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Wilkinsburg Historical Society will hold the next meeting 7:30 pm on Monday evening March 16,  
in the Wesley Room of the South Avenue United Methodist Church. Everyone please use the Ross 
Avenue entrance, left door. We will have a special presentation from Kenneth Chu, team leader of 
graduate students from the Heinz College at Carnegie Mellon University. Chu will explain the project 
that he and his team have organized for Wilkinsburg, called Vacant Home Tour.  Chu and his team of 
CMU scholars are concerned about Urban blight, and have created a project to engage the Wilkinsburg 
community with the abandoned homes in our neighborhoods. The idea is to help uncover the histories of 
some of the homes, learn about the people who lived in them, and visualize a possible future that may 
include renovation or restoration. He will explain the Vacant Home Tour which aims to inspire hope and 
to change our perspective on vacant homes by showcasing the rich histories contained within each 
building. To get a preview, visit their website at www.vacanthometour.com  

CMU Heinz College graduate students who have worked for months organizing the Vacant Home Tour: 
Left to right are: Rene Cuenca, Kenneth Chu, Eleni Katrini, Shawneil Campbell, and Karlee Turkaly. 

This will be a very important meeting to bring a friend, neighbor or anyone interested in the future of 
Wilkinsburg. It has been a long time since a walking tour of Wilkinsburg was conducted, and we have 
never had one with a focus on abandoned and vacant homes. The actual tour will be held on Saturday, 
May 9, 2015, and will have a festive feel. Plans are in place for music and food to accompany the house 
information. We will need lots of volunteers (everyone qualifies!) to help soon to gather information 
about the homes which will be featured. We need folks to pass out information during the May 9 event 
and be a friendly face in the neighborhoods. The Vacant Home Tour is sponsored by the Wilkinsburg 
Community Development Corporation with support from the Heinz College.  The Vacant Home Tour 
will include opportunities for workshops at the Landmarks Preservation Resource Center at 744 Rebecca 
Avenue, sponsored by Pittsburgh History & Landmarks Foundation.  We may discover hope for these 
houses that were once beautiful homes for Wilkinsburg residents. Oh, the possibilities! Bring a friend!

http://www.vacanthometour.com
http://www.vacanthometour.com


Kenneth Chu and the other scholars have explained the Wilkinsburg project as follows:
The Vacant Home Tour showcases abandoned properties, leading tour participants on a journey back in 
time through the narratives of these historic buildings. Stories of the families and people who lived and 
worked in them, who cared for and were sheltered by them, will be unearthed and revealed throughout 
the tour route.  The memories of these homes will map out their historical impact in creating the 
communities and neighborhoods in which they exist.  
Community members will serve as Tour Docents, greeting participants at each stop along the tour and 
helping to reveal the secrets of these properties.  Tour participants will be provided with a ‘tour kit’ with 
tools to help them visualize what the house once looked like in full vibrancy, including a tour map that 
will work hand-in-hand with the visual prompts along the tour route, additional background information 
on each of the properties, and information on resources available to aid participants in more actively 
engaging these homes. 
The tour will be partnered with a resource workshop for those who are interested in learning more about 
how they might be able to shape the future of these properties. The workshop will include a look at 
“next steps”, the process, tools available, and the risks, challenges, and rewards of such an endeavor. 
The tour is sponsored by the Wilkinsburg Community Development Corporation with support from the 
Heinz College.

Vacant Home Tour - This house was once a home.

Finding information about vacant 
homes requires a bit of detective 
work, but it is very rewarding. As an 
example Chu researched the history 
of this vacant home at 214 Franklin. 
He discovered that it was built in 
1896 for John Megahan, a German 
immigrant who had moved to 
Wilkinsburg to start a storage 
business. The time-line continued 
for over a hundred years.  

These Wilkinsburg houses are representative of the vacant structures that dot the landscape in our town.

214 Franklin Avenue



Last months “Archives” included recent questions received by the Wilkinsburg Historical 
Society, and the information we found. Some members enjoy reminiscing, so we will include 
these inquiries whenever we can. A recent letter from a former Wilkinsburger asked about the 
Wilkinsburg Hobby Shop and the Anderson family who owned it.  The writer, David Oberheim,  
gave us permission to reprint it with his address, hoping that someone has information to share. 

Hello folks.
Many years ago I worked after school and on Saturdays at the Wilkinsburg Hobby Shop, sometimes 
called the Wilkinsburg Model Supply. That was during the years 1949 – 1955. In those years the shop 
was owned by Mary and Walt Anderson, and near 1956 it was possibly taken over by their son Herb 
Anderson. The shop started business in two places on South Avenue and then in 1955 or 1956 Herb 
Anderson relocated the shop around the corner onto Wood Street.

Do you have any record of the Wilkinsburg Hobby Shop, what became of it, and whatever happened to 
Herb Anderson? Herb was about 10 years older than me, so he would be about age 87 now. Someone 
said he moved to McKeesport.

Herb’s dad, Walt Anderson, had very little to do with the hobby shop; as I remember he held a full-time 
position at the Wilkinsburg Fire Department.
Thanks very much,
David Oberheim
22632 Demasia
Mission Viejo, California 92691
Email      deba2@cox.net

 

 

Originally from:
1413 Marlboro Ave.
Wilkinsburg, Pittsburgh 21, PA

This building at 712 South Avenue has been owned 
by Allegheny East MH & MR since 1977.  
Originally built to be the Pennsylvania Water 
Company, it is just across Medicine Way from the 
710 South Avenue lot where the Wilkinsburg 
Model Shop stood in 1948. By the early 50s the 
Model Shop was known as the Wilkinsburg Hobby 
Shop and was located at 704  South Ave.

This building, at 722-724 Wood Street was 
the Hays Stationery store that Tim Morris 
referred to in his letter.  The Anderson 
family owned the building and the 
Anderson Apartments were in the upper 
floors. The left half has been Pennwood 
Paint & Supply for many years.
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Historical Society Treasurer, Tim Morris shared his story about the Wilkinsburg Hobby Shop:

Mr. David Oberheim’s inquiry about the Wilkinsburg Hobby Shop brought me back to the time in my 
life when I made many treks to this store. In the early 50s there was an empty field directly behind my 
Royal Avenue house (in Wilkinsburg off of Graham Boulevard) that the kids in the area used as a ball 
field among other things. The other things being flying model planes. The Hobby Shop was located on 
South Avenue just behind Hays Stationery store. (Hays Stationery faced Wood Street and is now the 
Pennwood Paint and Supply store.) They had inexpensive “U” controls, gas powered planes that I and 
my friend John could afford. These simple gas planes were very rugged and very easy to fly so they 
were fun to use. The Hobby Shop provided us with the fuel needed, glue for repairs and many other neat 
things not related to these planes. If you couldn’t get a parent to drive you to the “Burg”, you could 
catch a bus on Laketon Road to get there. 

I soon reached the age to drive and the planes were no longer flown. However, I also had HO trains and 
needed supplies to work on my train layout. Now I could drive to the Hobby Shop. I also collected some 
small model Army tanks.  I still have ten of these tanks. The ball field was bought by real estate 
developers and it became Holly Drive, with about fifteen homes built on “my” ball field. One 
consolation was that families with several fine young women moved into those homes on Holly Drive. 
The down side to that was they were Penn Hills students, not in any of my Wilkinsburg High classes.

Tim Morris in 1950 with his plane, bought at the Wilkinsburg Hobby Shop. Second image shows Tim 
and two friends as they prepare their planes for another flight in Tim’s back yard on Royal Avenue. 

First image is a 1952 view of Tim’s HO train layout with the Army tanks he purchased at the 
Wilkinsburg Hobby Shop. The second image shows the tanks in 2015, 63 years later. 



The Historical Society received a request about the naming of some of Wilkinsburg’s streets. The 
inquirer was especially interested in the Rebecca -Franklin - Mill Street areas. In this issue of 
the “Archives” we provide the history of Mill Street for our readers. 

The following excerpts were reprinted from the 1939 “Annals of Old Wilkinsburg”, and 
Wilkinsburg resident Daniel McKee’s 1909 story, “The Old Mill on the Redstone.”
In 1825 a brick grist mill was built in the village. This was operated by the Thompson brothers and soon 
created a demand for grain bags, for at that time bags were the containers for the delivery of grain and 
dry products. Every farmer reserved a few acres for flax fields and looms were kept going busily by 
men, women and children during the long winter days and evenings. The bags must be the standard size 
of three bushels and were made secure by twisted grape vines, for cord, twine, and rope, like matches, 
were luxuries and not used at all in remote farm districts. Three things were accepted in payment for 
land: money, grain, and bags. Money was scarce, grain was uncertain; but bags, priced at times as high 
as fifty cents apiece, could always be produced by the foresighted and industrious. 

Levi Ludwick was born in Westmoreland County, February 27, 1829. 'When twenty-one years old he 
left the Jefferson County farm to become a contractor and builder. Among his first contracts was 
building the first house in Irwin, Pa., followed by a great many more in that town. In 1856 he accepted a 
contract for building the inclined plane trestles and houses at the Coleman Mine, now in the city limits. 
On coming to Wilkinsburg he took over the management of the steam grist mill which was located on 
Penn Avenue, south side, near Coal Street. The mill and square from Mill to Coal he bought in 1866 for 
$5,000 and operated the mill until his death September 21, 1887. Mr. Ludwick was a school director 
while Wilkinsburg formed part of the city; a Republican in political sentiments, and both he and his wife 
ardent members of the Methodist Episcopal Church on Wallace Avenue, of which Mr. Ludwick was for 
many years a steward and trustee.

Yes, the old mill was an all important factor in the life of the farmer. The oven which baked the farmers 
bread was not more a necessity than were the upper and nether stones of the mill which ground his 
wheat into flour. The old mill, with its high gable projection and a great picturesque water wheel was 
itself a monument to the service it rendered. The whir of the mill and the splash of the water as it fell 
upon the great slow turning wheel were sounds that were music in the ears of the farmer. 

Steam grist mill, erected in 1825, was located on Main Street between Steam Mill Alley and Coal 
Streets. Later, Main Street was re-named “Penn Avenue”, and the alley became simply “Mill Street”. 



These 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 our programs. We meet at 
7:30 PM on the third Monday of months from March through November, usually at the South Avenue 
United Methodist Church. 
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 town members who cannot usually attend 
meetings.)
Please pay your yearly dues so that we can continue to send out the Archives newsletter, assist with 
preservation projects and have interesting programs. A big THANK YOU to those who have already sent  
their dues, and a special THANKS to the members who contributed extra funds in the ‘donation’ box. 

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

We are encouraging all of our members to save a tree and help save us postage by providing an email 
address for delivery of your Archives newsletter. Please send your request for email version to Bill 
Zimpleman and use:  yozimpp@comcast.net.  We will continue to send your newsletter through the post 
office if you need a postal “snail mail” version, if that is your preference.

We always appreciate information, photos, ideas for programs and volunteers who would like to present 
a program to the Wilkinsburg Historical Society. Please consider how you would like to be involved.
Send us a note to our PO Box or email Bill Zimpleman at yozimpp@comcast.net

Wilkinsburg Historical Society - Membership application 

Help promote the valuable history of Wilkinsburg.

Name ______________________________________________
Address_________________________________________________
City, State, Zip___________________________________________
Home Phone__________________ Cell Phone_______________
E-mail address___________________________________________
           (    )   $20   Individual membership
	    (    )   $35   Family membership
	    (    )   $10   Student or associate membership
	    (    )   $________ Additional donation
 Please make check payable to:  Wilkinsburg Historical Society
	                                             PO Box 17252, Pittsburgh, PA  15235
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