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The November "meeting" of the Wilkinsburg Historical Society will be our annual President's
Dinner. It will be held on Monday, November 15, 1999 at 6:00 p.m. at the Ramada (Harley) Hotel.
This is the same location as last year's dinner. We will, however be in a different room. You should
enter through the main entrance; parking is available directly across from the entrance. The cost of the
dinner is $20.00; you can call Lori Bode for reservations at 825-3322. The speaker for the evening is
Bruce Egli, who will present his program, Pennsylvania Pioneers. Between 1765 and 1795 settlers
from Eastern Pennsylvania and Virginia moved into Western Pennsylvania. Why did they come and
what was their life like? Mr. Egli will talk about the Pennsylvania colonial experience and why it is
different from that with which we are familiar. It offers some surprising clues to our present way of
life. He will be in costume and will bring some artifacts. It should be a grand evening. Please make
plans to attend

Are you familiar with the Wilkinsburg connections to one famous Pennsylvanian? She is best
known as a famous Pittsburgher, a famous Swissvale resident and, indeed as a famous American. But
Jane Grey Swisshelm has her ties to Wilkinsburg as wen. The following information is taken from
several sources al the Wilkinsburg Publi,c Library. One book in particular points up Ms. Swisshelm's
Wilkinsburg connection. It is "Famous Men and Women of Pittsburgh", published by the Pinsburgh
History and Landmarks Foundation in 1981. The article on Ms. Swisshelm is some twenty pages long
and was written by Mary Ellen Leigh McBride who was a writer for both the Pillsburgh Sun Times and
the Pillsburgh Post-Gazette. The beginning of the article gives a general overview is Ms. Swisshelm's
character:

/////////////

"I think Jane Swisshelm has had, over the years, an unwarranled sainthood thrust upon her.
She was definitely unsaintly ... she was outspoken. used to having her own way and doing as she
pleased, quite an iconoclast, and nol afraid of public opinion. These are hardly the attributes of
sainthood.

But Jane Swisshelm was a good writer, an innovator, and a very shrewd and intelligent woman.
She had a natural flair for writing which is rare; she laught herself to write and had the best equipment
a reporter can have... real feeling for and interest in people. And Jane Swisshelm didn't miss
anything; like most women, she pounced upon every detail and fully used her powers of observation.
Swisshelm's stories are full of life at a time when most stories, newspaper and otherwise, were sticky
with the Viclorian style. Simpering and languishing had no place in any of Jane's prose.
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Jane Grey Cannon was born on December 6, 1815 in a log cabin on what is now Sixth Avenue,

across from Trinity Episcopal Church. In 1934 the Women's Historical Society of Pittsburgh placed a
plaque on the side of Gimbels Department Store to commemorate her birthplace and it is still there.

Although her father, Thomas Cannon, was a merchant who was not terribly prosperous, her
family was very close knit and very happy. Jane's grandmother lived with them and Jane adored the
old lady, who told her tales of her childhood and of Lady Jane Grey, for whom she was named.
Grandmother was extremely religious and Jane learned her first scripture at her knee. It is said that
Jane could read from the Old Testament at the age ofthree.

Jane had brothers and sisters, but one by one they died of tuberculosis. To get the remaining
family into the fresh country air and away from the city, in April of 1816, the Cannons moved to
Wilkinsburg, where they opened up a store. Financial matters took a tum for the worse and in 1821
they moved back to the log cabin in Pittsburgh. Jane's father was found to have tuberculosis and died
in 1823.

At the age of 12 Jane went to the Edgeworth Seminary in Braddock's Field. She loved
studying and was a born scholar. She was not at the school long for she developed a cough and,
fearing the worst, was sent back home. It was on her trip home that she met James Swisshelm - her
carriage had become stuck in a stream and it was James who rescued her. The self-confidence of the
boy, the gallant way he pulled her from the stream, his handsome face, all left an indelible mark upon
Jane.

When Jane returned home, her mother decided to move back to the fresh air of Wilkinsburg
and try to restore Jane to health. Mrs. Cannon was a wonderful mother, she loved her children deeply
and they were a very devoted family. With very little money they lived a very happy life, the children
were encouraged to develop their talents. Jane taught school in Wilkinsburg when she was IS and was
apparently a good teacher; saying she did not have to whip any pupils... she did not believe in it ... and
felt they got on when their curiosity to know was aroused.

On ovember 18, 1836 against the wishes of her mother, Jane married James Swisshelm. She
had met him again while she was teaching in Wilkinsburg. Jane and James were very different: Jane
was five feel lall and weighed a hundred pounds. She had a piercing gaze, a quick mind and could
recite passages from the Bible for hours. She read incessantly and was a very positive person; James
Swisshelm was well over six feet, a strong, handsome man with black hair and a cheerful laugh who
never read books. He was slow and careful, a good fanner, a good neighbor and a good son. Beyond
that he had nothing, nor would most people expect more. But Jane did. Jane wanted an intellect to
match hers, a broad-minded man, a man who would allow his wife great freedom to do as she chose.
Why she expecled James 10 be like this is beyond explanation.

Within a year of their marriage, Jane and James had separated. Jane went home 10 her mother.
To save face James build her a small house, where she lived by herself all week, and then on the
weekends he would come to see her. They remained legal1y married for 20 years bUI after the first
year they really led rather separate lives.

In 1838 Jane and James moved to Louisville, Kentucky. 11 was here that Jane became an
abolitionist. Revolted by the very idea of slavery, Jane vowed that for life she would work against the
institution. While still in Louisville she tried to open a school 10 educate black children and was
threatened with bodily harm. Jane soon received word that her mother was dying of cancer and
decided to return 10 Pittsburgh. James forbid her to go claiming it was her duty 10 remain with her
husband. She returned despite his objections and nursed her mother until her death in 1840.

Jane had decided she would not return James in Louisville and wrote him of her plans. He was
so furious thai upon her mother's death he refused to sign any papers dealing with her mother's estate.
He was required to do so, as women were nol pennitted to hold property in her own name. He even
tried to sue the estate for Jane's services as a nurse! Jane was incensed. She borrowed books from
Judge Wilkins, studied the law's under which she lived, and worked lirelessly to change the law. In
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the session of 1847-1848 the Pennsylvania Legislature secured to married women the right to hold
property. This was Jane's tim great triumpb for women's rights.

James returned to Pennsylvania in 1842, they moved to the family farm, which Jane named
"Swissvale", When the Pennsylvania Railroad was built it ran through the fann and the station was
named for the homestead. Jane's retty at marriage didn't last long; James's mother and two of his
brothers moved in with them and caring for a large household was not to Jane's lilting.

Jane decided to give up teaching and try writing instead. As an ardent abolitionist she wrote
stinging leners to the Pittsburgh papers, but soon realized that she could do linle sining out on a fann.
She decided to move into Pittsburgh. Charles Shiras, a wealthy Pittsburgh anorney, had backed an
abolitionist newspaper, 'The Albatross," but it had failed. Jane proposed to step in and edit a new
paper to be called "The Pinsburg Visiter." It says much for Jane that the men who ran the newspaper
knew her and respected her and were willing to put cold cash on the line to let her publish. And so
Jane Grey Cannon Swisshelm became the first woman to sit in an office in downtown Pittsburgh, the
first woman salaried newspaper writer and the first woman newspaper editor! It should be noted that
James, an ardent abolitionist himself, wholeheartedly supported Jane's newspaper career.

As a newspaper editor Jane tackled the burning issues of the day, including women's rights. It
is a mistake to think, however, that Jane was a 'Woman's Libber" and wanted to open the doors of
opportunity for all womankind. Far from it. .. Jane regarded most women as idiots who used their
heads to put a hat upon and most woman's movements as foolish. In 1852 however, when Jane's
printers quit in a union dispute, she advertised for women to take their place and hired three.

Jane became bored with Pittsburgh; the action was all in Washington, DC. She wrote to
Horace Greeley, who offered to pay her $5.00 a column for her letters. She was a great success in
Washington but eventually returned to Pittsburgh and to James. At the age of 36 she had been married
for 15 years but had no children. Soon after returning to James, however, she became pregnant and
had her only child, a daughter named Henrietta. Jane was far from a great mother, barely mentioning
her daughter in her memoirs, except for referring to her three times as ..the baby." The Swisshelm
marriage was not saved by the birth of the child and in 1857 Jane decided to leave James for good.

In 1857 Jane Swisshelm moved to Minnesota and started another newspaper. She later return
to Washington for a time and worked as a volunteer nurse during the civil war. She continued an on
again, off-again relationship with Pittsburgh, eventually returning to fight for a share of her ex
husband's estate. She lived the remainder of her life at her husband's family home, which no longer
exists but was located somewhere near Greendale Avenue in Edgewood. She died Jul 22,1884., . <t~·_- J" •• ', •
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Jane Grey Swissvale & Henrietta
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The social fund proved to be as successful this year as last. However, you will not find a detailed
repon on expenditures such as you had last year. The Social chairman regrets to repon that in a frenzy
of cleaning she somehow lost all the notes on expenditures. She can say that there was $40.10 left in
the fund at the end of October's meeting. These funds will be used to purchase stan-up supplies for
the year 2000. We even had funds to purchase a second tablecloth! Thanks to all of you for paying

your social dues and special thanks to those of you who hosted a meeting. See you all next year!

Best Wishes 
see you in 20001

It is hard to believe that our year is over. It
seems like just yesterday that we had our
first meeting of 1999. It has been an
interesting year of informative programs,
lively conversation and great food! We said
goodbye 10 some old and dear friends and
gained some new members. Despite the
Y2K doomsayers we will all meet again in
the spring of 2000 and begin another year
together. Best wishes to you all for a great
holiday season. May your turkeys all be
golden brown; your Christmas trees all
straight of trunk, your menorah lights shine
brightly, and may Santa fill your stockings
with your hearts desire. And when
December 31 $1 arrives and 12:00 rolls
around and Ihe ball drops in Times Square 
may your lights stay lit, your heat stay on
and your champagne have lots of bubbles!

Archives

Wilkinsburg Historical Society
c/o Wilkinsburg Public Library
605 Ross Avenue
Wilkinsburg, PA 15221

Wilkinsburg
Historical Society

Officers and
Committee Chairman

1999

President: Harriet Hoffman
Vice-President: Edgar Taylor
Recording Secretary: Marilyn Karpinski
Corresponding Secretary: Nancy Richard
Treasurer: Peg Davies I Sally Van Ryn
Membership: Marian Thompson
Social: Linda Jennings
Program: Elise Morris
Publicity: Olive Wepfer
Lincoln Statue: Jim Richard
Transportation: William Jolmston
Vignettes: Joel Minnigh
Custodian of Papers: William Zimpleman
Dues: SI5/yr individual; S25/yr family
Sod.1 Fee: $5.00 per person

Inside this Issue

President's Dinner
Jane Grey Swisshelm
See you next year!


