
The next meeting of the Wilkinsburg Historical Society will be held on Monday, July 21, 2014 at 7:30 pm in 
the Wesley Room of the South Avenue United Methodist Church. Please use the left side Ross Avenue entrance. 
The meeting is free and refreshments are served. Bring a friend or neighbor to learn about an important 
Wilkinsburg landmark. We will be discussing the Society’s plans to restore and relocate the 7 mile stone. This 
Borough-owned relic was originally placed on our main road, the Greensburg-Pittsburgh Turnpike in 1815. 
Now the 200 year old marker is in need of restoration, and we will discuss our options. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Rededication of the 7-mile Stone. The following address was delivered by Kathryn MacDonald 
Hartman on Saturday, October 1, 1955 at the Municipal Building, Wilkinsburg, PA.

When you travel the highways today, printed signs keep you informed as to the mileage which you have 
traveled- or must travel- to reach your destination. In the early 1800s, however, mileage was indicated on some 
of the main routes of travel by stones, set one mile apart along the roads, and were called mile-stones.

The 7th-Milestone, which the Wilkinsburg Historical Society has the privilege of re-dedicating today, is one of 
Wilkinsburg's very few REAL historic landmarks which are still in existence. So far as we can determine, this is 
the only remaining mile-stone of those which were set along the Great Road or Turnpike between Fort Pitt and 
Greensburg in 1814 and 1815. 
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In this 1914 image of Penn Avenue at Hay Street the 7 mile stone can 
be seen in its original location.  The 7 mile stone is in front of the 
second tree from the left. Across the street is the Seven Mile House, 
an inn built in 1840 to house travelers. 

This is a recent image showing 
the granite case housing the stone  
needs to be refurbished. 



The 7th-Milestone once stood on a busy highway; marking for the early travelers the seven miles from 
Pittsburgh. Originally, it was located on what was the old Hubley property, on the north side of Penn Avenue, 
109 feet or about 1/3 block WEST of Hay street; (about 30 feet west of the building occupied today by the 
Coleman Auto Company) [editors note: In 2014 this building is Stanford Electric Supply].
About 1814, when the Great Road which led from Fort Pitt to Greensburg and east. "was expanded into the 
Pittsburgh-Greensburg Turnpike, sandstone markers were set along the road at intervals of one mile. They were 
not imposing monuments; merely pieces of native sandstone. They were about four feet high, cut in the shape of 
an inverted “T”, curved at the top like a tombstone and with the number of miles engraved upon them. No 
concrete being available then, the crosspiece of the “T” was placed in the ground to weight down the stone and 
hold it firmly in place.

A reprint of a Pittsburgh Directory for 1815 lists a Pittsburgh-Greensburg Turnpike Company, the president of 
which was shown to be the Honorable William Wilkins. Among others on the company's roster were the 
following names: Dunning McNair, original large land owner of Wilkinsburg, and for whom our town was 
originally called McNairstown. Also, Abraham Horbak, (whose name was later Anglicized by some members of 
the family to Harbaugh). Abraham Horbak owned large acreages along Penn Avenue, and one of the early 
Horbak mansions today comprises the main unit of the United Presbyterian Home just beyond the Columbia 
Hospital.
Also listed was a Thomas Sampson, from the area of what is now Penn Township. Listed too, was  Jacob 
Negley of the Negley family of East Liberty. It was this commission of great road builders of the early 1800s, 
who placed the mile-stones on the Turnpike, the only one of which still remaining, being the 7th-Milestone.

This old 7th-Milestone gave its name to the famous inn, Seven Mile House, built by Henry Harbaugh in 1840, 
and which stood across Penn Avenue from the 7th-Milestone at the cross-roads. An old travel guide published in 
1851, lists Wilkinsburg as the stage stop between Adamsburg and Pittsburgh. When the passengers on the stage 
coaches spied the 7th-Milestone, they knew that rest and refreshment were at hand at the Seven Mile House.

As wagon trains plowed past on their way to the west, bearing merchandise from the east, and settlers enroute to 
the Ohio Country and farther west, the 7th-Milestone told them that the first part of their journey was almost at 
an end.
Approximately one century later, in 1914, when Penn Avenue was being graded and lowered, Mr. William 
Ewing was street Commissioner of Wilkinsburg. On a tour of inspection one day, Mr. Ewing spied a large stone 
piled on a wagon-load of  dirt, ready to be hauled away. He recognized it as the old 7th-Milestone and rescued it 
from the dump-wagon. Ewing took the stone to his own home on Hill Avenue, where he stored it in his 
basement until its permanent disposition could be determined. 

Mr. Howard Jackson, president emeritus of the Wilkinsburg Historical Society was thoroughly aware of the 
historical significance of the old 7th-Milestone. Mr. Jackson missed the milestone after the grading of Penn 
Avenue, and inquired of street commissioner Ewing about its disposal. Realizing the value of such a relic to the 
entire community of  Wilkinsburg, Mr. Jackson had the stone removed to the Borough’s old Municipal 
Building.  When the new Town Hall was erected in 1939, the Wilkinsburg Historical Society, then under the 
leadership of Melville Wylie, again moved  the stone and placed it on the southwest corner of the new building.
Ravages of the elements were taking their toll increasingly fast on the old Milestone. The sandstone was flaking 
off and the original inscription of 7 MI which had been engraved upon the stone was completely obliterated.

The Wilkinsburg Historical Society decided then to provide a receptacle that would not only protect the old 
Milestone, but would enshrine it in the community as well. It is this milestone-monument which we re-dedicate 
today, trusting that our Wilkinsburg citizens will view it and remember that all the romance of transportation to 
our Western Pennsylvania frontier and the History of Wilkinsburg are bound up in this old 7th-Milestone.



Pittsburgh and Philadelphia Turnpike 
Information taken from History of Westmoreland County by John Newton Boucher, 1906,  Monthly Bulletin of the 

Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh, Volume 24, 1919, and Annals of Old Wilkinsburg and Vicinity, 
by Wilkinsburg Historical Society, 1939 

Pennsylvania roads in the very early 1800s were rough and sometimes impassable. The people of western 
Pennsylvania presented a petition to the legislature for state aid to construct a highway. In Pennsylvania, an act 
was passed by the legislature in Feb, 1806 which authorized the Governor to incorporate a company to build a 
turnpike from the west bank of the Susquehanna at Harrisburg to Pittsburgh. The Pike between Harrisburg and 
Philadelphia had been built and was already in use, and this extension would complete the road across the state. 

The act of 1806 appointed commissioners in each county to arrange for 
construction of the Pike in their county. Those appointed from 
Allegheny County were Nathaniel Irish, Thomas Beard, James O’Hara, 
Adamson Tannehill, John Woods and George Robeson. Building 
turnpikes improved the commercial value of the towns along the way. 
The route laid out in the act directed that it should go from Philadelphia, 
through Lancaster, York, Harrisburg, Carlisle, Chambersburg, Bedford, 
Somerset, Greensburg to Pittsburgh. On March 31,1807 a supplement to 
the act created separate companies in the counties where the road passed 
through. The western section of the road was built by the Greensburg 
and Pittsburgh Turnpike Road Company whose president was William 
Wilkins. Wilkins, (1779-1865) was well-accomplished and also served 
as a U.S. Senator, Minister to Russia, Secretary of War,  Judge of the U. 
S. District Court and member of the Pennsylvania Senate. He was also 
the brother of John Wilkins, Jr. for whom Wilkinsburg was named. 

The name turnpike originated from the method of placing a “pike” or 
pole across the road at the tollhouse, thus blocking passage until the 
traveler paid his toll. Toll houses were placed about every ten to twelve 
miles. In Wilkinsburg the Greensburg and Pittsburgh Turnpike  Road 

Company had placed a tollgate at the corner of Water and Main Streets (now known as Swissvale and Penn 
Avenues). It was later moved further down the road to the intersection at Coal. Toll gate keepers collected the 
money and these funds were to be paid to stockholders in the form of dividends. 
The building of a road to Pittsburgh was not without controversy. The state had started the road construction of 
the Northern Pike which went through New Alexandria and Murrysville, then had begun the process of the more 
southern route through Greensburg. The rivalry between these two roads delayed the building of both. A statute 
providing for turnpikes had existed from 1811, authorizing the Governor of the Commonwealth to subscribe 
$300,000 to the stock of any turnpike company that should itself have raised $150,000. Both companies wanted 
the $300,000 state subscription.  The citizens of the counties through which the turnpike passed were expected 
to raise the $150,000 themselves. It was the anxiety to get this state subscription that caused the unfortunate 
rivalry between the two companies that were building turnpikes to Pittsburgh, thus delaying progress of the 
work.  In April 1811, the governor appointed county commissioners to go over the routes and determine which 
one should be taken up by the state. The commissioners reported in favor of the southern-most Greensburg 
route as being the better of the two routes. Popular subscriptions were received all along the line. The pike was 
finally completed to Pittsburgh in 1817-1818. The part that ran through Wilkinsburg had been partially 
completed by 1815 and the 7 mile marker stone was placed that year.
All along the route the population increased as new businesses developed and towns became more prosperous. 
Traffic was heavy, and the first year after full completion of the road (1818) shows that 38,599 horses came 
down the Pike. Over five thousand Conestoga Wagons, Stages and Mail Coaches were included in this figure, 

William Wilkins, 1779-1865
President of the Greensburg and 

Pittsburgh Turnpike Road Company



pulled by five-horse and six-horse teams. From Pittsburgh to Philadelphia the toll for a narrow-wheeled wagon 
and six horses was $29.30; for a broad-wheeled  wagon and six horses, $19.20.  The distinction was due to the 
difference in size of wheels.  A broad-wheeled vehicle, with wheels four inches or more, did not cut the pike as 
much as one with narrow tires. 
It was reported that on some days as many as 90 wagons passed through one of the toll gates not far from 
Pittsburgh. Droves of horses, cattle, sheep and hogs went over the road to Philadelphia and Baltimore. The west 
raised more livestock than it needed, and the only place to market it was in the east, where it always 
commanded cash.  A herd of cattle numbered about 150; sheep from 600 to 1,000; horses 20 to 100.  Cattle and 
sheep traveled from 10 to 12 miles daily, hogs 8 to 10 miles a day and horses of course travelled faster. When a 
drover put up his cattle or sheep for the night anywhere on the pike he paid 3 cents a head for their pasture.  

Mile markers have been in use for many centuries, but in America it was Benjamin Franklin who directed the 
erection of sandstone mile markers in 1753 when he became Postmaster General. At that time the cost of 
postage depended on the distance the mail had to travel. Franklin, the inventor, developed the first practical 
odometer, a mechanical device which attached to his carriage wheel to count the revolutions to measure a mile. 
He marked each mile with a stake in the ground and road crews placed the sandstone markers. Ben Franklin 
personally measured much of the roadway in the Philadelphia area. The idea of these stone mile-markers was 
adopted by the Greensburg and Pittsburgh  Turnpike Road Company and over 
30 of these markers were placed on the Pike between 1811 and 1817. The 7 
Mile stone in Wilkinsburg is one of them, and possibly the only remaining one.

The mile markers were meant to be permanent and had a specific description 
for their appearance. They were to be made out of sandstone, be oblong in 
shape, with the inscription cut to the depth of one-half inch or more. 
Wilkinsburg’s  “7” Mile stone displayed the distance between the Point in 
Pittsburgh and the mile marker. The mile marker “6” was located on the Pike a 
short distance east of the present Lang Avenue in Homewood. The “8” 
milestone was located further east at the George Johnston property above the 
present high school athletic area, Graham Field. 

Directly across the road from the Seven Mile stone was an Inn, known as the 
Seven Mile House. It was common for innkeepers to choose a location close to 
a mile marker, as it was thought to bring good luck and prosperity. Of course, it did bring patrons as wagons, 
carriages, coaches and horsemen passed through Wilkinsburg, many stopping to patronize the inns and hotels in 
the area. 

Mile markers were placed 200+ years ago when America was 
in its infancy. There are few remaining  in Western 
Pennsylvania, and the 7 Mile stone in Wilkinsburg deserves to 
be restored for future generations.  

This image shows the 7 mile marker in 1914 in its original 
location before the lowering of Penn Avenue. Stone is in the 
foreground on the left side of the picture. 

Original sandstone mile marker 
in Lancaster County, showing 
the distance to Philadelphia. 



Note to our Historical Society Archive readers. 
These next two pages explain the creative and 
thought-provoking house project of famed artist 
Dee Briggs. Dee has her private art /sculpture 
studio in the former Wilkinsburg Fire Station 
#2. She is an extremely accomplished 
contemporary sculptural artist who holds a 
Masters degree in Architecture from Yale 
University, and has taught in the schools of art 
and architecture at Carnegie Mellon University.   
Information was obtained from Chris Togneri, 
writer for the Tribune Review, from Dee 
Briggs’ site, House-of-Gold.com. It is our hope 
that readers will be inspired to write their own 
house histories, and share them with the Society.

At the address of 1404 Swissvale Avenue in Wilkinsburg, Pennsylvania a house built in 1875 has been turned 
into gold from top to bottom. Artist Dee Briggs purchased the building through the Allegheny County Vacant 
Property Recovery Program in late 2013 and is required by the sales agreement to demolish the house. 
Demolition is scheduled for later this summer. Before destroying the 139-year-old house, Briggs felt a 
responsibility as an artist to use the house to say something about the loss of value for human life in today’s 
contemporary culture. “We value disposable objects and status symbols over lives and places that have housed 
lives. The project is really a metaphor to remind everyone to see the value and beauty in things before they are 
gone. Had I torn the house down without making this project first very few people would remember it was even 
there.” There were 32 gallons of gold paint used, and as Briggs stated, : Gold because I wanted to emphasize 
that it still has value.  This is not just  a vacant house; it’s a place. People grew up here. Everybody in the 
neighborhood once had a relationship with this house. I want people to identify with it again.  The project has a 
website where Briggs tells the story of the house – www.house-of-gold.com   Much of the home’s information 
was uncovered by historical research and neighborhood interviews. Its voice was developed with help from 
Charles Rosenblum, a historian and architecture critic at Carnegie Mellon University who compiled the house's 

history through records.“This thing which was abandoned and 
condemned is in fact worthwhile and interesting and a sign that our 
visions and values need to change,” Rosenblum said. “It is somewhere. 
It's a place that had community, a place that many people cared about.” 
Briggs has not set a date for demolition. Construction Junction and others 
will remove as much recyclable material as possible, she said.

Before it comes down, Briggs and Rosenblum hope people will view 
1404 Swissvale Ave. not as an eyesore, but as a home that once sheltered 
families, was the birthplace of a baby boy and became the centerpiece of 
a once-vibrant neighborhood.Viewers of the project – particularly those 
familiar with the area and house are encouraged to comment on the site.

http://www.house-of-gold.com
http://www.house-of-gold.com


This is the story, as written by the home, for our 
readers who do not have access to a computer to 
“log on” at www.house-of-gold.com. If you have 
thoughts about this home, known to many of our 
readers as the Marcotulli home, please share 
them. You may send them to our Society at 
P.O.Box 17252, Pittsburgh, PA 15235.

WHY AM I GOLD? I’m a metaphor. Would you 
remember me if I weren’t gold?  Probably not.  
When someone dies violently or too early in life 
everyone remembers how amazing they were, 
how tragic their death, how much potential they 
had. I’m gold to remind you to see the value and 
beauty in people and places before they are gone.  

Hi. I’m the house on the corner of Park and Swissvale Avenues in Wilkinsburg – the one by the bus stop. Most 
houses can’t talk but thanks to people who care about me I have a voice. In 1875, Caroline Richmond owned 
this land. She and her husband David, who was an ice man, built me and their lives on this lot. Back then there 
was a stream that ran down Water Street - now called Swissvale Avenue and over to Montier into a pond right 
about where the basketball courts are now. In the winter, the pond would freeze and I remember that David’s 
company would chip away at it and make ice for everyone in Wilkinsburg. I really liked Caroline and David and 
their kids Mary, Frances, Caroline and Davie – the kids were 7, 5 and two years old when they built me and 
little Davie was born here – inside my walls. Caroline, David and the kids lived here for almost 30 years.  

In 1906 I was sold to Martha Daugherty. She was 22 years old at the time and her husband Henry was 27. They 
were beautiful, kind, brown people and I was very happy to be their house. Henry was a house painter ( I think 
he would have loved seeing me gold) and Martha had a huge heart. Henry and Martha raised their niece Grace 
in me. She grew up to be a stenographer - Martha and Henry were so proud of her. The Daughertys lived here 
when the firehouse was built next door. I remember that building going up - I was already 36 years old. The 
firemen were wonderful guys but those sirens were LOUD. Martha and Henry also lived in me for 30 years and 
then sold me to Joseph Marcotulli, an Italian immigrant who arrived in the US in 1909. He, his wife Mary, and 
their kids Angie and Joey as well as Mary’s young sister Rosegrace moved in in 1934 and lived with me for 
almost 60 years. Joe built a storefront in my basement that faced Park Avenue and his wife ran a corner store in 
it. Everyone in the neighborhood called the market Mary Marcotulli's. They sold penny candy so I was 
ALWAYS full of kids! Every time someone came though the door a little bell would ring and Mary would come 
downstairs to greet her customers. 

The Marcotulli’s sold me in 1991 and I’ve had a handful of people living in me since then including a 
wonderful woman named Helen Nelson and her daughter Sandy. If you’re someone who knows me, who takes 
the 79 bus or lives nearby you know that - like lots of houses in Wilkinsburg - I’ve been pretty much abandoned 
these past few years. Being mistreated and abandon has made me very sad. If you ever looked closely, you’d see 
my windows have been broken, people have thrown garbage in my yard and all the weeds around me were out 
of control. But when I was full of people and children I was a happy house, most of my parts were handmade 
and lovingly cared for. Now it’s time for my life to end. My roof is caving - rain and snow have been pouring in 
for a long time. After 139 years I will be torn down soon. Before I go it makes me happy to be gold - it makes 
me feel special. I am valuable and I was loved. You may not remember 1404 Swissvale Avenue or the families 
that lived here but I hope you’ll remember the house that was gold.


