
    May
   2016

Wilkinsburg historical Society newsletter
Volume 22, Issue 3

The Archives
The next meeting of the Wilkinsburg Historical Society will be Monday evening, May 16 at 7:30 PM 
in South Avenue United Methodist Church, using the left Ross Avenue entrance. 
The program for the evening will be a slide program showing the Good, the Bad and the Ugly buildings 
of Wilkinsburg and why many Wilkinsburgers are discovering that there is progress and beautification 
happening in every corner of our town. The evening meeting will highlight the properties and personal 
house histories that were featured on the Vacant Home Tour -2016, as well as the amazing restoration 
work of the Landmarks Development Corporation (a subsidiary of the Pittsburgh History & Landmarks 
Foundation). You will discover why the Wilkinsburg Community Development Corporation (WCDC) 
has adopted the slogan, “Wilkinsburg - Good All Over”.
The meeting is free to attend, guests are always welcome. Refreshments served following the program. 

These properties are three of the ones featured on the Vacant Home Tour- 2016.  Left to right they are:
817 Rebecca Avenue, 613 Wood Street and 818 South Avenue. All are vacant and in need of new owners.

These are two of the restoration projects of the Landmarks Development Corporation.  Left to right: 
855 Rebecca Avenue side and front view of the four-story apartment building which is being restored. 
The third image shows the historic Falconhurst Apartments at 724 Kelly Avenue. When the restoration 
is complete, there will be 18 apartments contained in three brick towers.  The front porches are being 
completely rebuilt, the interior walls will be new and some will have elevators and be ADA accessible. 

PH&LF and Landmarks Development Corporation continue to 
Renew community and build pride in Wilkinsburg



The people of 708 Whitney Avenue as told by Vacant Home Tour guide James Weddell

In 1872 James Kelly deeded a 5 acre tract of land comprised of the lots on both sides of Whitney 
between the railroad tracks and Center as well as the area that is now the Park and Ride lot for Hamnett 
Station to the Church Homes Association . This grant was meant to endow the Association's charitable 
operations on behalf of widows and orphans. In 1890 the Association sold the tract to realtor James 
Hamnett and his partner William Stewart. They subdivided the property and sold the 708 lot to John 
Klingesmith in 1891. Two years later he sold it to John Reid and the current house was built in 1897.

John Reid was a first generation Irish-American. He was born in 
1856 and married Elizabeth in 1887. They had two daughters, 
Jean and Blanche. John and Elizabeth were active in the Second 
United Presbyterian Church. John worked as a salesman of 
sanitary supplies for Duquesne Supply.  
On July 27, 1911 Elizabeth and Blanche were out for a drive with 
their neighbors, the Edwin Batchelors, when the auto was struck 

by a train. Elizabeth was killed and 
Blanche seriously injured. Edwin, his mother, and niece were also killed. 
The accident was just one of many that had attracted attention to the 
dangerous rail crossings in the borough but it provided the impetus to both 
the Pennsylvania Railroad and the borough council to agree to a plan to 
address the issue. That plan included the raising of the tracks and lowering 
of roads which necessitated the construction of a new railroad station. John 
died in 1920 and left the house to his daughters. They were both public 
school teachers. They sold the house in 1925 and moved down the street to 
713 Whitney.

The new owners were George and Sarah Lonabaugh. George was born in Wilkinsburg in 1872, 
married Sarah Olive Fisher in 1904, and, after living at 718 Ross then 819 Coal, the family moved to 
708 Whitney in 1925. George and Sarah had six children - Robert 
(1904), Elizabeth (1905), Frank (1909), Martha (1910), William 
(1913), and Glenn (1914) . Like his father before him, George was a 

butcher and built the new shop at 910 Wood 
Street. George was a horse racing enthusiast. He 
drove his sulky in harness races at the Oval in 
Schenley Park and his sled in races on 
Beechwood Blvd in Squirrel Hill.  During the 
1930's he was Democratic councilman from the 
Second Ward. Family and friends remember the 
home being filled with brass band and 
classical music.  Olive -as Sarah was known by - 
died in 1934 and George made Martha co-owner the next year. In 1939 Martha was 
given sole title to the home.  Both Martha and Elizabeth were nurses. When the 
Second World War came Glenn enlisted.  Martha followed April 1942. This was the 

Elizabeth Lonabaugh 
as a nurse, 1930s

 George Lonabaugh and his sulky
  Circa 1920s in Schenley Park

July 1911 news article about 
Wilkinsburg auto train wreck 
that claimed four lives



beginning of a lifelong career for Martha. She served the Army for more than twenty years in India, 
Germany, and bases throughout the U.S. When she retired she held the rank of Major. She does not seem 
to have lived here after enlisting. George died in 1951. The house was converted into a duplex in 1955. 

The upstairs was occupied by Elizabeth and her husband 
Ronald Cunningham.  Downstairs was occupied by 
Albert and Theresa Berg. Albert owned the drugstore at 
Rebecca and Mulberry.  
Two of George's grandchildren remember life at 
708. Wayne Lonabaugh recalled sitting on the back 
porch watching ice trucks be loaded and his aunt 
(Elizabeth) complaining about soot from the trains 
soiling the laundry hanging in the backyard. Glenda 
Shay recalled throwing portions of her aunt's cooking 
down the laundry chute. In 1957 Martha made the 
Cunninghams co-owners. George's grandson David 

lived there briefly in the early 70s. 

After 50 years, the Lonabaughs sold 708 to Richard and Arden Vesci.  It changed hands twice more in 
quick succession, ultimately ending up the property of Paul Gasparovic and Ellen Manes in 1992. They 
still own it. It has been unoccupied and not maintained since the early 2000s. In 2010 the house was 
used in Whitney Avenue Art Gallery - Houses in Waiting.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

744 South Avenue history as told by the house
 (with help from WCDC’s Marlee Gallagher and Beth Moody

You might not notice me because I’m wedged between this big, nice house on 
my right, and this gigantic church on my left, but here I am, the old brick house 
at 744 South Ave. I’ve been here for a long, long time. Longer than a lot of 
people realize. Sarah Freeman and her husband, William, built me back around 
1892. The years are a little fuzzy now, but I’m certain that Sarah and William 
were living here in 1894. Before they came to Wilkinsburg, they lived all over 
Pittsburgh and Allegheny City. They had eight children, but by the time they 
came to Wilkinsburg, their children were grown. William was working as a life 
insurance agent at the time. 

Within a couple years, Sarah and William sold me to the Huguses and moved to 211 Trenton Ave., not 
far from here. Sarah and Marion Hugus lived here from 1896 to 1900, and had three children. In 1900, 
Sarah and Marion sold me to Robert Anderson. Last I heard, Marion was committed to the Allegheny 
County Hospital for the Insane in 1906 and later died of terminal dementia and mania. He’s buried 
nearby in Woodlawn Cemetery. Sarah stayed in Wilkinsburg, even after he died, and ran a boarding 
house out of 1304 Wood St. 

After Robert Anderson, Owen and Lillie Garrison bought me, but they filed for bankruptcy within four 
years, and I was sold at a Sheriff’s Sale back to Robert Anderson in 1904. Robert sold me to J.G. 

Wayne on the rooftop back 
porch of 708 Whitney Ave. 
circa 1940s

George F. Lonabaugh 
behind 708 Whitney
circa 1940s



McConnell a couple days later. I’d like to be able to tell you that Mr. McConnell stayed and made his 
home here, but I was back on the Sheriff’s Sale list by the end of 1905. That year, I was sold to the 
Wilkinsburg Real Estate and Trust Co., and stayed empty for a little while.

Then, in 1909, I met the Walmers. 
Charles bought me from the Trust 
Company on March 23. If you’re a 
Wilkinsburger, you know Walmer’s. 
Either you shopped in the old hardware 
store or you’ve seen the fading ghost sign 
on the back of the former store that was 
once the largest hardware store in all of 
southwestern Pennsylvania!

Charles Warren Walmer was born in 1875 in Harrisburg. He moved to Wilkinsburg with his parents 
and grew up at 614 Swissvale Ave. He met his wife, Blanche, and they were married in 1900. They, of 
course, moved here to 744 South in 1909. Charles died in August 1937. Blanche stayed for many years, 
which was wonderful, and Acta McCullough, a schoolteacher at McNair School (which was where the 
Ferguson Playground is today), lived here with her for a time. 

Eventually, Blanche did sell me. As she got older, it became too difficult to 
care for me. Francis Cooper bought me in 1977. In more recent years, some 
people may remember Francis because he used to grow flowers all over a 
wire frame on the front of my porch (as you can see, it’s still there, but the 
flowers have long since died). People actually used to stop and tell him 
how beautiful the flowers were; that was a wonderful feeling. I also had a 
really cute paint job back then. I was blue with dark brown trim, which 
really made all the little details on my facade stand out. Inside, a beautiful, 
but fading, birch tree wallpaper still adorns my dining room, but many of 
my other features have been stolen. As you can see, most of my windows 
are gone now, too. It gets cold in here at night.
 
I don’t know what exactly happened to Francis, but I went to my third Sheriff’s Sale in 2005. I was 
purchased by GLS Development Inc. That company sold me to my current owner, Everland Properties 
LLC, in 2008. I don’t know much about either company, but I do know that neither of them cared much 
about me. A little work was done in recent years -- a new roof, a not-so-nice addition on the back.
But I don’t feel hopeless. I’m happy that I was able to be a part of Wilkinsburg’s past. So many things 
have changed and evolved in recent years, and I think there are amazing things in store for this little 
block in Wilkinsburg. The Ahmadiyya Muslim Community bought their building and the house next to 
me, completely renovating both; a new parish bought the church on the other side of me just a few 
months ago and is working to restore it; Ferguson Playground on the corner was recently renovated 
through a partnership between the Borough of Wilkinsburg and Pittsburgh Urban Christian School 
(PUCS); and, of course, PUCS and the Bible Chapel across the street are also doing wonderful things in 
the community. What do you think the future holds for this corner of town?

1976 view of 744 South Ave.



Harry Graham Hartmann had been a member of the Wilkinsburg Historical Society for a number of 
years. Harry, of Delmont, PA  passed away March 29, 2016.  Born Oct. 3, 1936 in 
Pittsburgh, Harry was the son of the late William Frank Hartmann Sr. and Phyllis 
Graham Hartmann.  Harry was one of seven Hartmann children including, William 
Frank Jr., Robert Graham, Patricia Ann, Polly Ann, Nancy Ann, and Barbara Ann.  
Like his siblings, Harry was born and raised in Wilkinsburg on Glenn Avenue and 
graduated from Wilkinsburg High School. After graduating high school in 1954, he 
enlisted in the Army, trained at Fort Gordon, GA., and served in France with the 
occupation forces. After the service, he worked for Bell Telephone Company for 
about 40 years until retirement in 1991.

Harry loved history and valued his Wilkinsburg roots. After his passing a close 
friend gave to the Wilkinsburg Historical Society  Harry’s complete, pristine copy of the “Gem”.  This 
was the 1962 special edition newspaper celebrating Wilkinsburg’s 75th year as a Borough. 

Harry Hartmann’s family had a long history 
in Pittsburgh’s east end. On his paternal side, 
Harry’s great grandfather had started a dairy 
farm in the mid 1800s in the Lemington 
Farms section of Pittsburgh. This was in Ward 
#21 in the area uphill from Washington 
Boulevard, near where Shuman Center is 
currently located. The Hartmann men all 
worked in the dairy farm business there, 
including father Jacob (1830-1911) along 
with sons Thomas F. (1854-1933), Frank W. 
(1856-1931), Christian W. (1866-1945) and       
George J. (1872-1928). 1895 Pittsburgh Directory lists the Hartmann 

men who worked in the family dairy farm.

Antique wall thermometer 
advertises Hartmann 
Brothers Dairy in 
Lemington Farms. 

One pint glass milk bottle 
produced by the 
Hartmann Brothers Dairy

Harry Hartmann
WHS senior, 1954

By 1850 the farm was known as the 
Hartmann Brothers Dairy farm. In later years 
Harry’s dad worked at the farm. Hartmann 
Brothers Dairy provided home delivery of 
milk. The dairy existed for almost a hundred 
years. It was sometime in the early 1940s 
that a serious epidemic of hoof and mouth 
disease wiped out the herd of dairy cattle. By 
the 1940s property in the Lemington section 
of Pittsburgh had become so valuable that 
real estate taxes were quite high and it made 
economic sense to sell the farmland.

http://www.legacy.com/memorial-sites/army/?personid=179518532&affiliateID=3687
http://www.legacy.com/memorial-sites/army/?personid=179518532&affiliateID=3687


Wilkinsburg Historical Society has a website!
The Wilkinsburg Historical Society has a website to share more information about the history of 
Wilkinsburg.  To visit the site:   wilkinsburghistory.wordpress.com 

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. WE HOPE TO 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) Please keep your membership dues up to date. 

 

Wilkinsburg Historical Society is involved with preservation projects in the area. Donations are 
appreciated.Please send to: Wilkinsburg Historical Society, P.O. Box 17252, Pittsburgh, PA 15235

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

The Wilkinsburg Sun is a community newsletter about the GOOD news in 
Wilkinsburg. The newsletter is published 10 times a year and the print 
editions can be found at various locations, including the libraries, the 
Borough Building  and the WCDC. 
If you want to ensure that you never miss another issue of  The Sun, go to 
eepurl.com/v0iBP and sign up. You’ll receive a link to each and every issue 
via email -just as soon as they hit the street. 

FREE E-mail subscription to Wilkinsburg’s newsletter, The Wilkinsburg Sun


