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The next  !!!!!
The next meeting of the Wilkinsburg Historical Society will be 7:30 pm on Monday June 15, 2015  
in the Wesley Room of the South Avenue United Methodist Church, (use left Ross Avenue entrance). 
The evening program will be “Jane Grey Cannon Swisshelm - Woman Crusader”. This will be a 
slide presentation about the complex and passionate woman who was born 200 years ago (December 6, 
1815) , and whose family moved to Wilkinsburg when she was only a year old.  As a child prodigy, Jane 
was able to make lace at the age of three, taught lace-making at age six, and started a school for 
Wilkinsburg children when she was just 14 years of age. She regularly attended the Reformed 
Presbyterian Church, (the Covenanters) at the corner of South Avenue and Center Street. Jane became a 
prolific journalist and described the slaves she knew and the difficult lives they endured.  Later, aware of 
the injustices that women and Black Americans faced, Jane dedicated her life to writing, publishing, and 
crusading for women’s rights and anti-slavery movements. She penned her memoirs in a detailed 
autobiography, Half a Century, published in 1880. Everyone is welcome and refreshments will be 
served.  
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
The following biography of Jane Grey Swisshelm was written by author/historian Maggie MacLean. 

Check out her fascinating blogs at www.civilwarwomenblog.com and 
www.womenhistoryblog.com   !
Jane Grey Swisshelm (1815–1884) was a journalist, publisher, 
abolitionist and women's rights advocate. She was active as a writer in 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania and as a publisher and editor in St. Cloud, 
Minnesota, where she founded a string of newspapers and regularly 
wrote for them. 
Jane Grey Cannon was born in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, on December 6, 
1815, the daughter of a Scotch-Irish chair maker. When her father died in 
1827, her mother Mary was left with three children to support. She put 
Jane to work painting on velvet and making lace. At the age of fourteen, 
Jane became a schoolteacher. 
At age 21, Jane married farmer James Swisshelm, over her mother's 
objections. Jane was strong-willed, and her marriage was difficult. Her 
husband was a bit of a tyrant, and she was embittered by what she 

perceived as wrongs committed against women by custom and law. 
In 1838, the couple moved to Louisville, Kentucky. Already a woman with abolitionist sympathies, she 
came face to face with the realities of  slavery. It made a strong impression on her. 
Against her husband's wishes, Jane returned to Pittsburgh in 1839 to care for her dying mother. Aware of 
the problems in her daughter's marriage, Mary Cannon added a clause to her will to prevent James from 
having access to Jane's inheritance. James was enraged, and threatened to file a claim against Mary's 
estate for the loss of Jane's domestic services during the time she cared for her mother.  But the clause in 
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Mary's will made no difference. At that time, the law dictated that married women could not own 
property. Ownership of the property Jane inherited from her mother reverted to her husband. Jane began 
supporting a bill that eventually changed that law - one of her most important achievements. 
After her mother's death, Jane managed a seminary in Butler, Pennsylvania for a while. She finally 
returned to James two years later at his farm, Swissvale, located east of Pittsburgh. 
During the 1840s, Jane began to write poems, stories and essays for publication in local newspapers. The 
editors' unwillingness to publish her writing and her desire to support social reforms prompted her to 
start a newspaper called the Pittsburgh Saturday Visitor in 1847. It eventually reached a national 
circulation of 6,000. Her articles were copied far and wide, and she quickly gained national fame. 
She was a slight and fragile woman, but did not hesitate to express her beliefs. In her columns, she 
supported the abolition of slavery and the burgeoning women's rights movement. She actively 
participated in local, state and national political affairs, even though women were not allowed to vote. 
By 1850 Jane had gained such a reputation that Horace Greeley, the editor of the New York Tribune, 
gave her a job as a freelance reporter. She spent two months in Washington, DC, sending letters back to 
the Tribune describing and commenting on political life in the nation's capital. She convinced Vice-
President Millard Fillmore to open the reporters' area in Congress for her, becoming the first woman to 
sit in the Senate press gallery. 
However, she lost her job as a correspondent for Greeley when she published an unsubstantiated and 
inflammatory story about Daniel Webster in her newspaper the Visitor. She returned to Pittsburgh and 
resumed her editorial duties. She continued to write poems and stories, which she published between 

columns dedicated to social reform. 
In 1852, Jane and James had a daughter, Mary Henrietta, 
affectionately called Zo. Determined to be a good mother, Jane gave 
up her responsibilities at the Visitor, but within a few short months, 
she was back in her office, tending her newspaper business. 
In 1853, Jane decided to "say something about those rich old farmers 
who make their wives work out in the fields, and leave their babies in 
the fence corners for the snakes to eat." She goes on to describe how 
the women, "after working in the fields until meal time, come home, 
cook, milk and churn, while the men rest." 
By 1857, Jane Swisshelm had spent more than twenty years trying 
unsuccessfully to please her husband and combat her mother-in-law's 
hostility. She divorced James, and she and Zo moved to St. Cloud, 
Minnesota, where she established the St. Cloud Visitor. She also 
lectured throughout the state on the issue of women's rights. 
In her editorials, she condemned Southerners who had settled in 

Minnesota and brought their slaves into free territory. After one 
particularly scathing editorial, her newspaper office was broken into, 

and her printing press was thrown into the nearby Mississippi River. 
With the financial support of her friends, Swisshelm bought a new press and launched the St. Cloud 
Democrat, which became her most prominent newspaper because of her feminist sentiments. Women in 
the area began sending letters to her concerning the inequality of woman's position in society, and she 
responded to them in the newspaper. As always, she advised them that education was the key, that only 
through enlightenment could woman discover her true worth. !

Jane Grey Swisshelm and 
Henrietta “Zo” Swisshelm



!
As the Civil War raged, Swisshelm toured major U.S. cities. While in Washington, she met an old friend 
from Pittsburgh, Edwin Stanton, then Union Secretary of War. He gave her a job as one of the first 
female clerks in the quartermaster general's office. 
She spent her free time working as a nurse for the Union Army in the field hospitals surrounding the 
city. In May 1864, she cared for the soldiers wounded at the Battle of the Wilderness at the Old Theater 
Hospital in Fredericksburg. In her memoirs, she wrote of her experiences in Fredericksburg. !
In December 1865, Swisshelm started publishing another newspaper, The Reconstructionist, and began 
to cover President Andrew Johnson’s Reconstruction policies. Because of her criticism of the president 
she lost her government job. She finally gave up her role as a newspaper editor in March 1866, when an 
arsonist tried to set fire to her pressroom and living quarters. 
With no source of income and a daughter to support, Swisshelm returned to Pittsburgh. On the advice of 
her friend, Edwin Stanton, she sued her ex-husband for fraud and won her case in the Supreme Court of 
Pennsylvania in 1868. The court granted her possession of the homestead at Swissvale. After she had 
made improvements to the house, she and Zo moved in. !!!!!!!!!!

Swisshelm spent the last fifteen years of her life working 
as a freelance journalist and public speaker. Based at 
Swissvale and at a country cottage in Indiana County, 
Pennsylvania, she often visited her sister in St. Cloud, and 
wrote for the Chicago Tribune during much of that time. 
She also wrote her autobiography, Half a Century, which 
was published in 1880. 
Jane Grey Swisshelm died at Swissvale on July 22, 1884. 
Swisshelm was so well known as a journalist and a 
reformer that when she died, editors and their readers 
chronicled her life, extolled her virtues, lamented her 
death, and did what they could to preserve her memory. 
The Pittsburgh neighborhood of Swisshelm Park is named 
in her honor. !

The Swisshelm homestead was a log cabin style home located in Swissvale.  Jane successfully 
battled in court against her ex-husband James to be able to live there. She loved the home so 
much that a bas relief image of the house is carved into her tombstone in Allegheny Cemetery. 

PA Historical marker is located at the 
intersection of Braddock Avenue and 
Greendale Avenue



The Wilkinsburg Historical Society received a request for information about an early Wilkinsburg  
aviatrix named Vilma Lazar Qualls.  Our research found a January, 1943 newspaper article with her 
photo.  
Vilma Lazar joins Army to deliver Planes to forces in the big push.  Aviatrix now a part of 
the U. S. Army. !

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~!!

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~!!
The Vacant Home Tour, held May 9, 2015, was attended by more that 600 people who are interested in 
the various unoccupied homes of Wilkinsburg. The WCDC, CMU Vacant Home Tour Team, and 
Pittsburgh History & Landmarks Preservation Resource Center provided a unique opportunity for 
these people to learn more about acquiring such properties. To see a video about the day check out 
Wilkinsburg Community Development Corporation New Vacant Home Tour Video on your computer  

Vilma Lazar of 719 Kelly Avenue,  latest woman soldier of 
Wilkinsburg, has been ordered to duty as a member of the Women’s 
Auxiliary Ferrying Squadron, latest branch of the United States Army.  
The WAFS is composed of women aviators who are charged with the 
responsibility of getting freshly-made fighting planes from the factories 
to the flyers in the war zone.   
Miss Lazar has two brothers, also flyers, in the Armed Forces. Stephen, 
27, who is an instructor of Naval Cadets, and Joseph, now an aviation 
cadet in the Army.  
Vilma is 25 and is a veteran aviator with over 300 flying hours to her 
credit.  Her enlistment required 200 hours of this service and she easily 
waves this aside by the presentation of her flying record and her 
instructor’s rating.  
Miss Lazar was an employee of the Mine Safety Appliance Co. of 
Braddock Avenue and has been the secretary of the Civilian Air Patrol 
at Johnston airport at the Pitcairn Field for several months. She will be 
instructed in military regulations at Houston, Texas and from then on 
her duties will include delivering fighter planes and bombers to their 
shipping points. 

The Society received a request from someone wanting 
a photograph of the original Kelly School, named after 
early Wilkinsburg landowner James Kelly.  This image 
was taken in the late 1960s. Kelly School was built in 
1890 at the corner of Pitt and McNair Streets. It was 
originally built with a basement and two floors of 
classrooms. As the Wilkinsburg student population 
grew, a third floor was added in 1893 to accommodate 
high school students.  In 1969 the school was torn 
down and a new Kelly School was built on Kelly 
Avenue at Pitt Street.



The activities and decisions of citizens make history every day,  but some is truly noteworthy. On 
Tuesday, May 19, 2015 the Wilkinsburg voters overwhelmingly voted for a referendum legalizing the 
sale of liquor licenses for restaurants in our Borough. This decisive vote will make Wilkinsburg eligible 
for up to five liquor licenses at restaurants who meet numerous state and local requirements. This 
historic vote will provide more opportunity in the business district for growth.  
After the May 19th primary vote, the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette contacted the Wilkinsburg Historical 
Society for detailed information about Wilkinsburg’s James Kelly and the long history of our “dry” 
town. We were able to provide many facts and articles which were used in the full-page article on May 
24, written by Michael Connors. (This special feature of the Post-Gazette named “The Next Page” and 
is included in the Forum section every Sunday.) The following includes a part of the featured article. !
The Next Page: You can wet your whistle in Wilkinsburg 
after 145 years 
Voters overturned the dry spell James Kelly imposed 145 years ago.  
May 24, 2015! !

James Kelly wouldn’t be happy. Wilkinsburg voters Tuesday approved a 
referendum allowing liquor licenses in the borough, overturning the long 
dry spell Kelly worked hard to impose in the late 19th century. (It was lifted 
only for two years in the 1930s)  
In the 1870s Kelly considered temperance in the best interest of the town he 
was largely responsible for creating.  Today, community leaders trying to 
revitalize the town feel differently.  They think liquor licenses will provide 
an economic boost.   
The long dry spell shows just how big a shadow Kelly cast.  
Kelly was born in the wilds of Sandy Creek, a part of present day Penn 

Hills, in 1794.  With a meager start and only a basic education, he left his home near the Allegheny 
River and settled in Wilkinsburg sometime after 1815.   
One historical account described him as “a well built man of medium height” who was “clean shaven 
but wore his hair in a queue.” By the early 1830s, if not earlier, Kelly was viewed as the most prominent  
citizen of the village. He purchased and moved into Dumpling Hall, so called because its cobblestone 
exterior resembled apple dumplings. Kelly began to amass a fortune buying well over 1,000 acres in 
present-day Wilkinsburg and neighboring municipalities. He made his money in logging at a time when 
wood was needed for general construction and for railroad ties.  He also made money in farm rents.  He 
sold limestone, a vital ingredient in the making of iron and steel.  
Wilkinsburg’s first public school was built in 1840 with land and materials provided by Kelly, one of the 
first school directors.  Kelly frequently gave land away.  The Western Pennsylvania School for the Deaf 
was built on land donated by Kelly.  In the late 1860s and early 1870s he donated land for a pair of 
shelters for the aged and disadvantaged.  
He also covered all of the bases for his hereafter by donating land for nearly every church in town.  
Apparently, there was no need for a synagogue until the mid-1930s. By then, Wilkinsburg was home to 
more than two dozen houses of worship.  Over the years, it has been called the “holy city” and the “city 
of churches”.  
(space limitations prevent printing entire article - Available online: Wet your whistle Wilkinsburg)  

James Kelly



Wilkinsburg Historical Society now has a website! 

Thanks to the efforts of members Ellen Kitzerow and Bill Zimpleman, our Wilkinsburg Historical 
Society has launched a website to share more information about the history of Wilkinsburg.  This new 
site is in its early stages of organization but already has photo images of  advertising items, businesses, 
churches, schools, celebrations and residential areas. Another section has past issues of the “Archives”, 
the Wilkinsburg Historical Society newsletter. We have posted information about membership dues and 
how to contact the Society. We will be adding much more information in the coming months. To visit 
the site:   wilkinsburghistory.wordpress.com  

!
Monthly programs are created by the Wilkinsburg Historical Society for members, guests and 
interested others to learn about our area. Bring a friend or neighbor to enjoy them.  

Mailing address: Wilkinsburg Historical Society, P.O. Box 17252, Pittsburgh, PA 15235 	


We meet at 7:30 PM on the third Monday of months from March through November, usually at the 
South Avenue United Methodist Church in Wilkinsburg. 

This is your Historical Society so please support it with your presence. SEE YOU THERE!! 

Wilkinsburg Historical Society yearly dues for the Wilkinsburg Historical Society are:	


$20.00 INDIVIDUAL Member,   $35.00 FAMILY Membership	


$10.00 STUDENT or ASSOCIATE Members (for out of towners who usually can’t attend meetings) 

Wilkinsburg Historical Society is involved with preservation projects in the area. Donations are 
appreciated.Please send to:Wilkinsburg Historical Society, P.O. Box17252, Pittsburgh, PA15235

This is the home page of the new website for the Wilkinsburg Historical Society.


