, but 

generally throughout the Country.”1  As a model that was aligned with certain ideals, the 

Foundation’s intent was to inspire a certain consciousness, albeit, a particular need for the 

development of a changing landscape.   

The social conditions which influenced the Foundation’s aspirations precipitated the 

Board’s proposal containing goals that carried forward social ideals which inherently became a 

lasting part of Chatham Village.  The Buhl Foundation sought to offer a private solution to a 

                                                 
1 Charles F. Lewis, Report of the Director for the Year Ended June 30, 1931 (Pittsburgh: The 

Buhl Foundation, 1929), 9. 
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public problem, bringing about social and political change in Pittsburgh.  One of the most 

prominent causes around which these civic forces united was the need for a zoning ordinance.  

The City of Pittsburgh formally adopted a zoning ordinance in 1923, four years before the 

founding of the Buhl Foundation and eight years before the construction of Chatham Village.  

Many of the same public organizations that formed in an effort to promote the ideals and benefits 

of zoning in Pittsburgh played an influential role in contributing to the formation of the social 

purposes of Chatham Village.  An overview of the history of zoning in Pittsburgh is significant 

as it demonstrates its relationship to the larger social movement that gave rise to the popularity of 

city and regional planning in Pittsburgh.  The civic groups that influenced efforts to institute 

zoning in Pittsburgh were often associated with the Buhl Foundation.  In its first year, the Buhl 

Foundation recognized that many residents were “concerned for the future of their city” and 

desired “a better and greater Pittsburgh.”2  Dr.  Charles F.  Lewis, the Director of the Board of 

Managers of the Buhl Foundation, recognized newly formed “Committees on physical and 

financial plan, governmental research, zoning, and metropolitan political co-operation,” as well 

as leading efforts relating to the construction of “new bridges, tunnels, boulevards, parks, a 

projected town hall, great new office buildings.”  His foresight encouraged the Buhl Foundation 

to recognize that housing was the next frontier and an area to which it could contribute the most.3  

Zoning can be defined as the division of a community into individual zones or districts, 

according to present and potential use of properties, for the purpose of controlling and directing 

the use and development of those individual properties.4  It is largely concerned “with the use of 

                                                 
2 Charles F. Lewis, Report for the Year Ending June 30, 1929 (Pittsburgh: The Buhl Foundation, 

1929), 18. 
3 Lewis, Report (1929), 18.   
4 Arnold Whittick. Encyclopedia of Urban Planning (New York: McGraw-Hill, Inc., 1974), 

1184.  
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land and buildings, the height and bulk of buildings, the proportion of a lot which buildings may 

cover, and the density of population of a given area.”5  Zoning primarily caters to the use and 

development of private land and private buildings, rather than public land or public buildings.6  

Although, the history of zoning in the United States is commonly traced to the implementation of 

the first zoning ordinance in New York City in 1916 as a by-product of modern urbanization, 

zoning can actually be traced to the pre-revolutionary era in American history.  The system of 

zoning recognized today emerged from the common law concept of nuisance law during 

America’s the colonial period. 

The first known, recorded land use regulation emerged in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, 

presently Cambridge, Massachusetts.  At the time houses were required to be set back 

approximately six feet from the road in front of them.  This practice provided the first 

appearance of setbacks in the New World.7  Following the appearance of setbacks in Cambridge, 

the towns of Boston, Salem, and Charlestown attempted to segregate and control noxious 

industries, including, tanneries, still-houses, and slaughterhouses, as Recorded in Chapter 23 of 

the Provincial laws.  These types of industries were restricted to specific areas in each of the 

towns to reduce the risk of fire.8  The regulation attempting to control the locations of noxious 

industries was amended in 1710 to allow for the fining of such industries that produced 

“offensive and ill – stenches” that proved “otherwise hurtful to the neighborhood.”9  The 

acceptance of such nuisance regulations, although, not zoning, per say, allowed for the 

progression of thought which led to the adoption of zoning two centuries later.   

                                                 
5 Whittick, Encyclopedia of Urban Planning, 1184. 
6 Whittick, Encyclopedia of Urban Planning, 1184. 
7 Mackesey, T.  W., History of Zoning in the United States (Cambridge: M.I.T., 1938), 1.   
8 Mackesey, History of Zoning in the United States, 1.   
9 Mackesey, History of Zoning in the United States, 2. 
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Modern zoning can be viewed as a product of urbanization.  As the population of the 

United States increased between 1800 and 1930, cities expanded in size.  With their population 

and size increasing, the need to control location, construction, and use of buildings in the private 

sector became acute.”10  The unregulated expansion of cities allowed land speculation and 

unpredictable fluctuations in real estate prices.  In addition, commercial and industrial properties 

emerged in areas surrounded by residential neighborhoods.  Often these neighborhoods consisted 

of multi-family dwellings and apartment complexes that were designed in such a manner so as to 

house as many families as possible.  This led to a rise in the prevalence of “ugly slum areas, 

breeding spots of disease.”11  Consequently “Public control over development of private property 

became necessary in order to insure some degree of orderliness in the physical pattern of the city 

and to put a halt to physical, social, and economic conditions that were the inevitable result of 

laissez-faire development.”12  These very issues, stemming from municipalities across the nation, 

motivated experimentation with various restrictions of property rights.13 

The earliest examples of the application of zoning principles can be traced to California 

and its 19th century ordinances.  They reinforced widespread feelings of racial bias against both 

Chinese immigrants and residents.  Discrimination was commonplace at the time and the 

restriction of property rights was no exception.14  In San Francisco, Chinese residents managed 

and operated laundromats largely constructed of wooden components in various locations.  Many 

residents who were not Chinese believed that these laundromats were “fire hazards.”  In addition, 

the emptying of waste water into drainage systems was also viewed as hazardous to public 

                                                 
10 Mackesey, History of Zoning in the United States, 2. 
11 Mackesey, History of Zoning in the United States, 2. 
12 Mackesey, History of Zoning in the United States, 2. 
13 Mackesey, History of Zoning in the United States, 3. 
14 Mackesey, History of Zoning in the United States, 3. 
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health.  California ordinances banned the establishment of Laundromats in certain areas of a city 

and gave Supervisors, Fire Wardens, and the Board of Public Health the ability to grant permits 

for their construction.  Given the racial tension that existed at that time, it was highly unlikely 

that a permit would be issued.15  The regulation determining the placement of laundromats in San 

Francisco was upheld in 1886, Yick Wo v. Hopkins (118 U.S. 356), in the Superior Court of 

California and later affirmed by the Supreme Court.  A similar regulation was adopted in 

Modesto, California, in 1885.16 

In the case of The City of St. Louis v. Russell (116 Mo. Rep. 248), St. Louis, Missouri, 

succeeded in restricting the location of livery stables.  The higher court upheld the restriction in 

1893, although, it did not find that a livery stable was “per se a nuisance.”17  The court held that 

the City had the power to regulate the placement of livery stables in such a manner so as to 

protect public health.18  These nuisance laws reflected a growing era in the progression of zoning 

laws.  Municipalities tested the manner in which they were allowed to regulate “various 

objectionable businesses,” as well as those which were not strictly “nuisances,” although, 

sometimes their intentions were racially motivated.19  It is important to note that the expansion of 

the “police power” to enforce laws also helped the acceptance of zoning.20 

The regulations relating to building height restrictions were the next stage.  The initial 

issue first occurred in Boston’s Copley Square in 1898, where building heights were limited to 

                                                 
15 Mackesey, History of Zoning in the United States, 3. 
16 Mackesey, History of Zoning in the United States, 3. 
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90 feet.21  Boston was motivated to restrict building heights for aesthetic reasons primarily, 

rather than in the interest of public health.  Its new regulation was established under the power of 

eminent domain.  Eminent domain is the “power of the government to take private property and 

convert it to public use” as long as the government provides the property owner with “just 

compensation” as provided by the Fifth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. 22  The Copley 

Square case was challenged and the Supreme Court of Massachusetts upheld the regulation in 

1899.23  Many property owners had believed that limiting building heights, despite just 

compensation, was not a constitutional restriction under the police power.24  But the Court’s 

decision included commentary regarding that issue by stating that the “distinguished buildings 

fronting Copley Square –Trinity Church, the Boston Public Library, ‘new’ Old South Church … 

could have been achieved by imposing the same restrictions under the police power without 

compensation.”25  The case set future precedent for all judicial decisions in regard to the 

“application of police power for preservation.”26 

The cities of Baltimore and Indianapolis followed suit by restricting the height of 

particular areas within each of the cities.  In 1908 the State of Virginia passed a law that granted 

cities and towns the right to “make regulations concerning the building of houses…[using] their 

discretion … in particular districts or along particular streets, to prescribe and establish building 

lines, or to require property owners in a certain percentage of lots free from buildings, and to 

                                                 
21 The following year, a federal statute required that the city of Washington, D.C. be divided into 

separate districts, with each having its own established height limits.   
22 “Eminent Domain,” https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/eminent_domain 
23 Mackesey, History of Zoning in the United States, 5. 
24 Michael Tomlan, Historic Preservation: Caring for Our Expanding Legacy (New York: 

Springer, 2015), 124. 
25 Tomlan, Historic Preservation, 124. 
26 Tomlan, Historic Preservation, 124.   
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regulate the height of buildings.”27  However, this ordinance was later denied by the Supreme 

Court as it was found to be “the illegal delegation of legislative power by the [city] council to a 

group of property owners.”28  Under the 10th Amendment of the United States Constitution, only 

states have the authority to enable both city and county zoning codes as well as landmark 

commissions, and building regulations.  The federal government can encourage states to adopt 

regulations by offering financial incentives or through commerce power, but Congress itself 

cannot compel states to enforce federal laws and regulations.29 

At the turn of the 20th century several cities across the United States began to experiment 

with designated use districts.  Los Angeles became the first American city where such a concept 

was tested.  In 1909, Los Angeles enacted a series of ordinances that “divided the city into 

residential and industrial districts.”30  The industrial districts were spread throughout the city and 

varied greatly in size.  This use of districting was tested in the California Supreme Court and the 

Court determined that Los Angeles did have the power to divide the city into several districts as 

long as the act of doing so was not discriminatory.   

Another key decision that played a major role in the development of zoning was 

Hadacheck v. Sebastian (239 U.S.S. 394).  In 1902, J.C. Hadachek owned a brickyard within a 

residential district of Los Angeles.  At the time of the yard’s creation there were no private 

residences surrounding the brickyard, but as the City expanded, a residential neighborhood 

emerged around the yard.  The brickyard had existed before the enactment of a districting 

ordinance that called for the creation of a residential district where the brickyard was located.  

                                                 
27 Mackesey, History of Zoning in the United States, 5.   
28 Mackesey, History of Zoning in the United States, 5. 
29 Tomlan, Historic Preservation, 99. 
30 Mackesey, History of Zoning in the United States, 6. 
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Despite Hadachek’s attempts to prevent the city from enforcing the ordinance, the Supreme 

Court upheld the right of the municipality to have the brickyard removed.31  This was a 

significant decision in that not only did the Court grant the City of Los Angeles the right to 

“prohibit the establishment in a designated district of an otherwise lawful use, not nuisance per 

se, but the right of a municipality to force the abandonment of an existing use not in accordance 

with the regulation of the district in which it found itself.”32  Although it appears that this 

decision was an anomaly in that retroaction is not normally a common feature of zoning, many 

other cities and states attempted to implement use districts following the Hadachek case, 

including Massachusetts, Wisconsin, and New York.33 

The development of comprehensive zoning finds its origins in Germany.  Its application 

and use were first studied by American reformers Frederick Howe and Edward Bassett in 1904 

and, subsequently, became the zoning model towards which the nation strived.  In particular, the 

zoning practices in Frankfurt, Cologne, and Dusseldorf were examined.  It was concluded that 

German cities “traditionally exerted more public control over citizens than did American cities 

and possessed more independence from higher legislatures than did their American 

counterparts.”34  The adoption of comprehensive zoning in the State of New York in 1916 can be 

attributed to the German zoning model joined with earlier land use regulation efforts in the 

United States.35  New York sought to stem “wasteful development that had resulted from 

uncontrolled and unguided growth.”36 
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In 1913 a committee was formed by the Board of Estimates and Apportionment to study 

the potential implementation of height and bulk building restrictions.  The committee studied 

“European methods as well as what had already been accomplished in this country” and came to 

the conclusion that not only should the City of New York consider restricting heights in different 

areas, but it also recommended the implementation of use districts.  Subsequently, the 

committee’s inquiries led to the formation of the Height of Building Commission, which 

garnered support from those who “sought to halt the invasion, then in progress, of the Fifth 

Avenue residential and retail district by industrial buildings, especially loft buildings housing the 

needle trades.”37  As a result, the first zoning ordinance which authorized use, height, and bulk 

restrictions was adopted by New York City on July 25, 1916.  The ordinance that passed largely 

reflected business interests however, rather than a progressive reform or plan.38  In 1918 the City 

of St. Louis would adopt a similar zoning ordinance.  Additional cities across the United States 

followed the New York City model.39 

As the adoption of zoning ordinances increased, the Federal government took an interest 

in the movement.  Under Herbert Hoover’s direction, the Department of Commerce formed an 

Advisory Committee on zoning in 1921.  At that time only 48 municipalities across the United 

States had adopted zoning ordinances.  By 1922 the committee produced A Standard State 

Zoning Enabling Act that was designed to assist in the process of crafting zoning ordinances.  In 

1923, only a year after the publication of the document, eleven states had passed Zoning 

Enabling Acts which were either partially or entirely based upon the Standard Act produced by 
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the Department of Commerce.40  By 1926 over 425 municipalities across the United States had 

adopted zoning ordinances, representing “more than half the urban population of the country.”41 

Despite the increase in the prevalence of zoning, the courts had yet to determine the 

legality of comprehensive zoning ordinances.  Related cases began to emerge, particularly, in 

California and Louisiana.  In 1926 this issue was brought to many more cities when the Supreme 

Court agreed to take a case on the constitutionality of comprehensive zoning in the Village of 

Euclid, Ohio v. Ambler Realty Co. (272 U.S. 365).  The Village of Euclid attempted to pass a 

comprehensive zoning ordinance that included use, height, and area districts.  The Ambler Realty 

Company owned a tract of land consisting of 68 acres in the Village of Euclid.  When the Village 

adopted zoning regulations, a portion of the land owned by Ambler was zoned for residential 

use.  At that time, the same land was for sale by Ambler for industrial or business use.  The 

Ambler Realty Company contested the zoning ordinance on the grounds that it “deprived the 

owner of his property without the due process of law, thus violating, the Fourteenth 

Amendment.”42  Ambler intended to argue that the zoning regulations had reduced the value of 

the property by more than $500,000.  The Federal Court of the Northern District in Ohio found 

in favor the Ambler Reality Company.  In its decision, however, the Court did not find the entire 

ordinance invalid.  Rather, it found that many of the regulations could be considered valid and 

may be applied to the Ambler Realty Company’s property, but that the regulation did constitute a 

taking of the plaintiff’s property without just compensation.43 
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The Village of Euclid appealed to the Supreme Court of the United States which 

considered the ordinance in its entirety and decided to reverse the decision of the lower court.  

The Supreme Court considered the “relation of zoning to public health, traffic regulation, fire 

prevention, and police protection and held that there was a relationship and that it could not be 

admitted that the zoning ordinance had no ‘substantial relation to public health, safety, morals, or 

general welfare.’ ”  The outcome of Village of Euclid, Ohio v. Ambler Realty Co. (272 U.S. 365) 

in 1926 was considered a “great triumph for zoning and cleared away the cloud of 

unconstitutionality” that had surrounded early attempts at the implementation of zoning.44 

Pittsburgh’s implementation of a zoning ordinance in 1923 preceded the Euclid case and 

was likely inspired by the passage of the City of New York’s ordinance in 1916.  Its passage in 

Pittsburgh was largely the result of the efforts of reform groups like the civic clubs who 

supported city planning and zoning, believing them to be “a vehicle for improved land use and 

greater governmental efficiency.”45  Zoning also attracted some of those who supported business 

interests and growth such as the Chamber of Commerce.  These parties believed, “An efficient 

city would promote efficient business.”46  There were also those forces that opposed zoning, 

particularly, those small business owners and real estate speculators who “viewed reform as a 

device of the upper classes to buttress their business interests and real-estate interests.” 

Additionally, lower class and the lower-middle-class residents believed that zoning was a 

method of exerting class control and discrimination.47  Reformers’ efforts were predominately 

focused on the passage of a zoning ordinance in Pittsburgh for several reasons: 
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1. The implementation of zoning was considered relatively simplistic and, 

thereby, easy to understand. 

2. They believed that business owners would support the implementation 

of zoning, which would result in the stabilization and heightening of 

land values. 

3. They were convinced that homeowners would support the 

implementation of zoning, which could offer residential properties 

added protection.48 

In the first two decades of the 20th century, local politics in in Pittsburgh was shaped by 

two movements: the physical integration of the Pittsburgh region and the establishment of a 

“metropolitan” government.49  The simultaneous development of city planning and zoning ideas 

cannot be overlooked.  In the eyes of the civic reformers in Pittsburgh, a “metropolitan” 

government could not truly exist without a city planning department.50  The City Planning 

Department of Pittsburgh was established in 1911, following its passage by the enabling 

legislation of the Pennsylvania State Legislature.  The Department was guided under the 

direction of the City Planning Commission (CPC).  The Commission was to consist of nine 

people who were all appointed by the Mayor.    

Despite the legislation’s progressive intent, the powers granted to the Commission were 

relatively weak and cast as recommendations.  The Commission was given the power to provide 

final approval of plans, plots, and re-plots of lands that were laid out in building lots and streets 
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but it was not able to mandate that its recommendations be followed. The plans it created were to 

deal with the City and the land extending three miles beyond the city limits which approximated 

the scope accorded a limited regional planning authority.51  

Pittsburgh was also experiencing many of the same issues which threatened other cities. 

Much of the downtown area had become filled with “industry, commerce, and low-income 

housing” and “skyscrapers threatened to cut off light and air in the central downtown commercial 

districts.”52  From 1892 to 1920 more than twenty-one buildings over ten stories high were 

constructed in an area of only two hundred and ten acres.  Streets were found to be “narrow and 

lacked adequate transit facilities.”  Civic organizations and other citizens’ groups became 

concerned with the worsening urban conditions and sought the assistance of nationally renowned 

planning professionals, such as Edward Bassett and Lawson Purdy.  Both of these professionals 

were invited to speak in Pittsburgh regarding the benefits of zoning while promoting 

participation in the National Planning Conference.  In the early 20th century it was the prominent 

members of Pittsburgh’s elite who attempted to “organize the private sector to accomplish what 

they perceived as public goals” through civic organizations.53 
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Figure 3.1 : An area of the “Point” in downtown Pittsburgh in 1900 

 Source : Charles Roth, “The Point,” Allegheny Conference on Community Development 

Photographs, 1892-1981 (Pittsburgh: Historic Pittsburgh, 1900). 

 

 

Local civic organizations also reflected Pittsburgh’s business interests.  The organizations 

that supported the implementation of zoning included the following:  Pittsburgh Chapter of the 

American Institute of Architects, Citizens Committee on the City Plan (CCCP), Allied Board of 

Trade, Chamber of Commerce, and the Civic Club of Allegheny County.  These groups saw the 

“fragmentation and chaos” in Pittsburgh and sought to “end the domination of local government 

by ward-based political interests and to consolidate authority.”54  Each of these groups supported 
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zoning in Pittsburgh “in order to protect their business and land values and to control city 

development and government.”55  Other reformers, such as Frederick Bigger “supported zoning 

for health and aesthetic reasons as well as for efficient governmental management of city 

growth.”56  

One organization which played a particularly large role in the implementation of zoning 

in Pittsburgh was the Civic Commission.  The Civic Commission was appointed by Mayor 

Guthrie in 1909. As a “business-professional collaboration,” the Commission acted as a focal 

point of reform in Pittsburgh in during the early 20th century.57  The Civic Commission consisted 

of many of Pittsburgh’s most prominent citizens including Henry J. Heinz, the founder of the 

Heinz Company, H.D.W. English (Harry English) and William. L. Jones, both of whom were in 

the insurance business.  In 1909, the Civic Commission advocated for “strict amendments to 

building ordinances to insure against fire and poor health standards.”58  The same Commission 

had also employed Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. to make recommendations as the how to improve 

the city.  The recommendations he put forward included the implementation of “light and air 

regulations, building height-limitations, and differentiation-of-use districts.”59  Each of these 

suggestions appeared to echo the same goals as those in favor of zoning.   

Another group that supported the implementation of zoning in Pittsburgh was the 

Taxation League.  In 1913 it played a major role in the restructuring of Pittsburgh’s tax system, 

by attempting to stem, land speculation and new construction and housing.60  It also supported 
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the breaking up of larger estates, which in turn, would produce a greater amount of land on the 

market.  The Taxation League appealed to the Civic Commission for support of the creation of a 

comprehensive city plan that would include a zoning principle by which “existing realty values 

would be conserved.”61  The Taxation League believed that zoning would serve to stem real 

estate speculation: “Zoning would stabilize real-estate values and make property more desirable 

to the investor who wished to build but less desirable to speculators who preferred a fluid 

situation.62 

Another civic organization that supported the implementation of zoning in Pittsburgh was 

the Civic Club of Allegheny County, which consisted of leading representatives from 

Pittsburgh’s institutions.  In 1910 the Civic Club was responsible for the limitation of Billboard 

signs in the Pittsburgh area, in particular, along the Mount Washington Hillside.  In advocating 

for zoning, the Civic Club was primarily concerned with the preservation of residential districts.  

Both the middle and upper class membership of the organization believed that “progress meant 

maintenance of their residence areas.”63  The Civic Club also invited distinguished speakers to 

Pittsburgh, such as Lawson Burdy, who had played a large role in the zoning movement in New 

York, to speak on the subject of zoning and its benefits.  In 1917 the Civic Club introduced a 

Zoning Enabling Act to the Pennsylvania Legislature that ultimately failed to pass when it died 

in committee.  This event occurred less as a reflection of resistance to zoning, and more as a 

result of its attachment to “unfavorable tax legislations.”64  Despite this setback, the Civic Club 

continued to push for zoning legislation and created a pamphlet entitled District Zoning : What It 
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Is and Why Pittsburgh Should Do It.  This publication expressed the many positive effects of 

zoning and the relative low cost for its implementation when compared to other more expensive 

city improvement programs.65 

In 1919, as a result of intense public support in favor of zoning, the state legislature 

amended the Act of Government of Cities of the Second Class to include zoning.66  It followed 

that the Pittsburgh City Planning Commission (CPC) was called on “to draft a preliminary 

zoning ordinance to submit to the City Council and for public debate.”67  The Commission acted 

as an agency of the Department of City Planning which had been formed in 1911.  In light of the 

wishes and arguments voiced by the public through many different civic organizations, the 

Commission drafted a series of zoning plans, citing Pennsylvania’s ability to enforce zoning 

regulations under the police power and the necessity of zoning to promote public welfare and 

preserve the “sanctity of a person’s home and the harmful effects of close proximity between 

industry and residence.”68  Several civic groups echoed their support of the Commission’s 

efforts, including, the Pittsburgh Chapter of the American Institute of Architects (AIA) headed 

by Frederick Bigger, a prominent authority on city planning and urban renewal, and the CCCP, 

of which Bigger was a founding member.  The Pittsburgh Chapter of the AIA was primarily 

interested in the restriction of building heights.  It expressed concerns that such restrictions 

would hurt its membership.  Bigger favored lower height restrictions while the rest of the chapter 

preferred those which were higher.69  
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Following the end of World War I, the conversation regarding the professionalization of 

city planning in Pittsburgh was reawakened.  The renewed energy was largely attributable to 

proplanning businessmen, engineers, lawyers, and architects concerned with traffic congestion, 

housing blight, and disease.  For business leaders, comprehensive city planning was a tool for 

civic boosterism.70 

A key figure behind the instrumentation of planning in Pittsburgh was Frederick Bigger.   

Born in Pittsburgh in 1881, Bigger graduated from the University of Pennsylvania’s School of 

Architecture.  Prior to 1913, the year that he returned to Pittsburgh, he had worked professionally 

in both Seattle and Philadelphia.  It was his belief that many of the problems which had plagued 

early 20th city cities could be resolved through practical thinking and beautification.  The manner 

in which these two remedies could be enacted was through comprehensive city planning.  He 

“beseeched” Pittsburgh “to plan comprehensively, that is, to precede action on public 

improvements and on all land use decisions by carefully considering how such decisions ‘will 

affect various parts of the city and the various aspects of the life of the citizens.’ ”71  In his view, 

planning provided concrete evidence for decision-making.  The business interests of Pittsburgh, 

particularly, those of the Chamber of Commerce, wanted to resist the postwar rise in 

“Bolshevism” and seek city improvements with art, beauty, and worker housing.72 

Public improvement projects were instituted across Pittsburgh that Mayor Edward V.  

Babcock intended as tools.  He reconstituted the CPC and engaged the support of the Chamber of 

Commerce, Bureau of Engineering, and the Department of Public Works.  Seventeen projects 

were proposed in a City Improvement Bond issue that was approved in July, 1918.  Yet, despite 
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all of these proposals, Frederick Bigger refused to support any projects that were narrow in focus 

and failed to recognize a greater regional plan.  “The City of Pittsburgh in the 1920s comprised 

just one of a myriad of competing regional political jurisdictions that vied for scarce tax dollars 

and harbored conflicting visions of the urban future.”73  Allegheny County had enacted its own 

Planning Commission in 1918 and it served as a rival to the City Planning Commission in 

Pittsburgh.74  Frederick Bigger recognized the importance of regional comprehensive planning 

and attempted to help coalesce the civic elite.  Bigger envisioned  

“a planned urban region, decongested, uncluttered, and deslummed, 

with a healthy managed downtown of office towers, small shops, 

and department stores, surrounded by sparkling, well-planned urban 

neighborhoods uncontaminated by industry, warehouses, and 

gasoline stations, and located near parks and playgrounds, which 

were accessible to mill workers as well as mill managers either by 

foot, by highways, or by public transit.”75  

In Bigger’s opinion, the area would be composed of “socially inclusive, aesthetically attractive 

and affordable neighborhoods where land use would be publically controlled for the public 

good.”76 

In October of 1918, Bigger reached out to three of Pittsburgh’s most prominent civic-

minded business leaders, including the banker, industrialist, and financier, Richard Beatty 

Mellon; the President of the Armstrong Cork Company, Charles D. Armstrong; and Pittsburgh 
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City Engineer, James D. Hailman.  These figures determined another group of prominent 

businessmen which included the following: J.H  Lockhart, Albert J. Logan, William Larimer 

Mellon, Henry Buhl, Hamilton Stewart, William H. Robinson, D.P. Black, Grant McCargo, W.L.  

Clause, and Wilson S. Arbuthot.  Together both groups organized and founded the Citizens 

Committee on the City Plan (CCCP).77  In 1918, the CCCP formed a nine-member Executive 

Board and Frederick Bigger accepted the role of executive secretary; his was the only salaried 

position.  The primary goal of the CCCP was to draft a general physical plan for Pittsburgh.  The 

CCCP likened planning to the organic nature of the city as the organization attempted to 

influence the physical evolution of the City of Pittsburgh while, simultaneously, promoting itself 

as “apolitical.”  Shortly after forming the CCCP, both it and the CPC combined their efforts and, 

with the addition of the Allegheny County Planning Commission (ACPC) in 1922, joined 

together in a meeting which culminated in the Joint Planning Conference (JPC).  At this point in 

time Frederick Bigger was serving as the secretary of the CCCP, CPC, and the JPC.  He guided 

the CCCP into developing a method to produce comprehensive plans by relating a three step 

process for the estimated cost of $302,000 over five years.  Areas of attention would include 

housing, streets and roads, playgrounds, railways, and other existing conditions.  The plans 

would allow for the production of comprehensive plans for major streets, transportation lines, 

waterfront development, industrial development and zoning.78 

Between the years of 1920-1923 members of the CCCP conducted a massive inquiry into 

Pittsburgh’s infrastructure and produced individual reports in regard to their findings relating to 

three primary issues: recreation, transportation, and street plans.79  Each of these reports became 
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part of a larger proposal for Pittsburgh known as the Pittsburgh Plan.  Although areas of the 

report reflected the expertise and particular interests of certain members on the Commission, as 

exemplified by Bigger’s interest in parks and recreation, it was clear that those who represented 

business and industrial interests within the CCCP were also concerned with housing for labor.  

Equally, the increasing presence of large scale apartment complexes into single family 

residences districts was a concern as they were believed to be harmful to neighborhoods.  

Commission members envisioned realizing structured growth as within their capacity, which the 

proponents of zoning lauded.  Members of the CCCP did not desire the working class to depart 

from the city center and leave for the suburbs altogether, however, it was their belief that zoning, 

when coupled with stricter building codes, would promote single family residential districts 

while preventing the mass overcrowding of apartment blocks.80 

Not all of Pittsburgh’s business and industrial interests were as infatuated with zoning as 

Bigger and the CCCP.  Those involved with “banking and trusts, realtors, savings and loan 

associations, local boards of trade, unions” and others spoke out against the implementation of 

zoning.  These interests feared that zoning would “discriminate against lower-income residents 

and prohibit them from moving into better residential areas.”81  A belief was held by banking and 

trust interests that not only was zoning unconstitutional, but that height limitations, particularly, 

in downtown Pittsburgh, would restrict the ever-increasing need for more office space.  In 

addition, many were convinced that zoning could affect the value of the estates that trust 

companies held.  Numerous realtors opposed zoning, believing that it would “stifle growth,” and 

that “A free market would define its own limits.”82  Most realtors agreed that single family 
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residential districts would discriminate against those in the lower classes by essentially 

preventing them from affording to live in such districts.  In addition, realtors were also 

concerned that an individual would be prevented “from living in close proximity to his job.”83 

Instead, they supported block zoning as it was their belief that doing so would provide for greater 

diversity within the City of Pittsburgh.84  Although these arguments appear altruistic, realtors 

were largely concerned with their own interests.  Zoning was feared by realtors as it stood to 

damage their speculative gains and decrease earned commissions due to a decrease in property 

turnovers if the market was stabilized through zoning.85  It appeared that the interests of the 

upper and middle classes and the lower class were at odds with each other in regard to potential 

zoning regulations.  While the upper and middle classes supported zoning in order to protect 

their property interests, the lower class feared that zoning would promote discrimination.86  

Despite the appearance of benevolent reasoning stemming from many of the civic 

organizations which pushed for zoning legislation, it was these same elitists who “also strove to 

protect their own residential enclaves in the city.”  They had established neighborhoods, clubs, 

churches and schools, and fought to protect them from outsiders, particularly recent immigrants 

from abroad or the deep south.87  For the civic elites, zoning was a way in which to preserve the 

character and quality of their own neighborhoods while simultaneously creating new “elite” 

neighborhoods.  The creation of distinct exclusive neighborhoods appeared to be a method 

through which an upper class lifestyle could be created, complete with a corresponding structure 
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and personal values.88  The civic elite understood the role that the preservation of neighborhoods 

played in “maintaining values and culture among elites” and they believed that zoning “promised 

to halt the deterioration of such areas and to preserve their elite character by preventing 

undesirable and destabilizing incursions, such as apartment houses and public garages.”89 

Despite concerns and delays, following months of public hearings, the City Council 

finally passed the zoning ordinance on July 30, 1923.  It indicated that “Use-districts regulated 

and restricted the location of commerce, business, trade, industries, and housing.”  Further, the 

zoning ordinance established five districts: Heavy Industrial, Light Industrial, Commercial, “A” 

Residence, and “B” Residence.  Mount Washington was zoned as a Class “B” residential area. 

Class “B” residential area’s permitted one and two family dwellings, as well as churches and 

schools.  The zoning ordinance, for the most part, functioned as a tool for supporting the status 

quo as it “maintained the existing, industrial, commercial, and residential patterns in Pittsburgh.” 

The final ordinance reflected a blend of the interests of both the business and civic reformers.  

Bigger was pleased with the zoning ordinance as he equated progress with zoning.  He 

envisioned that growth in Pittsburgh could be controlled and limited by the passage of zoning 

legislation.90  Planned growth was believed to be the way of the future. 

The CCCP’s Pittsburgh Plan was unveiled in June of 1923, approximately one month 

before the passing of the zoning ordinance.  It was enthusiastically endorsed by “Pittsburgh 

business leaders, illustrious city professionals, city and state officials, and other dignitaries.”91  

Following an intense educational campaign revealing the Plan, a resolution regarding 
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Pittsburgh’s Playgrounds and Major Street Plan was officially endorsed by both the City Council 

and the CPC in 1923.  Pittsburgh now had a zoning ordinance and a city plan.  There was 

enthusiastic support for the kind of city and regional planning which included improvements in 

Pittsburgh’s infrastructure.92 

The civic and business elite in Pittsburgh generally embraced city planning and zoning.  

They presented Pittsburgh with a strategy that would guide the city through the 20th century. 

Frederick Bigger had succeeded in applying his talents to unite civic groups such as the Chamber 

of Commerce, Civic Club of Allegheny County, and the Citizens Committee on the City Plan in 

favor of comprehensive planning.  Doing so was essential for the process to be developed, 

unfold, and, finally, appear to succeed.  For some, zoning was a guise through which planners 

could shroud their motivations in the process and still push for social reform.   

Despite the significant gains made by these progressive reformers, their victory was not 

yet complete, as issues still remained.  The zoning ordinance that had passed was not sufficiently 

ambitious as its opponents had successfully rallied to reduce its impact, particularly, in regard to 

lower height restrictions.  Issues pertaining to worker housing still remained.  Frederick Bigger 

felt his attention turning toward housing and, given his association with Henry Buhl, it was not 

surprising that Charles F.  Lewis, the first Director of the Buhl Foundation, would take his advice 

seriously as one of the first consultants associated with Chatham Village.  
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CHAPTER FOUR  

THE SITE OF AN EXPERIMENT IN LIMITED-DIVIDEND HOUSING 

 

The Buhl Foundation was formed in 1927.  By the spring of 1931 the Foundation broke 

ground in the development of the first phase of Chatham Village, an experiment in limited-

dividend housing located in the Mount Washington neighborhood of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.   

The Foundation’s first major physical project would consist of 129 houses that were planned to 

be completed in 1932.  It was a daring venture for such a young organization lacking experience 

in residential housing development.   

This chapter seeks to examine the reasons why the Foundation decided to embark upon 

this venture.  An examination of the formation of the Foundation and the manner in which the 

organization proceeded to define its objectives is necessary in order to fully understand the 

Foundation’s reasoning.  What factors encouraged the Board of Trustees and its Director, Dr.  

Charles F.  Lewis, to select Mount Washington as the site of development?  An analysis of a 

multitude of preliminary studies conducted by the Buhl Foundation provides some insight as 

exhaustive research allowed the board to narrow its selection of sites. 

Upon the death of Henry Buhl, Jr. on June 11, 1927, his Last Will and Testament 

revealed his intention to create the Buhl Foundation as a “memorial to my beloved wife, Louise 

C.  Buhl.”1  Further, Buhl’s Will included the establishment of a self-perpetuating Board of 

Managers that would “administer the large fund” made available through his estate.2  The 

original Board consisted of: Robert S. Frazer, William S. Linderman, Arthur E. Braun, and 
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Andrew S. Robertson.3  Robertson replaced John A. Fuhs, who was originally named as member 

of the Board, but had passed away during its formation.4  Each of these men was a local business 

leader who was particularly “familiar with the business and social climate of the community.”5 

At the time, Arthur E. Braun was the owner of the Pittsburgh Sun, an independent and politically 

progressive newspaper, which regularly took aim at the “Republican machine” controlling the 

city government of Pittsburgh.6  In 1928, Braun, having recognized the capabilities of one of his 

paper’s editors, Charles F. Lewis, devised a plan in which he would be made the Director of the 

Buhl Foundation. 

Originally a Gibsonton, Pennsylvania native, Lewis pursued a teaching career and moved 

on to journalism during his early twenties.  He served as a reporter for the Oil City Derrick, 

Pittsburgh Sun, and the Franklin Evening News.7  His work ethics and ability to learn quickly 

contributed to his ascent to the post of chief editorial writer of the Pittsburgh Sun.8  Lewis was 

an “ardent and idealistic young man” whose writing was intended to “educate his readers, all of 

whom he considered potential reformers.”9  He addressed many social issues, including, 

improved housing for both lower and middle-income workers, and increased playgrounds and 

recreational spaces for children.  Lewis also supported scholarships for students in need and the 

creation of non-partisan governmental research.10  Arthur Braun was convinced that Lewis’s 
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convictions were more properly suited for the position of the Executive Director of what would 

then become the Buhl Foundation.11 

Henry Buhl, Jr. had acquired his fortune through the co-ownership of a large department 

store in Pittsburgh.12  Boggs and Buhl was one of the largest department stores in the nation.  Its 

profitability allowed Mr. Buhl to gain considerable wealth.13  Following the distribution of the 

assets of Mr. Buhl’s estate, totaling approximately eleven million dollars, the Buhl Foundation 

was formally opened on June 1, 1928, with Dr. Charles F. Lewis serving as the first Director of 

the Foundation.14 

 Very little guidance was provided to the Board and its Director as to the new 

organization’s purpose.  In its first years, the Foundation sought to establish guidelines relating 

to a meaningful and relevant purpose.  It considered “the instrument by which the trust [was] 

created” and examined the activities of Mr. Buhl’s philanthropies during his lifetime.15  The 

limited number of brief stipulations set forth from Mr. Buhl’s estate which were intended to 

guide the activities of the Foundation included the following:  

1. “The Foundation was established ‘for such religious, charitable, 

educational and public uses, objects and purposes as the said Board 

of Managers of said Buhl Foundation from time to time shall 

appoint, order and direct.”16  
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2. “The said Board of Managers may use and apply the said trust 

funds and the income thereof to said uses, objects and purposes, and 

in such proportions respectively, either directly or through any 

municipality, or throughout any religious, charitable, benevolent or 

educational institutions, corporations, associations, activities, or 

agencies as they, the said Board of Managers, at any time and from 

time to time, may determine and direct.”17 

Mr. Buhl’s Will included an additional directive that expressed the following: “I suggest … but 

do not so direct, that … consideration be given first to the aid, needs and well-being of the 

citizens of the City of Pittsburgh, and the County of Allegheny, Pennsylvania.  I make this 

suggestion out of regard to the community where I have lived and been engaged in business 

activities all my life, and where I have formed friendships and associations which I cherish most 

dearly.”18  His Will expressed a “a desire to give to the managers of the Foundation and their 

successors, authority commensurate with responsibility,” thereby, clearly providing them with a 

great deal of discretion in regard to whom, and the manner in which, the funds should be 

distributed on an annual basis.19 

 The Board quickly recognized that one of the benefits of Mr. Buhl’s more generalized 

stipulations indicated that the “Foundation was not to be tied down in perpetuity to specific 

objects and purposes for which the need might pass in a generation, or a decade, or sooner,” 

noting that Mr. Buhl “did not attempt to see the future.”20  As a result, the Board also recognized 
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that the Foundation had the capacity to be both flexible and adaptable through the years while 

continuing to assist Pittsburgh’s needs as they arise.   

 In an effort to determine the path that the Foundation should take, the Board examined 

the role of other foundations.  It also reviewed the “Pittsburgh district” in light of any 

opportunities which could be provided to the Board by its assessment of the district’s most 

prevalent concerns.21  During this process, the Board concluded that the following general rules 

embodied the “accumulated experience of other foundations.”22  In summary, they are as 

follows:  

1. The foundation should, when possible, stimulate giving, not 

displace other giving.   

2. The foundation should seek both preventive and constructive 

projects, as individuals cannot easily take on projects such as these.    

3. The foundation should develop a vision of the future with a 

“purposeful, but not inflexible, program.”23 

In regard to the first rule, the Board determined that it should direct its efforts in such a way so as 

to not overlap the interests of other charitable foundations.  Doing so, would only displace the 

giving of other institutions or create conflicts when attempting to assume others’ 

responsibilities.24  The Board concluded that, “Foundations have come to recognize that their 

funds are a surplus from out of the past, and that their proper use is not to relieve givers in any 
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way of their responsibility to current needs and contemporary opportunities.”  The Board 

believed it should advance human welfare and encourage others to give.25 

 The Board determined there were three primary forms of constructive giving.  The first 

was the “gift to building certain endowment funds on condition that specified amounts be 

subscribed by others.”  The second form of constructive giving was “the gift for establishment of 

an activity on an experimental or demonstration basis with the expectation that, after the 

experimental or demonstration stage has been passed, the responsibility will be assumed by 

others.”26  The third and final form identified by the Board was a “grant for research from which 

may come stimulation for great fields of effort.”27  It reasoned that foundations had more to gain 

from embarking on “trail-blazing projects” because, while there was always the risk of failure in 

“voyages of exploration and discovery, physical, spiritual, or intellectual,”28 these types of 

projects could potentially make the largest contributions to social welfare.29 

 To Lewis and the Board, it was clear that Mr. Buhl would want to particular attention be 

paid to the Pittsburgh area.  The Foundation decided in its first years, at least, “appropriations 

will be considered only for the purposes serving chiefly or largely this area.”30  Lewis believed 

that focusing the Foundation’s efforts in Pittsburgh would serve to enhance and complement 

other efforts of progressive reform already taking place.  Many of these included: the formation 

of committees on physical and financial plans, governmental research, political co-operation, and 

zoning, as well as the construction of new bridges, tunnels, boulevards, parks, and office 
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buildings.31  Lewis understood that cities in United States competed for employees and 

employers to provide a better standard of living for adults and children.32  By directing the 

Foundation’s funds towards projects in the Pittsburgh district, he believed that the Foundation 

could make further use of the “creative energy” which had already taken root in the district.33 

 In assessing the Foundation’s first appropriations, it is clear that Lewis also placed a 

great emphasis on providing funds to those causes that promoted the economic welfare of the 

area.34 The Foundation encouraged diversification, stabilization, and sound growth.35  In its first 

years the Foundation gave a total of $646, 256.75 to district area programs.  The funding was 

divided between “two major programs” and “two minor programs.”  The major programs 

consisted of those projects associated with economics and education, while the minor programs 

involved projects associated with recreation and social research.36  The recipients of the funding 

included:  the University of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania College for Women, Allegheny County 

Joint Committee on Scholarship Aid, Kingsley House, Soho Community House, North Side 

Study, Inter-Racial Survey Committee, Pittsburgh Federation of Social Agencies, Pennsylvania 

State Crime Commission, and the Employees of Boggs and Buhl, Inc.  Hence, education, 

housing, and social issues were clear interests of the Buhl Foundation during the first full year of 

operation.  Its interest in housing and social welfare would continue to grow. 

By 1931 it is evident that the Buhl Foundation’s interest in housing projects had 

transformed.  The Report of the Director for the Year Ended in June 30, 1931 indicates that 

                                                 
31 Lewis, Report (1929), 18. 
32 Lewis, Report (1929), 19. 
33 Lewis, Report (1929), 18. 
34 Lewis, Report (1929), 20. 
35 Lewis, Report (1929), 20. 
36 Lewis, Report (1929), 20.  



 128 

Lewis and other Board members reasoned two policies should govern its interests: the first, “that 

capital funds shall be invested in proven fields for safety and assured yield and, second, that the 

income shall be devoted to public service largely in trail-blazing activities in uncharted areas.”37 

The Board had determined that the Foundation would be best able to serve society by embarking 

upon a venture that involved some risk, but also one that “by striving patiently for years for 

results” could achieve long term results. 38  Lewis’s report indicates that social experiments in 

housing that were secure should be a wise use of the Foundations’ funds.  It appears that this was 

the basis from which the Foundation decided to pursue what would become Pittsburgh’s first 

million-dollar large-scale housing community, Chatham Village.39 

Throughout 1930-31, the Foundation conducted a series of studies in relation to the 

neighborhood of Mount Washington, most of which were economically and socially focused.  

They were further narrowed by a close examination of sites that had the potential to be 

architecturally feasible from an engineering perspective.  The Foundation’s studies resulted in 

both the selection of a site, the former Bigham estate, as well as the selection of the planners and 

architects chosen to carry out the construction and development of what would become Chatham 

Village.  Lewis and the Foundation believed that Chatham Village would demonstrate the 

commercial viability of progressive standards in housing, planning, financing and management 

to stimulate large planned communities throughout the country.40  

The decision by a foundation as new as the Buhl Foundation was undoubtedly ambitious 

and, certainly, not without risk.  Although Lewis and the Foundation recognized that many 
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American cities similar to Pittsburgh were afflicted with slums, their vision for Chatham Village 

from a social perspective was one that would be of benefit to the middle class.  It was their belief 

that planned housing developments could revolutionize the manner in which the “great 

population that wants no charity, asks only a chance to pay its way and yet finds little effort 

made to made to meet its housing needs.”  The Buhl Foundation sought to develop a model form 

of housing that could provide a safe family life with sun, air, and peace.  The approach was 

directed toward the middle class, a population that was largely ignored.  The Buhl Foundation 

determined that its early efforts become directed toward alleviating this issue.41  

The Report of the Director for The Year Ended June 30, 1931 identified two primary 

issues related to middle-class housing.  The first issue identified by the Foundation was the cost 

of what it considered to be an “average small home.”42  It was the Foundation’s belief that, 

although, a house could continue to be built for a family of modest means in a relatively 

inexpensive manner, it would truly consist of “only little more than a shell.”43  Its opinion was 

that a middle-income house could be more than “four walls and a roof.”  It should consist of an 

improved living space that included amenities previously considered as luxuries to past 

generations, such as electricity, heating, and plumbing.44  It was these “luxuries” that drove up 

costs associated with purchasing/owning a home, but the Buhl Foundation made it clear that in 

its view amenities such as these “were no longer a luxury; [they] were a necessity.”45  
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The second issue identified by Charles Lewis and the Buhl Foundation was one that 

emerged as a result of the “new conditions of urban life” found in American cities.46  A single 

household could no longer be identified as merely a solitary, stand-alone, unit located upon the 

landscape.  Rather, each represented a component of the greater community as part of the whole.   

As such, every one carried greater significance as a unifying element that resulted in a need for 

each to be aware of its surroundings and the ongoing of the neighborhood in which it resided.  

Interestingly, the Foundation concluded that even if a family was able to afford to build a home 

which included modern conveniences, “a man’s house is no longer his castle.  His security 

depends upon what happens to his neighborhood.”47  According to the Buhl Foundation, 

significant issues relating to the urban middle class and its housing were not be resolved purely 

through the construction of homes, but rather ultimately achieved through building “safeguarded 

communities.”48  Lewis’s Report indicates that the Foundation assumed that a safeguarded 

community must be “large enough to constitute its own environment.”49  As a result, it 

concluded that a community such as this can only be achieved through “cooperative effort, 

governmental ukase, or by large-scale business enterprise.”50  

In the early stages of planning what would become Chatham Village, the Foundation 

considered other examples of successful attempts of large-scale cooperative housing as 

exemplified by garden apartments constructed by the Amalgamated Garment Workers and 

European subsidized housing projects.  Particular attention was paid to those communities and 

efforts of housing reform that had been fostered and developed through private initiatives, such 
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as the developments of Radburn, New Jersey and Sunnyside, Queens.  The Buhl Foundation 

believed that large-scale housing operations such as these that possessed considerable advantages 

over traditional speculative commercial building.  They are as follows:   

1. Large-scale housing operations constructed through private 

initiatives could retain “farsighted planning and architectural 

skill.”51 

2. Large-scale housing operations constructed through private 

initiatives have greater buying power.52 

3. Large-scale housing operations constructed through private 

initiatives have “freedom from costly second mortgage financing 

charges.”53  

4. Large-scale housing operations constructed through private 

initiatives have the advantage of management in that because there 

is no desire to “gain a quick and speculative profit, the buildings are 

better built, assured of a longer productive life, and therefore, may 

be amortized over a longer period than would be possible for the 

jerry-built house.”54 

Given the economic crash of 1929, however, the Buhl Foundation also recognized that 

the overall benefits of home ownership had been overemphasized, luring thousands of people 

who should not have taken on the responsibility of home ownership.55  The “build your own 
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home” campaigns promoted by speculative builders had convinced many innocent people into 

thinking they could assume and afford the burdens of several mortgages under the “rainbow of 

false security.”56  As a result, private initiatives turned their focus away from speculative 

building campaigns and considered contributions that could be made by long-term rental 

management. 

The Buhl Foundation perceived the merits of long-term rental management and decided 

to demonstrate through Chatham Village that a “greater economy, greater efficiency, greater 

security, and a greater degree of happiness” were possible in a large community developments 

that engaged the idea that the property was “a farm to be maintained instead of a mine to be 

exploited, and which through long-term investment management offers to its residents a social 

and an economic security with which individual home ownership is entirely incompatible.”57  

The Foundation concluded that the construction of Chatham Village should seek to achieve a 

number of purposes: 

1. It should demonstrate the social and economic advantages of a 

large-scale, planned, garden homes community.   

2. It should demonstrate the advantages in both social and economic 

security that could be attained through rental as opposed to 

purchasing in a community that is to be managed over a long period 

of time.   

3. It should demonstrate that the construction and operation of such 

a community could yield both a moderate and satisfactory 
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investment, but also a non-speculative return, so as to demonstrate 

that as a building project it “is in no sense philanthropic,” but one 

which is “designed to be commercially viable.”58  

4. It should seek to push the limits of housing standards in terms of 

its housing design and large-scale community planning.  

5. It should illustrate the “contributions which may be made by 

competent site planning to large-scale hillside developments.”59  

 Although the Buhl Foundation established a clear purpose by creating a set of criteria 

which expressed its ideals while and discovered through research that a development plan could 

be implemented, there remains the question of why the Buhl Foundation selected Mount 

Washington as its site for development.  An assessment of the Buhl Foundation’s preliminary 

studies is necessary in order to show how the Buhl Foundation identified the issues that it 

believed were afflicting Pittsburgh.  

Each of the first three years of the Buhl Foundation’s operation was dedicated to a 

particular inquiry.  During its first year the Foundation dedicated itself to studying the 

experiences and efforts of other similar foundations, as well as the “factors governing investment 

and disbursement policy.”60  Throughout the second year of operation, the Buhl staff researched 

other ventures into limited-dividend housing within cities across the United States.  During the 

third year of operation, the Foundation began to commission studies regarding the opportunity 
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for large-scale housing demonstration in Pittsburgh.61  All of these led to the limited-divided 

housing project in Mount Washington.  

After completing a comprehensive study of limited-dividend housing, the Buhl 

Foundation asked the fundamental question of whether an investment in a limited-dividend 

housing project would be a wise use of its funds.62  On October 6, 1930, the Buhl Foundation 

produced a report entitled Pittsburgh Housing Inquiry which attempted to answer that question.  

In order to do so, the Foundation accepted the following premises:   

1. Any proposed corporation that is formed as a result of embarking on 

a limited-dividend housing project must be both organized and 

controlled by the Buhl Foundation. 

2. The proposed corporation will produce a housing program large 

enough in scale so as to benefit from mass produced parts and to 

demonstrate the advanced design in housing lot layout and financing.”63  

3. An initial development constructed over a period of not more than 

two years composed of either single or two-family homes for no less 

than one hundred families is required.   

4. The housing should be affordable for those who are unable to afford 

what is considered modern housing “as built by commercial and 

speculative builders.”  The large-scale housing development is intended 

for those families with annual incomes between $2,000 and $2,500.  
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(Those professions believed to produce incomes in that range consisted 

of primarily “clerical and skilled manual laborers.”)64 

5. All single and double houses will be built for sale, while apartments 

will be built to be rented or sold co-operatively.  The prices of housing 

should range from $6,500 to $9,000, allowing for payments, including, 

both taxes and amortization, of approximately $50 to $70 each month.65  

6. The primary purpose of the corporation will be to provide a maximum 

number of amenities at a cost that would produce a reasonable return of 

investment.66  

Based upon these premises, the Foundation examined the following questions in the report:  

1. What profitable market exists for the form of housing of the 

“general quality, type, and price” as proposed in Pittsburgh?  

2. What form of housing best suits the needs of those Pittsburgh 

residents whose earnings exist within the desired income bracket?  

3. What sites/locations can accommodate such housing proposal in 

Pittsburgh?   

4. Will the selected site, which is most accessible in terms of 

transportation, be plotted and developed successfully despite the 

general limitations of the program under consideration?  

Essentially, the Buhl Foundation sought to examine the market for a large-scale housing 

development in Pittsburgh in order to review the needs of potentially desirable residents.  The 
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Foundation was interested in the availability of sites for projects of this nature in order to 

determine the feasibility of such a project given the constraints of the site.67 

The Buhl Foundation determined that the market for housing in Pittsburgh was far from 

saturated.  The report found that Pittsburgh was a growing city.  Between 1870 and 1910 (known 

as the Boom Period), “Pittsburgh far outstripped the nation in percentage of population 

growth.”68  The Foundation also discovered that the growth of Allegheny County provided a 

“sounder basis of comparison” in terms of growth and population, remarking “the county rather 

than the city represents the Pittsburgh district, … [as] the county’s political boundaries are stable 

while the City’s change much from time to time”69  The report ultimately concluded that while 

some areas of Pittsburgh experienced significant decreases in population other areas experienced 

significant increases in growth.  The downtown and hill wards experienced a decrease in 

population of 12.7 percent from 98,627 to 86,076.70  Similar losses in population were found in 

on the north side wards.  The areas which experienced considerable growth during the decade 

included the outlying hilltop districts.”  In fact, “the nineteenth Ward, Mt. Washington and 

Brookline, grew from 30, 445 to 41, 472, an increase of 11,027 or 36.2 percent” between 1920 

and 1930.71  The Foundation reasoned that these population changes were largely the result of a 

shifting population from the “congested central wards of war-time to new housing developments 

in the hilltop residential sections.”72  From this analysis of the market, the Foundation was able 

to conclude that the measure of growth of the population of Allegheny County was clearly more 
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representative of the growth of the Pittsburgh district than the City.  Additionally, the more 

desirable residential areas appeared to be those on the outskirts of Pittsburgh as those areas were 

growing more rapidly than the county as a whole.73  The Foundation determined that “What 

pressure of population there is, then, is upon the suburbs.”74  Although people had wanted to be 

near the city center and downtown areas of Pittsburgh, there was no longer such a strong desire 

to live there.  Instead, the Foundation’s research revealed that people wished to live in the 

suburbs and commute downtown.75 

 After assessing the market for housing in Pittsburgh, the Buhl Foundation shifted their 

efforts towards studying the need for housing within the district.  The Foundation’s primary 

consideration during this process was that the “the number of houses proposed to be built in an 

average two-year period is small in comparison with the total of residence building.”76  The 

Foundation evaluated that the prevailing annual increase in population in Allegheny County was 

18,591.  Assuming 5 individuals comprised an individual family, the growth rate for new 

accommodations in Pittsburgh would total 3,776 homes each year.  The Foundation reasoned 

further that over half of the demand for new accommodations was centered “in the Pittsburgh 

urban and commuting areas.”77  As such, the addition of the 50 to 100 homes which the 

Foundation was considering only represented a small fraction of the community’s annual 

requirement.78  A maximum of 100 homes would represent a mere 7 percent of the annual 

average number of single homes for which building permits had been issued within the City 
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between 1920 and 1929.  During that period of time “13,374 single homes, 2,200 two, three, and 

four families were built and 254 apartment buildings were authorized.”79  As to pricing, the 

Foundation observed that the majority of residential buildings fell within the price range that it 

was considering for its development.  As such, the Foundation determined that while it may be 

difficult to market 100 houses a year within higher price ranges, it would “represent a small 

fraction of the demand in the lower price groups.”80  The bulk of the cost of the Foundation’s 

intended housing was to fall between $6,500 and $9,000.  As a result of the Foundation’s 

research, its plan to develop new accommodations became “considered for activity by the 

Foundation.”81  

 Following the assessment of the need for housing within the district, the Buhl 

Foundation began to focus upon the issue of site.  More specifically, the question remained 

whether the Pittsburgh district was overbuilt for homes within the $6,500 to $9,000 price range.82  

In order to answer this question the Foundation analyzed a number of different factors.  The first 

was the strong tradition of the single-family house in Pittsburgh.83  Based upon Chamber of 

Commerce reports completed in October of 1929, within the 28 wards which comprised the City 

of Pittsburgh, there were a total of 106,133 single-family dwellings, 1,955 duplexes and double 

duplexes, and 1,368 apartment buildings.  The population total for those 28 wards was 631,858.  

When adjusted to reflect 4.5 people per family, a total of 140,413 families were indicated.  From 

these calculations, the Foundation concluded that single homes housed approximately 75.6 
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percent of all of the families within the 28 wards.84  The Foundation also determined that of the 

total number of homes which existed in 1920, approximately 28 percent or 130, 274 of them 

were owned.  This number reflected 39 percent of the number of single family dwellings within 

the City.85 

 Rent levels were also considered.  The Foundation recognized that in 1930 Pittsburgh 

was recovering from “a period of high rents.”86  A study of Pittsburgh’s high rental rates was 

conducted in 1925 by Joseph M.  Gillman, Director of the Bureau of Business Research at the 

University of Pittsburgh.  His study indicated that the “inordinately high rent levels in Pittsburgh 

can be accounted for on the basis of the real estate speculation which had its origin in the 

temporary housing shortage resulting from the wartime expansion of industry.”87  Interestingly, 

Director Gillman’s report also indicated that the burden of higher rents was felt more by those of 

the upper classes than those of the lower economic class.88  After World War I, rents in 

Pittsburgh appeared to stabilize as indicated in a 1930 report published by John Idler, the 

Director of the Pittsburgh Housing Association.89  Following the publication of this report, a 

committee of the Housing Association recommended the encouragement of limited-dividend 

housing as “no surplus of houses exists in the group generally described as within the intent of 

this inquiry, i.e., the lower and medium groups in the general income range of $2,000 to $2,500 a 

year.”90  From this, the Foundation determined that there was a built-up demand in this income 

group. The deduction was “the percentage of relief from peak rents is less marked than in higher 
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brackets or in the lowest group.91  The Foundation also examined wage levels and living costs 

within the City.  It discovered that vacancies existed in the “cheapest [classes of] dwellings,” 

particularly, within those districts that are deemed less desirable than others.92  No evidence of 

surplus houses existed within the price range that the Buhl Foundation sought to provide for 

middle-class workers in Pittsburgh.   

The Buhl Foundation also attempted to assess the records of mortgages and foreclosures 

in Allegheny County between 1920 and 1930.  The data which was analyzed during this process 

included forced realty sales in Philadelphia and Allegheny Counties, stability of employment, 

and general business conditions between 1920 and 1930, with particular attention paid to 

Pittsburgh.  The result of this inquiry indicated that, although, there had been a marked increase 

in foreclosures from 1928-1930, there was not a distinct increase in the number of mortgages 

from 1926-1927.93  Essential to this area of research conducted by the Buhl Foundation was a 

report provided to them by Herbert Emmerich, the Vice President of the City Housing 

Corporation.  Emmerich visited Pittsburgh in November of 1930 for two days.94  During his stay 

in Pittsburgh, he visited three sites which were being considered for the project.  Emmerich also 

inspected other housing developments across the city and conducted interviews with John Idler 

(Pittsburgh Housing Association), Frederick Bigger (Pittsburgh City Planner), L.W. Monteverde 

(Real Estate and Chairman of City Planning Commission), John Hammon, Jr. (F.W. Doge 

Company), Ralph J. Watkins (University of Pittsburgh), C. E. Keck, (Real Estate), J.W. Cree, 
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(Manager of the Denny Estate), I.A. Simon (Falk Foundation), and Walter T.  Grange 

(Builder).95 

From the initial stages of planning regarding the site selection, the Buhl Foundation 

limited its selection to the city primarily for two reasons.96  The first was that the Foundation 

believed in order to demonstrate the true value of a housing development, it had to be easily 

accessible.  The second reason was that the Foundation believed that a housing development in 

the “heart of the city would be attended by less risks than one in a suburban or commuting 

district.”  The Foundation also believed that if they were to attempt to construct housing for 

“white collar groups,” a location should be sought that was easily accessible to the downtown 

district.97 

In regard to the market in Pittsburgh, Emmerich stated in his report that the 

overwhelming view was that “well located free standing houses selling for $12,000 or less are 

undersupplied.”98  He also found that houses which had been marketed in that price range 

suffered from poor construction and/or architectural quality.99  Emmerich seemed sure that 

attempts to finance such housing with second mortgages and excessive discount rates over three 

year terms had not faired well for home buyers.  Instead, he recommended a payment method to 

that which had been utilized at Sunnyside, where housing was sold for 10 percent cash with a 

second mortgage.  The purchaser was permitted to pay the second mortgage, both principal and 

interest, through monthly installments with an additional monthly payment of 1/12 the annual 
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payment.  This payment covered interest on the first mortgage, taxes, water rates, and fire 

insurance premiums.100  

Emmerich concluded that the ideal group of individuals for the Foundation’s housing 

development fell within an income ranging from $2,500 - $3,600.  He suggested that “white 

collar workers and junior executives located in the downtown office district of Pittsburgh” would 

“appreciate the amenities of a well designed and planned community.”101  Emmerich learned that 

the preferred method of construction was brick veneer, with the houses consisting of six rooms 

that included a dining room, as well as a garage, preferably on the same lot.  He also suggested 

that each house be constructed as free standing, “even if only [with] a narrow side yard,” as he 

believed that “the prejudice against buying attached houses is so great” that it would be unwise 

to experiment in this manner when so many other components of the project were equally 

novel.102 

Emmerich suggested that future development include some units as rentals.  He indicated 

that income generated from the rentals could be used to pay for maintenance.  Emmerich also 

indicated that rentals provide “greater flexibility in planning and use of the site.”103  He 

suggested that a rental payment of $75 per unit would be a marketable figure in Pittsburgh if it 

was designed and constructed properly.  In order for the Foundation to commit to this rental cost, 

it would require that the cost of the house and the lot not exceed $6,500.104 

As a result of Emmerich’s report, by November of 1930 Dr.  Charles Lewis and the 

members of the Board of the Buhl Foundation had already selected a few areas of Pittsburgh as 
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potential sites for the future housing development.  Emmerich himself visited three sites during 

his preliminary study of Pittsburgh.  The sites he visited included the following:  

1. a plot of land on Mount Washington totaling three square miles, from 

Grandview Avenue, and bordered at the time by Virginia Avenue, 

Woodruff Street, Saw Mill Run Boulevard, and Olympia Park, 

consisting of approximately 40 acres, twenty of which were 

buildable;105 

2. a plot of land situated on a hill above Hazelwood Avenue in the Easterly 

District, lying along both Winterburn and Bigelow Streets in what was 

formerly the 15th Ward, believed to contain over twenty-five acres of 

buildable land;106 

3. a plot of land located near Brighton Road, mapped for a total of sixty-

five lots, each 35 feet wide six-acre site on Marshall Avenue,107 with an 

additional plot that could be added to this site on the hill immediately 

above Marshall Avenue,108 and consisting of approximately 6 acres.   

Each of the sites represents a different geographic region of Pittsburgh: Mount 

Washington represented South Pittsburgh, the Easterly district represented East Pittsburgh, and 

the six acre site on Marshall Avenue depicted North Avenue.109  From Emmerich’s report, it is 

clear that the Bigham property in Mount Washington was a clear favorite from the early stages of 
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the planning process, largely, as a result of its position in relation to the commercial downtown 

district.   

According to Emmerich, the site in Mount Washington afforded “the most favorable” 

convenience and transportation to downtown Pittsburgh when compared to the other sites.  The 

property’s location adjacent to Grandview Park was also viewed favorably by Emmerich, as he 

believed it would increase the value of future residential development due to its overall 

attractiveness.  Furthermore, Emmerich found that the Bigham site was a relatively unaffected 

“smoke nuisance” when compared to the other sites.  It was large enough if only fifteen acres 

were usable to provide the sense of community being sought.”110  He also offered the 

cooperation of the City Housing Corporation in both the conceptualization and implementation 

of housing and town planning schemes.111  He believed that a “great civic contribution [could] be 

made” … through the development of the site into “an attractive, harmonious and beautiful 

residential area at a low price to the residents.”  This would be achieved by a “comprehensive 

plan and good architectural treatment.”112 

The Buhl Foundation shared Emmerich’s opinion and believed that the Bigham estate in 

Mount Washington had “manifest advantages possessed by neither of the other two.”113  The 

Foundation did not believe that the Marshall Avenue location was large enough for the 

development of a self-sufficient neighborhood for the purposes being demonstrated.  In addition, 

the site was located near the Ohio River shoreline and, consequently, it was affected by smoke 

from the railroads and industrial sites that lay beneath it.114  The Buhl Foundation viewed the 
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Hazelwood property unfavorably as a result of its distance from the downtown triangle, which 

took forty-five minutes to reach from the site.  Also, its location was inconveniently located one 

half of a mile from the nearest street car line.  The Hazelwood property was impacted by smoke 

from nearby industrial sites as well.115 

When compared to the other two sites, the favored location, was clearly the Bigham 

property.  It was near the downtown triangle, relatively free of smoke, and sufficiently large.  

The Bigham property was linked to the triangle by motor boulevards, street cars, and two 

inclined planes.  The Bigham property was also part of one of the oldest residential 

neighborhoods in the City.116  The Buhl Foundation had evaluated the merits of the property 

based upon the: transportation, population, wealth, homes, schools, churches, and development.  

It appeared to be the most closely aligned with the Foundation’s expectations.  

The Buhl Foundation conducted tests in order to determine the travel times required to 

reach the downtown district from the Bigham Property.  The motor car route that involved 

crossing the Liberty Street Bridge, up the Mt. Washington Highway, and then along Bigham 

Street took five minutes.117  The “Number 40 Streetcar” was deemed to be the shortest traveling 

route: down Grant Street, across the Smithfield Street Bridge, through the streetcar tunnel, up 

and around the hill, arriving on Shiloh Street and then along Grandview Avenue.  Traveling by 

this route took approximately twenty minutes.118  In addition, streetcar fares were reasonably 

priced at $.25 for three rides or a $1.50 weekly for unlimited rides.  The cost of using either the 

Duquesne Incline or Monongahela Incline was also measured.  Further, the Foundation was 
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convinced that bus service would soon be available to the residents of Mount Washington.119  

The Bigham property was also deemed conveniently located in terms of transportation to the 

southern and western parts of Allegheny County as the property adjoined the Sawmill Run 

Boulevard and was located near Bankersville Road and the West Liberty and Pioneer Avenue 

Arteries.120 

The Bigham Property, located in the 19th Ward of the City, was also viewed favorably 

because of its relatively modest population density.  In 1930 the 19th Ward was considered to be 

the second largest ward in Pittsburgh in terms of net area and with 41,472 people it contained the 

largest population of any of the City’s wards.121  The 19th Ward was not overcrowded however, 

as the density of the population per square mile was 10,462, which was a relatively low 

population density compared to the other wards in the City.122  The Foundation also believed that 

the 19th Ward included a considerable amount of open space, including, 25 acres of parkland.  

Similar to population studies referenced earlier, the Foundation discovered that the population of 

the 19th Ward indicated a growth rate of 36.2 percent according to the 1930 Federal Census, a 

rate second only to one other ward.123  The Foundation concluded that the trending growth of the 

19th Ward was increasing in the South Hills largely as a result of transportation improvements 

due primarily to the opening of Mt. Washington Boulevard.   
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Figure 4.1 : Density of population by ward in Pittsburgh in 1930 

Source : Pittsburgh Housing Inquiry (Pittsburgh: The Buhl Foundation), 66. 

 

The Buhl Foundation also sought to understand the ethnic composition of the area 

surrounding the Bigham property.  The Foundation hired Rose C. Weibel to conduct a social 

study of the district lying between the Bigham Property and Grandview Avenue.  She spent over 

a week in Mount Washington visiting more than 50 homes and having a conversation with each 

household she visited.124  In April of 1931 the Buhl Foundation published a report of Weibel’s 

findings.  From her perspective, there appeared to be an “approximately equal” number of 
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Catholics and Protestants in the district.  The “large Catholic Church and school, built no doubt 

to serve the early Irish settlers on Mt. Washington, has attracted others...” resulting in a “real 

catholic stronghold.”125  By comparison, the “German group” was represented by each of the 

“three small Protestant churches, the Presbyterian, the Methodist, and the Baptist,” but “None of 

these looked particularly thriving.”126  As a result of her studies, it was determined that the 

largest European populations in the district were represented by the Irish and Germans.  She also 

noted that the most prevalent occupations of the district’s residents were clerks, skilled 

workmen, and railroad men.127  In regard to houses already present in the district, Weibel noted 

that most were frame, but the newer units had a brick veneer and some displayed elementary 

“architectural appreciation.”128 

Weibel’s findings offer an understanding of Mount Washington prior to the construction 

of Chatham Village.  Although she may have shown a biased point of view to some of her 

observations and the statistics assimilated, the Buhl Foundation concluded that the “simplicity, 

stability, and community loyalty, which were first indicated in the statistics of home ownership” 

were verified by her study.129 

The Buhl Foundation further examined the character of the homes already present within 

the 19th Ward.130  It determined that not only did the 19th Ward have the highest population of 

residents housed in free-standing, single dwellings, but it also had the largest number of single 

dwellings in the city.  Few families were found to be housed in apartments.  The 19th Ward 
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contained the second highest number of private garages.131  Between 1920 and 1929, the most 

popular form of housing construction proved to be brick veneer, with over 1,726 brick veneer 

houses constructed during the decade.  Further, 378 brick houses and 415 frame houses were also 

constructed.132  The percent of home owners in the district was also higher than that of the City’s 

average; 44.9 percent of all homes in the 19th Ward were owned by their occupants, while the 

City average was 27.9 percent.133  Recorded in 1920, the average family size was 4.3 persons per 

family in the 19th Ward, while the City average was 4.5 persons per family.  The Ward also had 

an average of 1.2 families per dwelling as compared to the City-wide average of 1.4.  Overall, 

the 19th Ward showed an average of 5.2 persons per dwelling in 1920, while the City average 

was 6.3.  In regard to schools and churches, the Buhl Foundation found that both public and 

parochial schools existed in the district and that a new elementary school was to be constructed 

along Prospect Street “in the near future.”  Due to its location, the school would be easily 

walkable from the Bigham estate.134 

The total assessed realty value of the 19th Ward in 1930 was $41,867,000, which 

composed almost 30 percent of the realty value of each of the ten wards that were located along 

the South Side of the River.135  The district’s wealth was also found to be increasing.  Between 

the years of 1920 and 1929, building permits were issued for the construction of 2,614 homes in 

the 19th Ward.  These permits reflected $2,000,000 in construction during 1928 and $1,500,000 
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in 1929.136  It appears that the sudden drop in construction was caused by the Wall Street Crash 

in October of 1929.   

Next, Frederick Bigger, Chair of the City Planning Commission of Pittsburgh, 

volunteered to investigate the Bigham property’s potential as the site for the development of a 

housing project for the Buhl Foundation.137  His published plan focused primarily upon the 

northern portion of the development which called for the development of four – four-family 

dwellings and two – two-family dwellings to front on Virginia Avenue.  Together these buildings 

would house a total of twenty families.138  He recommended that three cul-de-sac service lanes 

lead off Virginia Avenue with each “flanked on both sides by ten dwellings” set in pairs.  These 

would provide homes for sixty people.  Garages would be set at the dead ends of the cul-de-sacs 

and houses on the east sides of the lanes were to have garages in the basement.139  He envisioned 

that the westernmost houses would look upon Olympia Park, while those easternmost houses 

would look onto the street.  For the center portion of the property, Bigger envisioned a group of 

“seven widely spaced 4-family dwellings” which would house twenty-eight families.140  For the 

southern portion of the property, he admitted that it “had been given little study,” but believed 

that multiple-family housing was possible.  While his study was never fully pursued, Bigger’s 

suggestion of multiple family dwellings appears to have piqued the interest of the Buhl 

Foundation as it began to consult with Clarence S. Stein and Henry Wright.   

In 1930, Charles Lewis, having studied limited-dividend housing, and, in particular, the 

City Housing Corporation in New York, hired Clarence Stein and Henry Wright to pursue a 
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further study of the Bigham property.141  Stein and Wright conducted a preliminary study of the 

site as well as a more thorough investigation.  Stein believed that the preliminary study, while 

allowing them to form an impression of the site, did not provide them with enough time to create 

a full report. A full report was provided a week later.   

In conducting their study of the site, Stein and Wright embarked on the project with the 

following set of assumptions:  

1. A large housing development consisting of 100-150 houses would 

have to be considered in order to continue with the project.   

2. The sale of houses rather than the rental of houses is preferred by 

the Buhl Foundation. 

3. Free-standing houses are required for sale success.  

4. The selling price must be kept as low as possible.   

Based on these assumptions, Stein and Wright believed that they had determined the portions of 

the site that could be developed without excessive cost, as well as the optimal layout of streets 

and utilities for the property, and the number of houses that could be economically built.142  They 

also believed that the building costs of such a project would be similar to those they had 

experienced at Radburn.  The selling prices of these houses would need to fall within the $9,500 

to $12,000 range.  It appeared to them that it “would be possible to develop somewhat cheaper 

houses if they were attached or in rows.  Stein and Wright suggested that a total of 19 acres of 

the site be developed so as to avoid “excessive cost.”143  
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They divided the property into five sections.  Stein and Wright were convinced that both 

sections I and IV should be utilized for development, but they recommended row and rental 

housing.  They envisioned room for a total of 14 duplex houses, potentially housing 28 families, 

and 22 single family row houses which would require an investment of $335,000.  For Sections 

II and III, comprising a total of five and a half acres, Stein and Wright believed that 135 detached 

dwellings could be constructed for a total of $225,000 in site improvement costs and $945,000 

for building construction costs.144  They anticipated that a selling cost of $10,500 for an 

individual unit would be required.145 

The final report compiled by Stein and Wright reiterated many of the findings mentioned 

in the preliminary study, however, the division of the property into Sections was revised.  In this 

report, the property was divided into seven different Areas, the first six of which were considered 

for development.  It was determined that Areas III and IV could be developed in the future, but 

not during the first year.  As such, their focus shifted to Areas I and II.  They were to consist of 

ten acres and be divided into two large blocks.  The center of each block would feature a 

community garden or park and then be further surrounded by the gardens of individual homes.   

The homes would primarily face the gardens, except for those homes placed along the southern 

area of the property, as they would face other directions.  The two blocks were to be divided by 

an internal street.146  Area I would also feature a group of stores at the corner of Virginia and 

Bigham Street.  Housing in Area I would consist of a grouping of “two family houses which 

provide five 4-person two family units with independent stairs and three units having common 
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stairways to the two apartments on the second floor.”147  Those units with common stairs would 

feature “three 4-room, two 3-room, and one 5-room apartment on each floor” allowing for a total 

of 22 apartments.  In Area II, Stein and Wright proposed a series of cul-de-sacs with row houses 

grouped around them.148 

 

Figure 4.2 : Preliminary site plan of Chatham Village as designed by Clarence S. Stein and 

Henry Wright 

Source : Stein, Preliminary Report of Clarence S. Stein and Henry Wright, 5.   
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In regard to housing types, Stein and Wright recommended that the houses be designed to 

be built in short rows with as few types as possible and to maximize the use of the land.149  Four 

basic house types were also suggested, three of which were to be six-room houses and one of 

which was to be a four-and-a-half room house.150  Stein and Wright also indicated that the 

construction costs associated with the land, public improvements, and yard work of Areas I and 

II would cost a total of $217,500. The costs of construction of Area I, including stores and 

duplexes, would total $179,820 and those costs of Area II, including 129 dwellings, 46 

basements and 12 group garages, would total $909,599.151  The development of Areas I and II 

would cost a total of $1,083,419.152  

Rental schedules were also proposed.  They varied from 13 to 14 percent.153  In the 

conclusion of their final report, Stein and Wright indicated their belief that if their 

recommendations were followed both “a community of desirable homes for clerical workers of 

limited income” could be built and the Buhl Foundation could do this while “demonstrating 

efficient methods of planning dwellings on hillside properties typical of Pittsburgh.”154 

The Buhl Foundation selected Mount Washington and the Bigham property as the site of 

its housing development because they were best suited to support the goals of the Foundation, 

both in addressing the intentions of Henry Buhl, Jr., to attend to the needs and wellbeing of the 

City of Pittsburgh, and by fulfilling the Buhl Foundation’s organizational commitment to social 

welfare through the development of a progressive and enduring housing program that could 
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prove to be “trail-blazing.”  Each preliminary study completed by the Foundation indicated that 

Mount Washington, and more particularly, the Bigham estate, was a preferable site for the 

placement of Chatham Village.  Studies addressing the housing market conducted by both the 

Foundation and consultants such as Hebert Emmerich illustrated the need for middle-class 

housing in Pittsburgh.  Transportation and sociological studies of Mount Washington indicated 

the neighborhood’s suitability for the Foundation’s housing project.  Finally, studies of the site 

by planners and architects Frederick Bigger, Clarence S. Stein, and Henry Wright illustrated that 

although the development of the Bigham estate would not be easily preformed, it was possible, 

and could potentially set a precedent for a new type of housing demonstration.  The Buhl 

Foundation purchased the site in 1928 and construction on Chatham Village began in 1932.
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CONCLUSION 

 

There is no doubt that Chatham Village was a “trailblazing” project exemplifying the first 

major undertaking of the budding Buhl Foundation.  Recognized as an experiment in middle 

income housing, the first phase of Chatham Village, consisting of 129 units, was completed in 

1932.  On Chatham Village’s opening day approximately “twenty thousand people waited in line 

to see the houses in their as-yet unlandscaped grounds.”1  During its first year, the Village’s 

initial phase of development indicated over a 99 percent occupancy rate and “immediately 

returned a profit to the Buhl Foundation.”2  Dr. Charles F. Lewis largely attributed its success to 

several factors, foremost among them, “the thoroughness of economic [and] site planning [joined 

with] sociological and architectural studies performed over the course of two years…”3  

While a second phase of development at Chatham Village had always been envisioned 

evidenced by the writings of Dr. Charles Lewis, Frederick Bigger, and Clarence Stein, the 

decision as to when a second phase would be developed had not been decided upon at the outset. 

In 1935, due to low construction costs, Dr. Lewis suggested to the Buhl Foundation make 

preparations for a second phase of development.4  The Foundation approved the construction, 

which began in 1935.  When completed in 1936, the second phase of Chatham Village consisted 

of 68 housing units, largely modeled upon those of the first phase.5 

Despite the fact that Chatham Village was constructed during the first years of the Great 

Depression, the venture proved successful.  The Foundation had been able to take advantage of 
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the economic downturn and make use of the low construction costs during both phases of 

development.  The complete construction cost of an individual house in Chatham Village in 1932 

averaged $8,700.6  Low constructions costs allowed low rents; the Foundation charged $11.35 

per room, per month.  The rent was further reduced to $9.00 during particularly “hard times.”7  

Throughout the 1930s, Chatham Village never experienced occupancy rates below 97.5 percent 

and occupancy rates have remained high.8 

 

Figure 5.1 : Chatham Village site plan as developed  

Source : “English Garden City in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania?” 

http://erchitecture.blogspot.com/2013/02/english-garden-city-in-pittsburgh.html 

 

Despite its many successes, Chatham Village must also be evaluated against the social 

objectives that served as its inspiration.  While the Village largely accomplished its intended 

goals by demonstrating the benefits of a large-scale planned community with a non-speculative 

return on investment and by providing a variety of rental programs, it never became the 
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revolution in middle-class housing to which its framers had aspired.  Despite efficient 

construction methods, higher housing standards, and effective site planning on hillside 

environments, Chatham Village failed to become a true prototype for future middle-class.  It is 

likely that the thorough studies, which made Chatham Village a success in Pittsburgh, were 

extremely difficult to replicate elsewhere.  The economic constraints of the period, joined with 

the kinds of costs associated with the level of expertise that the Buhl Foundation was able to 

avail itself, could not be easily replicated.  The site and neighborhood of Mount Washington 

itself contributed to the extent of success that the development of Chatham Village achieved 

because they were part of the trajectory of land use development in Pittsburgh. 

Prior writings in regard to Chatham Village have largely focused upon the success of 

Chatham Village in light of its architecture and preservation, as well as the manner it which it 

has been perceived by its residents.  However, its background and development within the 

context of Mount Washington’s history have never been fully explored.  In this thesis, the unique 

nature of this neighborhood is explored with its own distinct local history and legacy.  Here we 

have seen how the context of the neighborhood played a role in the Buhl Foundation’s eventual 

selection of Mount Washington and the former Bigham estate as the site of Chatham Village.   

All of the early studies conducted by the Buhl Foundation indicate that from its inception 

the preference was for the purchase and development of the Bigham estate in Mount 

Washington.  The decision was rooted in a collective theory of social management by the 

interested parties, intended to arm them with future political power and any corresponding 

financial benefits.  Chatham Village was envisioned by city reformers who had successfully 

worked to pass a city-wide zoning ordinance and establish a strong planning sentiment in 

Pittsburgh through the formation and passage of a comprehensive city plan.  Issues relating to 
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housing had served to inform each of those accomplishments, motivating these changes in part, 

but it was never solely addressed by any one of them. As the reform movement progressed, 

housing for the middle class arose as the next frontier.  Those obvious reformers, such as Dr. 

Charles Lewis, Frederick Bigger, and Hebert Emmerich, desired a rationalization of what 

appeared to be opposing contentions, by further centralizing the municipal government.  In this 

way, their efforts would contribute to adding greater government control over a larger 

geographic area while, simultaneously, also contribute to the decentralization of urban form by 

redistributing the population and industry through zoning.9   

It appears that underlying belief of the reformers, was that although social and economic 

problems persisted in Pittsburgh, “they could be resolved through social research” and 

“enlightened capitalism.”10  As staunch defenders of capitalism in an era during which socialism 

seemed to spread across the globe, fears of worker uprisings and direct government intervention 

were prevalent among both the business and civic elite in Pittsburgh.  Chatham Village, as an 

experiment in middle-class and limited-dividend housing, “attempted to prove that direct 

government intervention and subsidy were still unnecessary.”11 

Those behind Chatham Village were motivated by both self-interest and a measure of 

control.  Their own sense of security could be insured by maintaining the “status quo” and 

controlling the environment.  As Janet Daly contends in Zoning:  It’s Historical Context and 

Importance in the Development of Pittsburgh, “ethnic, religious, and elite – chose to seek 

residence in a relatively small, homogenous area with-in the increasingly heterogeneous city” as 
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only “through separation could they hope to preserve their heritage, values and lifestyles.”  Dr. 

Charles Lewis refers to the importance of the “neighborhood” as a “safeguarded community” in 

his 1931 Report of the Director.  He clearly asserts the impact of a housing project’s immediate 

neighborhood upon individual resident morality.  He and other reformers sought to develop 

neighborhoods that they believed would impart to middle-class families an upper-class life-style, 

imbued with upper-class values, character, and structure.  The contextual setting of the 

neighborhood and its geographic location played a key role in this transformative process.  In 

selecting Mount Washington as the site of Chatham Village, the prominent legacy of the site 

motivated its purchase by the Buhl Foundation. The site’s history was clearly important to 

Charles Lewis, as records indicate he kept the original 1794 deed between Major Abraham 

Kirkpatrick and Penn’s heirs framed and displayed in his office along with a map of the property 

covered by that deed.12 

Their view appears to be compatible with the central argument presented in Charles 

Waldheim and Alan Berger’s article, entitled “Logistics Landscapes,” in which they propose a 

theory based upon suppositions to assist in accurately evaluating definable characteristics of a 

region.  Their assertion that the rise of the “western model” of modern industrialization during 

the nineteenth century, which led to the “ongoing decentralization of metropolitan urban form 

and the identification of themed districts distilling the commodified experiential qualities of the 

industrial metropolis...,” presents a relevant interpretation of the relationship which emerged 

between Mount Washington and downtown Pittsburgh in light of the placement of Chatham 
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Village by the Buhl Foundation.13  Through the construction of Chatham Village, the Foundation 

cast Mount Washington as a “themed district” in which the values of capitalist driven middle-

class housing could be espoused.  

In Chapter One, an overview of the social history of the Bigham estate was presented. 

This history began with the transfer of land ownership by the Iroquois Nation to William Penn. 

His descendants, John Penn and John Penn Jr., sold Farms No. 10 and 11 in the Manor of 

Pittsburgh to Major Abraham Kirkpatrick in June of 1794.  Following Kirkpatrick’s death, 

ownership of the land was divided into three tracts, each occupied by his decedents.  Dr. Joel 

Lewis and his wife Mary Ann occupied the central tract and ownership of their land would 

eventually pass onto their daughter Maria L. Lewis.  She and her husband, Thomas J. Bigham, 

lived on the central tract and constructed a substantial residence there in 1849, which became 

known as the Bigham House.  Their children inherited the Bingham estate and, subsequently, 

went on to sell it in 1928 to the Buhl Foundation.  The Buhl Foundation recognized the legacy of 

the Bingham estate’s few prior owners and believed that its association with such prominent 

families in Pittsburgh would denote prestige and, thereby, create a sense of pride for families that 

chose to live at that location.  The Foundation made effective use of the site’s noteworthiness; it 

decided to retain the Bigham House, a physical symbol of the site’s prominent legacy, as a 

Community Center for Chatham Village.  

In Chapter Two, a clear history of land use development in Mount Washington was 

described as it emerged around the property of Major Kirkpatrick and his descendants. The first 

large scale residential community emerged on Mount Washington in 1835, laid out by Mr. James 

                                                 
13 Charles Waldheim and Alan Berger, “Logistics Landscape,” Landscape Journal 27 (2008): 

220.  

 



 162 

Gray, Esq., of Fourth Street.  The village he established was known as “Gray’s Gardens.”  By 

1855, it was almost completely unrecognizable as a result of the surge in residential growth on 

Coal Hill, due, in part, to the Shaler and Cowan families who “sold off” portions of their 

property. It was during this time that Coal Hill began to be known as Mount Washington.  

Prior to the purchase of the Bigham estate by the Buhl Foundation in the 1920s, Mount 

Washington was made more accessible by automobile with the construction of the Liberty Street 

Bridge and Liberty Tunnel.  The Buhl Foundation recognized that the recent increase in 

accessibility to Mount Washington made it a desirable location for their housing project as it 

would allow for easy access to the downtown triangle.  While the development of Mount 

Washington had retained its original industry, residential development eventually came to define 

the neighborhood.  The Buhl Foundation recognized it as one of the oldest and most prominent 

neighborhoods in Pittsburgh, but it was also one in which speculative real estate had dominated 

residential development.  For the Buhl Foundation, Chatham Village would stand in sharp 

contrast to these developments as an exemplary model of middle-class housing.  

In Chapter Three, the manner in which the national zoning movement influenced the 

passage of a zoning ordinance in Pittsburgh while, simultaneously, supporting the growth of 

Pittsburgh’s city and regional planning movement was examined.  Business and civic leaders 

joined forces to form a series of civic organizations such as the Civic Club, Civic Commission, 

and Taxation League.  The City Planning Commission (CPC), Allegheny County Planning 

Commission (ACPC), and the Citizens Committee on the City Plan (CCCP) were in quest of 

establishing city and regional planning as a profession in Pittsburgh and in favor of adopting a 

comprehensive city plan for Pittsburgh.  Prominent reformers, such as Frederick Bigger, played a 

large role in promoting the merits of both zoning and comprehensive planning and their efforts 
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proved successful in 1923, when both a city-wide zoning ordinance was passed and a city plan 

was adopted.  

Despite legislative and municipal success, neither zoning nor the adoption of a city plan 

produced immediate physical reform in Pittsburgh.  Reformers turned their focus to housing 

projects to achieve just this, and believed that the private sector was still the most effective 

manner to achieve results.  A fledgling Buhl Foundation was heavily influenced by the discourse 

of civic reform, which immediately preceded its formation, and was further informed by civic 

figures such as Bigger in the early stages of planning Chatham Village. 

Chapter Four provided an overview of the early stages of planning for Chatham Village 

by the Buhl Foundation.  This period was marked by an extensive study of both the housing 

market in Pittsburgh and the success of other limited-divided housing projects in addition to site 

specific analyses.  The Foundation engaged a number of experts, many of whom were members 

of the reform movement in Pittsburgh, to conduct these studies over a two-year period, between 

1929 and 1931.  Equally significant, the Buhl Foundation had characterized Mount Washington 

as a simple, stable, and loyal community.  Not only did the social composition of Mount 

Washington translate to that which would be amenable to the Buhl Foundation’s socially 

motivated aspirations for Chatham Village, but it was believed to be one which was capable of 

valuing Chatham Village as a demonstration in limited-dividend housing and middle-class 

housing.  

This thesis attempts to provide a new perspective from which to view the development of 

Chatham Village:  an understanding of the development of the neighborhood in which the 

Village itself resides.  Much has been written about Chatham Village, from its architectural 

design to its inhabitants, but, until now, the neighborhood in which it resides has been largely 
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overlooked. Further, Mount Washington’s history has been largely discussed in a manner that 

serves to enhance Chatham Village’s history, as opposed to viewing the history of Chatham 

Village as a component of Mount Washington’s history.  While Chatham Village has been 

criticized by notable urban scholars, such as Jane Jacobs, for being an insular community, 

separated from its immediate surroundings, this thesis attempted to illustrate how the selection of 

Mount Washington as the site for Chatham Village informed its development.  This thesis 

mediates this divide by revealing historical details relating to Pittsburgh’s social discourse.  

However, this examination is far from conclusive in that regard.  Perhaps this analysis marks the 

beginning of a conversation regarding the interrelationship between Chatham Village and the rest 

of Mount Washington as well as the development of each, together. 

This thesis was not without limitations.  Although funding was not a constraint due to the 

generous support of the Clarence S. Stein Institute, time became the primary limiting factor. A 

thorough understanding of a community or neighborhood can only be truly achieved by spending 

a significant period of time in it.  Several trips to Mount Washington and Pittsburgh were part of 

the research agenda, but the amount of time spent in each was limited to gathering materials and 

gaining a basic understanding of their geographic layout. Additionally, although my “outsider” 

viewpoint may have served my analysis by reducing any potential bias, it also reduced my 

capacity to assert a true command of the history of Pittsburgh as a whole.  An “insider” or 

“native” understanding of Pittsburgh would have assisted my in-depth analysis, but obtaining 

that kind of knowledge could have only been achieved by actually living there for a period of 

time and/or spending time with families whose roots could be traced back to the developments of 

Chatham Village, Mount Washington, and Pittsburgh.  Finally, my assessment of Mount 
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Washington’s history extended from the colonial period through the early 20th century, but did 

not include a contemporary assessment of either Mount Washington or Chatham Village.  

As a neighborhood and a community, Mount Washington retains an intriguing history, 

and while broader generalizations could be discerned and traced, a more thorough assessment of 

its history in greater detail is required for future research.  Of particular importance is an 

examination of Mount Washington during the late 20th and early 21st centuries.  An 

understanding of Mount Washington following the construction of Chatham Village would 

greatly enhance the arguments presented here.  Further research should be conducted which 

examines the continuing relationship of Chatham Village and Mount Washington.  This divide 

was repeatedly made apparent throughout my literary research, but never appeared to be as stark 

when physically observed.  Finally, because my research was primarily text based, additional 

understandings and insights regarding both Mount Washington and Chatham Village could be 

obtained if oral histories were collected from residents of Chatham Village and Mount 

Washington, and, subsequently, fully assessed.  This approach would result not only in the 

construction of a contemporary social history for both, but, also, in some fascinating revelations 

regarding each of their pasts, both separately and joined.  

Pittsburgh has long been described as a city of neighborhoods defined by the natural 

landscape of the city, each with its own distinct identity and history.  Mount Washington is no 

different; its development finds its origin in the earliest days of Pittsburgh.  As a neighborhood, it 

has been viewed as the periphery, a suburb, and part of the City of Pittsburgh itself.  The legacy 

of Mount Washington and its association with early prominent members of Pittsburgh’s social 

environment and its development into a residential neighborhood was recognized by the Buhl 

Foundation as the ideal site for its experiment in limited-divided, middle-class housing. 
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Invigorated by civic reform and informed by the ethos of planning, the Foundation relied upon 

the historical legacy of Mount Washington in built form to revolutionize housing for the middle 

class of Pittsburgh.  It was hoped that both perception and reality would change minds and 

transform society.  For the Buhl Foundation, the key to solving early 20th century housing issues 

through capitalist means included an understanding of the impact that a neighborhood has upon 

the individual, and as a result, society as a whole.  
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