
The next meeting of the Wilkinsburg Historical Society will be 7:30 pm on Monday September 21, 
2015 in the Wesley Room of South Avenue United Methodist Church, using the left Ross Avenue 
entrance. The evening program will be a slide presentation and re-enactment of a 1979 Historical 
Society interview with Edna Rigg Brown.  This interview, written over 35 years ago, 
was recently added to the Archives of the Wilkinsburg Historical Society by long-
time member and former President of the Society, William LaFranchi. Many thanks 
to Wm. LaFranchi for discovering this document and taking the time and effort to 
share it. Edna Rigg Brown was a woman who was born in Wilkinsburg June 22, 
1891 and  graduated from Wilkinsburg High School in 1912.  She continued to live 
in Wilkinsburg and was President of the Women’s Aid Society (WSCS) at South Ave. 
United Methodist Church, an officer in the Wilkinsburg Woman’s Club and a 
member of the Wilkinsburg Historical Society.    Edna’s father was Dr. John Edwin 
Rigg, one of Wilkinsburg’s first physicians and whose office was located on Wood Street.  Edna Rigg 
Brown had vivid memories of growing up in our town in the early 1900s and shared those thoughts in an 
interview in 1979. Edna passed away in 1992 at the age of 100 and is buried in Woodlawn Cemetery, 
Section 3.  The discussion of her memories will be enhanced with vintage photographs.  The meeting is 
free, open to anyone interested, and refreshments will be served. Everyone is welcome.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

In the 1979 interview, Edna Rigg Brown told the Wilkinsburg Historical Society: “I was born in 1891 in 
a house at 816 Wood Street in Wilkinsburg. This house was beside where the Shields Building is now. I 
think this would be a good time to tell about the block. It was a block of Doctors homes. On the corner 
of Ross and Wood was Dr. Smith. My father, Dr. Rigg, was next door. The two Dr. Stephens, Dr. Titwell 
and Dr. Tom Stephens were next. Then there was an alley way, then there was Dr. Blanchman and then 
Dr. Allison, an an empty lot and Dr. Wertz on the corner of South and Wood. Across the street was a 
drugstore on the corner and a newspaper stand, with a peanut vendor on the porch, and then there was a 

building with a Chinese laundry underneath. 
Father was very well liked and always very busy. He went out 
on a lot of night calls anytime. On the back of our lot there 
was a stable and a pony. We had a small back yard with a tree 
in it and one of those swings on it - a double swing. The stable 
had two stalls in it. We had two horses and in the winter time 
he put the buggy up in the loft and in the summer time, he put 
the sleigh up. He put an extension of the haymow out over the 
alley back of us and that’s where he stored the buggy or the 
sleigh as the season demanded. 
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In October 1912 Wilkinsburg celebrated its 
25th year of Incorporation as a borough.  
The Kuhn Brothers Co, bakery and grocery 
at 818-820 Wood decorated its building.  
On its left is the newly built Carl (Shields) 
building.  In later years at 818 Wood Street 
was Donahoes meats, later W. T. Grant 
Department store.  On the second floor, at 
820 Wood Street were physicians John 
Dixon and James Van Horn Ballantyne and 
Dr. John Edwin Rigg.  Eldest daughter 
Leda Rigg Ballantyne is in the doorway. 

At the southeast corner of Wood Street and 
Ross Avenue is Wilkinsburg’s first 
skyscraper.  Built in 1908 by real estate 
developer Leopold Vilsack, it was named the 
“Carl Building” after Vilsack’s youngest son.   
The early paving of Wood Street and Penn 
avenue and the “single fare zone” of the 
Pittsburgh Railways laid the foundation for 
commercial development. The land was 
purchased from Dr. A.B. Smith and the seven 
story building was built.  The first floor 
housed the post office and many commercial 
businesses over the years. The upper floors 
were offices for doctors and other 
professionals. Mr. Vilsack had been the 
founder and first president of the Pittsburgh 
Brewing Company. 

                1908 
Carl Building erected with
Post Office on first floor

                  2015
Shields Building, with 
apartments on upper levels 
and barber shop on first floor

(continuation of Edna Rigg Brown interview) “On Wood Street, when the Shields (Carl) Building was 
being built, after the foundation was in, they discovered they were eight inches over on our property and 
so Mr. Vilsack offered to tear it down and rebuild; and father said, no, that could be a common wall and 
that if ever we build anything more on our lot that we could use his wall as a common wall. So that was 
the agreement between us. Father changed our house - lifted it up and put the store room under it. He 
attached the steps going up to the offices and apartments. Our house was raised a full story and father 
build offices on the front and made apartments out of our old house. Kuhn’s was the store on the first 
floor. They were a grocery store. They had fresh fruits and vegetables , canned goods, meat and 
everything. 
We did our shopping right in town. Father was very particular about that. He said he earned his money 
from Wilkinsburg people and we should shop Wilkinsburg. He got quite angry if we went into downtown 
and bought things we could buy in Wilkinsburg.” 



On Saturday, September 26, 2015 the Wilkinsburg Community 
Development Corporation will host the 3rd Annual 
“Wilkinsburg House and Garden Tour.” This  year's event 
will showcase some of the unique homes that make up the 
Blackridge area (and upper Penn Avenue) of our neighborhood 
and give us the opportunity to share what a wonderful 
community we have here in Wilkinsburg. Hosted by the 
Wilkinsburg Community Development Corporation (WCDC), 
this year’s tour includes eight historic, renovated, and/or 
rehabilitated homes and gardens in the Blackridge 
neighborhood of Wilkinsburg. Featured stops include several 
mid-century, modern, and colonial-style homes. 
Day-of tickets are available at the check-in location, 
Eastridge Center, 1900 Graham Blvd. 15235.

One of the featured homes on the House and Garden Tour is located at         
1 Scenery Road, near the top of Penn Avenue hill. This home was formerly 
the residence of Bill McKechnie, “Wilkinsburg Bill” who was inducted into 
the National Baseball Hall of Fame in 1962. This beautiful home was also the 
residence of former Wilkinsburg Mayor Sylvia LaFranchi and her husband, 
William LaFranchi. 
The current owners have offered their historic home for the 2015 Wilkinsburg 
House and Garden Tour on Saturday, September 26. Tickets are available 
through the Wilkinsburg Community Development Corporation (WCDC).

3rd annual Wilkinsburg House & Garden Tour
 Saturday, September 26, 10 a.m. to 3 p.m., in the Blackridge neighborhood of 

Wilkinsburg. Check-in at Eastridge Center
Tickets can be purchased in advance, $15 for ages 12+

Eastridge Center is a distinctive, modern-
looking community center, erected in 1951 
to be a church. Since 2003 it has also been 
the home of the Eastridge branch of the 
Wilkinsburg Public Library. 



Tour check in will be in Blackridge at 
the Eastridge Center –
1900 Graham Blvd. Tickets are on 
sale now at www.showclix.com/event/
WilkinsburgHouseGardenTour. 
They are $15 in advance, $18 on the 
day of. Use coupon code 15221 to 
receive $2 off the advance ticket price. 
Tour goers may wish to walk, drive, or 
take advantage of the shuttle service 
provided by event sponsor & local 
elder care facility, Community LIFE. 
Other event sponsors include Peoples Natural Gas Co., Regent Square 
Rentals, Flynn Construction, Allegheny Conference on Community 
Development, Comcast, Congressman Mike Doyle, BNY Mellon, East 
End Food Co-op, Hosanna House, Rebuilding Together Pittsburgh, Mr. 
James & Nancy Richard, The Wilkinsburg Sun, Maher Duessel, and 
WTAE. 
This year’s media sponsor is WQED. 
Over 800 people have participated in the annual Wilkinsburg House & Garden Tours, which began in 
2013. The overall goal of the yearly event is to highlight unique and historic homes that make up the 
Wilkinsburg community while benefitting the WCDC’s efforts to revitalize Wilkinsburg’s business 
district.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
The 2015 Wilkinsburg Home and Garden Tour is focused on the Blackridge area of Wilkinsburg. The 
following paper, “Our Community - a History of Blackridge” was written in May, 1950 by Miss 
Martha Graham Black. Martha Black was one of the Group for Historical Research of Wilkinsburg 
which became the Wilkinsburg Historical Society. She was also the custodian of histories of Beulah 
Church and the graveyard. She prepared this paper for presentation to the Blackridge Garden Club in 
May, 1950, and it was published in full in “The Blackboard” of the Club in 2003. It has been slightly 
edited and condensed for publication. Miss Black’s description of the development of McNair’s Town 
and Wilkinsburg has been omitted since a similar history can be found in the Wilkinsburg Historical 
Society’s “Images of America - Wilkinsburg”.

OUR COMMUNITY - A HISTORY OF BLACKRIDGE
by Martha Graham Black   (written in May, 1950)

 On the hill [above McNair's town, later Wilkinsburg] about the same time [as McNair was 
founding his town] settlers began coming from over the mountains. The  McCrays settled in 1780. They 
bought 1200 acres of land north, east and south of Beulah Church. In fact they gave 2 acres and 53 
perches to Beulah Church for a church and graveyard. (a perch is a unit of measure equaling 16 1/2 
feet )
 Rev. James Graham came to be the minister at Beulah Church in 1804 and bought a farm of 27 
acres and 130 perches, and gave to the church three acres and 56 perches. He built a school house for his 
children and the neighbors. Wilkinsburg grew much faster than the hilltop, which grew very little for 

Teresa James in 1938 at the 
Wilkinsburg Airport. This airport 
was located in the Blackridge 
community from 1930 to 1938.
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years. Such a steep hill discouraged public transportation, street cars for instance, too high for a public 
water supply, and the property owners were not willing to sell a little piece here and a little piece there. 
  The Graham farm extended from the Beulah road down to the property of Mr. Wylie, who 
owned it for a good many years, then back to Laketon Road  --- the newest part of Blackridge -- a log 
house just about where Dr. Chalfant built his house and the farmhouse at the forks of Greensburg and 
William Penn where the Bruenings live now. That house is over 100 years old. My house was built in 
1880. The decision of the Edgewood Country Club to build on Churchill Road was the first step of 
progress in this direction. The water company built the plant and extended a water line to the club.
  We used to sit on the porch and plan where the best place would be to put streets in. It was such 
a steep slope to the east. The entrance to the Old Gate and Blackridge from William Penn are just where 
my father planned. The engineers planned the grades, of course. Very little part of the land was 
cultivated. It was pasture land and neighbors pastured their cows. We had an old gate that opened into 
the field below the quarry bank. Some of my friends said we ought to have that [on] old gate street. 
Perhaps when I say quarry banks, you may be interested. My grandfather, son of the minister, quarried 
line stone all around this hill. That is what makes the big peak above Old Gate Road, and all the way 
around the hill above the Graham Blvd. There was a lime kiln back of where Mr. Megan lives now. This 
hill for many years was called Lime Hill, and other farmers sold lime. The kiln burned for weeks at a 
time. 
 Blackridge Road was called Mansion Road; so many of us didn't like it, so it was renamed 
Blackridge Road. My decision to keep the old house and buy the land with it settled the line of 
Blackridge Road on my side before the plan was opened.
 The plan started with our property. We were the first to sign a selling agreement with Mr. West . 
Th next year my mother's sister's family, the Chalfants, and then the Collins' family heirs came in. Their 
land was apart of the Graham farm which a different branch of the family inherited, then sold to the coal 
company who in turn sold to the Collin's family.
 The Meadow Drive was called this because that slope down from Meadow Drive was the only 
part of the land that was ever plowed. Sometimes it was meadow, sometimes it was rented for a market 
garden.
 Our line followed Graham Blvd. to the McNair Blvd., then to Collins' Line. A thin hedge row, 
rather than a fence row, marks the line; it still can be seen. The Collins part is larger, extending from 
William Penn straight back to and including Orlando, and on the east the line is the Churchill Valley 
Golf Club. It includes Forest Drive and the part of Collins Road that winds. I don't know all those lower 
streets. Of course, Hollywood Drive and Orlando Drive cross it and Williamsburg Place, Jamestown 
Place and Georgetown Place cross it south to north. This part was where the Rev. James Graham lived 
and there was a lovely orchard on that slope. The part of the farm on the other side of the Graham Blvd. 
belonged to other sisters, Miss Graham and Mrs. McNair, and some to Mrs. Chalfant, as you can tell by 
some of the names. Of course, when the farm was divided among the four sisters the only roads were the 
Crab Hollow Road, now Laketon Road, and the Northern Pike now William Penn Highway. That was 
back just after the Civil War. I think the unusual thing about the farm was that it stayed in the hands of 
the same family for so many years.
  The Graham Blvd. was named for the Graham family, and Graham Park (Field) was named for 
Prof. W. C. Graham, former superintendent of the Wilkinsburg Schools.
  We talked and planned a great deal about when the property would be sold. We wanted it to be a 
beautiful place and it is exciting to see our dreams come true.
Transcribed by Edgar R. Taylor, Wilkinsburg Historical Society



Wilkinsburg Historical Society now has a website!
The Wilkinsburg Historical Society has a website to share more information about the history of 
Wilkinsburg.  This site is continuing to build and has photo images of  advertising items, businesses, 
churches, schools, celebrations, High School yearbooks 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 website for the Wilkinsburg Historical Society.


