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The next meeting of the Wilkinsburg Historical Society will be Monday evening, May 19, 2014 at 7:30 PM in 
the Wesley Room of the South Avenue United Methodist Church. Please use the left rear Ross Avenue entrance. 
The program for the evening will be “Early Transportation in Wilkinsburg, 1850s to 1950s”.  We will be 
viewing  images of trolleys, automobiles, buses and the roads these vehicles travelled on. Members, guests and 
interested people are all welcome to come to learn about this aspect of Wilkinsburg life. Meeting is free and 
refreshments will be served at the conclusion.  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In April 1898 Dr. William Stephens bought this one-
cylinder Winton Phaeton at a cost of $1000. It was 
steered with a tiller, and had two forward speeds and 
a reverse.  Dr. Stephens ordered the vehicle from a 
Cleveland firm, and had it shipped by rail to 
Pittsburgh. This is the second automobile in 
Pennsylvania and the very first one in Allegheny 
County. Dr. William Stephens is pictured here with 
his brother, Dr. Thomas Stephens. The Stephens 
brothers were physicians whose medical practice was 
at 814 Wood Street in Wilkinsburg. In 1900 Dr. 
W.R.Stephens moved his family to Penn Township 
and built a home that still stands on Stephens Lane. 

This is Penn Avenue at Wood Street in 1894, 
looking east. The Borough of Wilkinsburg had been 
incorporated in 1887 enabling residents to raise tax 
funds for services including street improvements. 
Nice concrete sidewalks had replaced boardwalks 
and the main streets were getting paved. Streetlights 
were installed and can be seen in this image.  
The large building on the right was at the corner of 
Wood St. and Penn Avenue, later to be replaced by 
a larger structure where Caldwell and Grahams Dry 
Goods store was located. Further down Penn is the 
Turner Livery Stable and Undertaking business. 
The awning on the left side of the image is Charles 
Walmer Hardware, located in part of the First 
National Bank building, now PNC Bank. 
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Wilkinsburg’s early transportation woes included traversing the very dangerous street-level railroad crossings. 
Many people were injured (and some died) trying to cross the railroad tracks to get through Wilkinsburg. 
Finally, after tough negotiations with the Pennsylvania Railroad, the railroad tracks were raised and the 
crossing streets were lowered. In this 1914 image, Penn Avenue was lowered and the overpass was built.  It 
would be two more years before the massive “Grade crossing elimination” project was finished, along with the 
beautiful new railroad station.

This is Penn Avenue in April 1916, looking east 
toward the intersection with Wood Street. The 
building on the left is now the office of the 
Wilkinsburg Community Development 
Corporation. Beyond that is the First National 
Bank, now known as PNC.   
Many residents travelled by trolley or train to get 
to East Liberty, Oakland, Downtown Pittsburgh, 
and other area locations. Some used horse-drawn 
carts, while others could afford to buy an 
automobile. Here, horses and automobiles shared 
the street.

This 1936 view of Penn Avenue shows the 
76 Hamilton trolley while workmen worked 
on the rail and the roadbed. The buildings 
shown are on the north side of Penn, and 
they are: First National Bank, Faller’s 
Furniture, Father & Son Clothing, Charme 
Shop (in the Penn Building), Wagner’s 
Restaurant, and the Belmont Storage Co. 



John Bryson started the first local bus business in 1913. 
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This photo image was taken about 1920, across the street 
from the Bryson Bus Company at 434 Penn Avenue. This 
is approximately where McDonalds restaurant is located 
now. In the background is the wall of the PRR overpass.

In this image John C. Bryson is doing maintenance work on one of the 
buses in his small fleet. The bus schedule was a very busy one, with trips 
from the Wilkinsburg garage running daily till 6 pm. On Saturdays the 
last bus left Wilkinsburg at 9:00 pm.   
Fire struck the Bryson bus garage in 1920. A local newspaper 
explained,”Gasoline was stored in drums at one end of the garage and at 
the back was a large heating stove.  Customers were prone to walk to the 
garage to insure getting a seat instead of waiting at the first stop at 
Caldwell and Graham’s.  A small trickle of gasoline, it is assumed, was 
carried by the footprints of a customer right up to the warming stove.  
Flames later ate right along the path to the drums.  One bus was totally 
destroyed, wiping out long hours of hand labor. “ In 1925 Bryson sold 
his buses and equipment to H.B. Deere, who later joined with two 
brothers to form Deere Brothers, Inc. 

Wilkinsburg’s first buses came in 1913 when 
John C. Bryson created his own bus company to 
take passengers to Penn Township. In 1913, 
Bryson joined with business partner John Becker 
to convert a large 1906 Packard into a bus by 
modifying the door panels and roof. John Bryson 
added curtains to keep out rain during inclement 
weather.  On the side of the bus a destination sign 
alerts passengers that this bus is headed to North 
Bessemer, Unity and Center. Other bus routes 
went as close as Laketon Road for 5 cent fare or 
as far as Renton for a 60 cent fare. 

John C. and Jean A. Bryson lived in Penn Township and had a Wilkinsburg R.F.D. post office box. They were 
the parents of three sons, William Charles, Allan McLeod, and John Jr.  In the early 1900s there were few 
options for education in rural Penn Twp,  so all three of the Bryson boys attended Wilkinsburg schools and 
were graduates of Wilkinsburg High School. William “WC” graduated in 1920, Allan was a 1922 graduate 
(and Valedictorian!), and John “Johnny” graduated with High Honors in 1926.  The Bryson boys were not 
only intellectuals, they were baseball fans and sand-lot players as well. Johnny was known as “slugger” due to 
his exceptional baseball skills.  
The distance from their Penn Township home to Wilkinsburg High School may have been a factor in dad 
Bryson’s decision to start a bus company. Did Dad Bryson transport his boys, the Bryson brothers to WHS? 
We’ll find out. 
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In a few weeks the former Penn Lincoln Hotel Building on Penn Avenue in Wilkinsburg will be demolished. 
PHLF was among a group that made concerted efforts on various occasions to try and save and restore the 
building, but costs, coupled with a lack of market and the building’s deteriorating condition, resulted in this 
decision.  (Note from Archives editor: Description of hotel’s past uses, architect & former owners omitted here 
due to space constraints.Previously detailed in April, 2014 issue) 

Allegheny County contracted with our organization, PHLF,  to analyze restoration costs and possible uses for 
the building. But because the building had deteriorated, bricks were beginning to fall, environmental 
remediation proved to be expensive, and the reconstruction costs were very high. What is more, we could not 
find a market for the redevelopment of the building in the Wilkinsburg area even though we considered various 
forms of housing, retail, offices, mixed use, and single use. 

Ultimately, everyone concerned agreed that the building had dangerously deteriorated and public officials in 
Wilkinsburg, the community, members of the Community Development Corporation, our organization, and the 
County agreed there was no restoration solution.  However, all parties will work together to rebuild this 
strategic corner with a new building in scale and design that will enhance the historic Penn Avenue Main Street. 
We are trying to secure an anchor tenant now. Adjacent parking will be available. 

Many of the sculptural artifacts embedded in the structure will be saved and relocated to public parks and 
community gardens in Wilkinsburg. In addition we are preparing a nomination of the Penn Avenue-Wood Street 
business area for addition as a historic district to the National Register of Historic Places. 

The Wilkinsburg CDC, under Tracy Evans’ leadership, has been achieving good results with the Main Street 
businesses and historic buildings, and our organizations, together with Allegheny County, are seeking funds to 
begin a clean up and undertake exterior restoration of the former Wilkinsburg Railroad Station. We hope we will 
have positive news to report later this year.  

From Pittsburgh History and Landmarks:  
A note on the fate of the former Penn-Lincoln Hotel

 These decorative elements  have 
adorned the Penn-Lincoln Hotel 
for the past 87 years. There are 
four tall medallions of cherubs  
facing N,S,E, and W.  There are 
about 33 of the rams heads, spaced 
near the roofline of the Penn-
Lincoln.  
The rampant lion shield, with the 
P- L letters is one of about 33 cast 
elements that were spaced around 
the building at ground level.  
The deconstruction contractor has 
agreed to save at least seven of 
these medallions to place in public 
places such as the park on Penn 
Ave, in order to memorialize the 
iconic Penn-Lincoln structure.  
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Once again, the Wilkinsburg Historical Society has a great 
opportunity provided by the Heinz History Center. Our Society is 
part of their Affiliate Program, so we are invited to participate in 
a one-day seminar on Friday, June 13, 2014, from 8:00 am to 
3:15 pm..This will be held at the McKeesport Regional History 
& Heritage Center (MRHHC) in Renzie Park in McKeesport. 
Each participating Society may register and send two or three of 
their members to be a part of this experience. Check your 
calendar to see if you can go for Wilkinsburg’s Historical Society. !
The theme for this conference is “Conservation, Volunteerism, 
and Outreach: Having these Components Work Collectively 
for the Benefit of Your Organization”.  
The Conference, organized by Heinz History Center’s Robert O. 
Stakeley, has a well-planned schedule including a continental 
breakfast with time to meet other organization leaders and time to 
tour the Center. There is much to see!   
There are five sessions on different aspects of the theme:   
Session I is a presentation by the Executive Director of the 
MRHHC Michelle Wardle , and some volunteers about 
McKeesport’s history and the creation of the beautiful Regional 
History Center.  
Session II introduces the new Heinz History Center Conservation 
Center and will be presented by Wendy Bennett, Director of 
Conservation.  
Session III is titled “Empowering Volunteers to Create and to 
Conduct Outreach” and is presented by Sandra Baker, Director of 
Volunteer Services at the Senator John Heinz History Center. 
Session IV is the update about the Affiliate Program and the 
Information Technology partnership between the Heinz  History 
Center and CALU. This is presented by Dr. Gary DeLorenzo, 
Associate Professor at CALU. 
Session V is the HCAP Digital Storytelling update, presented by 
Dr. Christina Fisanick, Associate Professor of English.  !
The registration deadline is Monday, June 2, 2014. This 
conference is FREE to HCAP members, and our Society is a 
member. Our organization, Wilkinsburg Historical Society,  may 
send up to three participants, but we MUST send in the short 
application filled in with name and contact information. Parking 
is free, and attendees may order in advance a catered lunch for a 
$15. charge. PLEASE E-MAIL ME ASAP IF YOU ARE ABLE 
TO ATTEND. Use  anne_elise_morris@hotmail.com 

Geneology and general research room

1832 preserved one-room school house

Conference room at the MRHHC

Display of industries in McKeesport

Impressive collections in the entrance

Conference opportunity for our Society. 
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        June 16, 2014 meeting 
Plan ahead to attend (and bring a friend!) 
to our June 16 meeting.  
We will be enjoying an evening learning 
all about toys.  Bill Zimpleman has 
arranged for Terry L. Mowrey, noted 
collector, historian and author, to share his 
passion for Wolverine Mechanical Toys. 
The Wolverine Co. was an important part 
of Pittsburgh’s North Side, 1903 to 1971.  !!!

Terry will be bringing his toys, his Collector’s Journal, and his fascinating wealth of information to share his 
passion about these wonderful toys. Save the date, Monday, June 16th at 7:30 pm in the Wesley room of the 
South Avenue United Methodist Church. More information in the June issue of the Historical Society Archives. 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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Officers and Committee Chairpersons 2014 
President & Programs: Anne Elise Morris                       Publicity: Jean Dexheimer                                  
Recording Secretary: Marilyn Karpinski                         Vignettes: Joel Minnigh                  
Custodian of Papers: Bill Zimpleman        Treasurer: Tim Morris                                                                   
Social: Carol Heckman                                                    Membership: Bill Zimpleman                                        
Books: Jim Richard & Elise Morris !
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, at the South Avenue United Methodist Church.  
This is your Historical Society so please support it with your presence. SEE YOU THERE!!  !
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 really 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.  (If the email address is filled in, we will send your 
copy of the newsletter via e-mail.) If you have been receiving a postal version and wish to switch to 
email, please send your request for email version to yozimpp@comcast.net.  However, we are happy to 
continue to send your newsletter through the post office if that is your preference.
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