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The next meeting of the Wilkinsburg Historical Society will be 7:30 pm on Monday May 18, 2015
in the Wesley Room of the South Avenue United Methodist Church, (use left Ross Avenue entrance).
The evening program will be “Vernon Covell - His Life and Legacy”. This slide presentation is about
Vernon Royce Covell (1866-1949), a brilliant Wilkinsburg resident who engineered dozens of bridges in
Allegheny County, served for forty years as Superintendent of Sunday School at South Avenue
Methodist Church, served several terms on the Wilkinsburg School Board and cared for his extended
family in incredible ways. The public is welcome to come and refreshments will be served.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Vernon Royce Covell was born in
Jefferson, Ohio on December 13, 1866.
He was the oldest of five children whose
parents were Harvey J. Covell and
Louise Woolsey Covell. At the age of
sixteen he was left as guardian of his
younger brothers and sisters when his
parents passed away. He managed to
keep the family together and helped his
younger siblings continue with their
schooling. Vernon Covell postponed his
own formal education to take care of all
the household duties of raising a family.
He graduated from Rock Creek, Ohio
High School in 1887, as Valedictorian of
Vernon Royce Covell 1890s his class. Another classmate who gave the Corrie Bailey Covell 1890s
commencement address was Corrie Bailey,
his future wife. After teaching school for a few years, he attended Ohio State University where he
graduated with a degree in Civil Engineering in 1895. He was in the highest quarter of his class and a
member of Sigma Alpha Epsilon fraternity. He moved to Wilkinsburg in 1896, and in 1897 married
Corrie Bailey Covell. They had one daughter Louise Covell Hemker and two grandchildren, Marilyn
Hemker Karpinski and Ruth Hemker Raup. In 1906 they purchased a home at 816 South Avenue which
is still in the family. After working at several jobs, Vernon Covell joined the staff of the Allegheny
County Engineering Department in 1906 as Deputy County Engineer. He held this job until 1922.
In 1922, after the death of Chief County Engineer, J.G. Chalfant, Covell was appointed by the court to
the position of Chief County Engineer. He was responsible for designing, building and maintaining
numerous bridges in Allegheny County.In 1924, the Department of Public Works of Allegheny County
was formed and he was made Chief Engineer of the Bureau of Bridges. Allegheny County of which
Pittsburgh is the County seat, has been described the "most bridged area" in the world.

Among his most notable accomplishments in bridge engineering was the award winning Sixth Street
Bridge and the George Westinghouse Memorial Bridge spanning the Turtle Creek Valley. In 1928, the
Sixth St. bridge was rated as the most artistic steel
bridge erected in the U.S. or Canada. A bronze plaque
was presented to Mr. Covell by the American Institute of
Steel Construction as the designing engineer. The plaque
was placed on the southern end of the bridge.
In 1930 and 1931 the George Westinghouse Bridge was
built two hundred feet above the Turtle Creek Valley in
East Pittsburgh. It was part of a plan to eliminate
winding roads and narrow streets. Covell, as the
designing engineer, was widely acclaimed for this
achievement. It claims a place in the select company of
other great engineering achievements, such as the
Holland Tunnel, the Hudson River suspension bridge
and the Hoover Dam. It is spectacular, being the
longest concrete arch bridge in America at the time.
Vernon Covell was a member of the Engineers Society
of Western Pennsylvania and the American Society of
Civil Engineers.

George Westinghouse Memorial Bridge, 1932

After his retirement in 1933 he spent a short time
working with the State Emergency Relief as a Field
Engineer and Assistant Chief Engineer. Mr. Covell
divided his time between his three loves - engineering,
church and public service.

Vernon Covell spent much time in church work. He was a
member of South Avenue United Methodist Church in
Wilkinsburg and was Superintendent of the Sunday School for
forty years. Vernon Covell was one of the organizers of the
Allegheny County Sunday School Association and served as its
President. He was a member of the Official Board and
beginning in 1934, served as church secretary for fifteen years.

1941 Vernon Covell with granddaughters Marilyn and Ruth Hemker

He was also a member of the Masonic Fraternity, Wilkinsburg
Rotary Club, Tau Beta Pi, and served on the Wilkinsburg
School Board. He died on December 21, 1949 at the age of
eighty three. He is buried in Woodlawn Cemetery in
Wilkinsburg, next to Corrie who passed away June 14, 1944.
[Editor’s note: Vernon Covell’s story was written by his
daughter Louise Covell Hemker to be included in the
Historic Wilkinsburg 1887-1987 100th anniversary book.]

This is the third part in a series explaining the origin of the names of Mill Street, Rebecca Avenue
and Franklin Avenue. Mill Street was featured in the March, 2015 issue of the Archives along with a
vintage photo of the steam grist mill at the corner of Penn Avenue and Mill Street. The April 2015 issue
of the Archives included James Kelly’s life story with information about his business career, church
affiliation and his daughters Jane and Rebecca. James Kelly, who owned most of Wilkinsburg at the
time, named Rebecca Avenue for his youngest daughter.
In this final installment, the origin of the name for Franklin Avenue is explained. This information
was published in “A Century and a Half of Pittsburg and Her People - Volume 3, edited by John
Newton Boucher, 1908”
Benjamin Franklin Shafer, who resided in Wilkinsburg for over fifty years
and served the borough in offices of trust and responsibility, was born
December 9, 1838 in Mercer County, Pennsylvania. He was the son of Jacob
Shafer, who was born in February, 1800 in Lehigh County, Pennsylvania and
was a blacksmith. Jacob Shafer married Catharine Cousins, and they were
the parents of a son, Benjamin Franklin. Jacob Shafer died in 1852 when his
son Benjamin was just 13 years old. Jacob’s widow, Catharine survived until
1885.
Benjamin Franklin Shafer, son of Jacob and Catharine Cousins Shafer
was reared in Mercer County, receiving his education in the local schools. He
learned the blacksmith’s trade, and in 1856, when but eighteen years of age,
went to Wilkins township where he was employed as engineer in the sawmill
of James Kelly, situated on Hay Street, at the railroad crossing.
Benjamin Franklin Shafer
For some time thereafter Shafer engaged in farming. He married in 1859
to Margaret Elkin and became the parents of Eliza Jane, Benjamin Franklin Jr., Jacob E., and Isabel
Margaret. On August 1, 1861, Shafer enlisted as corporal in Company A, Sixty-third Regiment,
Pennsylvania Volunteers with Colonel (later General) Alexander Hay commanding. Mr. Shafer served
with distinction three and a half years, participating in the following battles: Siege of Yorktown,
Williamsburg, Fair Oaks, Malvern Hill, second Bull Run, Chantilly, Warrenton, Kelly Ford,
Fredericksburg, Charles City Crossroads, Chancellorsville, Gettysburg and the Wilderness May 5-12,
1864. He was taken prisoner, May 12, 1864, at Spottsylvania Court House, Virginia, and for seven
months was held captive at Andersonville, whence he was removed to Charleston and afterward to
Florence prison. He was exchanged December 5, 1864. On February 16, 1865, he received an honorable
discharge from the Army of the Potomac, First Brigade, First Division, Third Corps, rank of sergeant.
At the close of the war he returned to Wilkinsburg, and the same year built the residence on Franklin
Avenue, which was the first house erected south of South Avenue. Although it is not generally known,
Franklin Avenue was named in honor of Mr. Shafer. [Editor’s note: James Kelly, Shafer’s former
employer had a similar background, with Irish roots, loss of a father during his teen years and deep
service to country and community.] From 1866 to 1870 he was foreman at the Duquesne Coal Works,
later was employed in building the Allegheny Car & Transportation Works at Swissvale, and served as
foreman in the blacksmith’s shop until 1877. He then purchased a farm in Jefferson County, which he
cultivated for four years, and was postmaster in Smithburg, Indiana county from 1885 to 1890. In 1890
he went into the plumbing business with his son, Benjamin Franklin Shafer, junior. In 1899 he sold out
to take office as Wilkinsburg borough secretary, serving until 1901. In 1902 he was elected borough
auditor to finish W J. Porter’s unexpired term, and two years later became his own successor. In 1895 he
was elected from the Second ward to the Council of Wilkinsburg.

In the April edition of the Wilkinsburg Historical Society “Archives” an article featured the PUCS
(Pittsburgh Urban Christian School) campus along with an image of the historic Lutheran Church at
the corner of South Avenue and Center Street. Further research has revealed a more detailed history of
the church buildings (there were two!) and the bell tower added in 1929. Here are excerpts from the
Souvenir Book, Silver Anniversary 1887-1912.
“At a special meeting in Lohr's Hall, corner of Wood Street and South
Avenue, Sunday. March 14, 1897, the organization of Calvary Lutheran
church of Wilkinsburg was effected under the direction of Rev. C. B.
King and Rev. F. H. Crissman. The chartered membership numbered
twenty-five. This congregation enjoyed the distinction of being selfsupporting from its inception, a fact which has been of great pleasure
to its founders. The pulpit was supplied until May 30,1897, when Rev.
F. H. Crissman was installed as the first pastor. During his pastorate the
membership was increased to seventy-seven, In November of 1898 Mr.
Crissman resigned, and on Jan. 15, 1899, Rev. J. Bradley Markward
was elected pastor, beginning on the 5th day of February, 1899.
1893 image, Lohr’s Hall, corner
South Avenue and Wood Street
On June the 28th of the same year the ground on which
the church is located was purchased. The church was
erected during the years of 1900-1901, and the first
service was held on Easter Sunday, April 7th, followed
by the dedicatory service the succeeding Sunday.
The pastorate of Rev. Mr. Markward ended Feb. 1, 1909.
having served the congregation for a period of ten years,
during which time the church was abundantlv blessed
and the membership increased to over 400. He was
Calvary Lutheran Church built in
succeeded by the Rev. H. E. Clare. who assumed charge of the 1900 was replaced in 1915
congregation in May, 1909. The growth of the church has been
remarkable during all the pastorates and Calvary has always succeeded in having able ministers to direct
the affairs of the congregation.”
Editor’s note: From 1899 to 1914 the number of
people affiliated with Calvary Lutheran increased
from seventy five to over 400. This may have been
the reason that the church, at the corner of South
Avenue and Center Street, was taken down and a new
large stone church erected in the same location in
1915. Later, in 1929 a bell tower was added at the
corner. These dates are inscribed in the cornerstone.
The church is now part of the PUCS educational
campus.

The Wilkinsburg Historical Society frequently receives requests for information concerning historic
buildings, homes, businesses and former residents. Recently we heard from Paul Wittmer who keeps a
website honoring approximately 3630 men who served on submarines in the U.S. Navy and made the
ultimate sacrifice during World War II. Each memorial page is personal for that submariner, and includes
a bit of personal history, the submarine that the sailor was stationed on, and their photo. It is titled “On
Eternal Patrol - Lost Submariners of World War II”.
About 80% of the honored sailors have a picture by their name, but it had been noted by Mr. Wittmer
that Joseph Francis Willinsky, had no photo image, so he turned to the Society for help. We were able
to provide Joe Willinsky’s senior picture from Wilkinsburg High School, so that his personal page in the
Eternal Patrol site now has his image. [note that birth year needs to be changed to 1920]

Joseph Francis Willinsky lived on
Wesley Street in Wilkinsburg with his
parents Albert and Elizabeth and
brother Thomas. Joseph was a 1938
graduate of Wilkinsburg High School.
He played football for the Tigers
during his junior and senior years.
After graduation he joined the Navy.
Joe Willinsky was lost, along with
seventy seven of his crew mates when
his submarine, the USS Runner, was
lost and presumed sunk north of
Hokkaido, Japan on July 11, 1943.
USS Runner (SS-275) was a Gatoclass submarine, launched on 30 May
1942 and commissioned on 30 July
1942 with Commander Frank W.
Fenno, Jr. (previously captain of the
USS Trout (SS-202)) in command.
Runner departed the east coast in late
1942, and arrived at Pearl Harbor via
the Panama Canal on 10 January
1943. Her first patrol, 18 January to 7
March, was conducted in the area
between Midway Island and the Palau
Islands. On 27 May, under command of Lieutenant Commander Joseph H. Bourland, she departed
Midway for the Kuril Islands chain and waters off northern Japan. No report was heard from her.
Captured Japanese records indicated that she sank the cargo ship Seinan Maru on 11 June in Tsugaru
Strait off Hokkaidō, and the passenger-cargo ship Shinryu Maru on 26 June off the Kuril Islands. Runner
was declared overdue and presumed lost in July 1943 and stricken from the Naval Vessel Register on 30
October 1943. It was suspected that a drifting mine caused the loss of the USS Runner.

Wilkinsburg Historical Society now has a website!
Thanks to the efforts of members Ellen Kitzerow and Bill Zimpleman, our Wilkinsburg Historical
Society is launching a website to share more information about the history of Wilkinsburg. This new
site is in its early stages of organization and already has photo images of advertising items, businesses,
churches, schools, celebrations and residential areas. Another section will have 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

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

