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A.  A Brief Look at the Region’s History 
 
1. Settlement 1, 2
 
The history of this geographic region began 17,000 years ago with the first entrance of man into 
western Pennsylvania. Native Americans continually occupied this land until the late 18th 
century.  Archaeologists refer to the last group of Native Americans who lived in this area before 
the first European traders arrived as the Monongahela culture.  The Monongahela people built 
small villages and grew corn, beans, and squash on the wide floodplains along the Three Rivers.  
As European traders and explorers moved into the region, the Monongahela people vanished.  By 
the late 1600's, the Shawnee and Delaware Tribes inhabited the area and were then confronted 
with the European settlers in the 18th century.  The Ohio River, known as the Belle-Riviere by 
the French, remained Indian territory.    
 
The first European to trade in western Pennsylvania was Arnout Viele, a Dutchman who traveled 
via the Allegheny and Ohio rivers in 1692.  But it was not until 1753 that George Washington 
sketched the first good map of the area showing the confluence of the rivers. By the time of 
Washington’s visit to Pennsylvania, the Three Rivers had become more strategic as the French 
and British clashed in their quests to secure land and obtain the all-water route, via the Ohio 
River, to the west.  Washington helped build the first fort at the Point, Fort Prince George, in 
1754.  Within months and without a shot, the French took over the fort and built Fort Duquesne 
to establish their presence in the west.  
 
In 1758, the French were forced to abandon and 
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Glass factories were common on the south side along the Monongahela River and on the north 
shore of the Ohio River.  Cotton mills in the city used cotton shipped from the south via the 
Ohio, and oil refining helped spur the barge-building industry. 
 
The boat-building industry included the construction of flatboats, barges, steamers, sailing 
vessels, and even naval warships, many built by two major companies: Tarascan Brothers 
Shipyards (begun in 1802 on the Monongahela), and James Rees & Sons (operating from 1845-
1932 on the Allegheny near the confluence).   
 
Transport of coal was also common in the area.  Coal transport by towboat was heavy on the 
Monongahela in the 1780's, and on the Ohio in 1793; by 1830, Pittsburgh coal was being shipped 
to New Orleans.  Around 1900, Monongahela River Consolidated Coal and Coke Co. (known as 
Combine) owned 80 towboats and 4,000 barges and coalboats. 
 
The Allegheny, while not the major transportation vehicle of the Three Rivers, was used for 
transport when oil exploration peaked in the 1860's and when oil refining was common in 
Pittsburgh.  Transport of timber (by raft) from the many lumbering companies along the 
Allegheny was also common. 
 
3. Navigation3, ,4 5

 
To refine Pittsburgh’s role as an active inland port, there were many early attempts at clearing 
and controlling the rivers. 
 
The colonial exploration period, through 1824, produced the first maps of the rivers and their 
tributaries.  At the same time, the state of Pennsylvania was designating certain rivers as 
"navigable public highways."  This designation gave all citizens a right to public access of the 
rivers.  It also called for the removal of all debris that obstructed the rivers.  However, there were 
no formal improvement projects attempted for this clean-up, and travelers were left with 
common obstacles such as ice blocks, low water, flow changes, sandbars, and boulders before 
the dams were built.  Between 1824 and 1874, the federal government and the Army Corps of 
Engineers gained control of inland waters and navigation through Congress’s passage of the 
Inland Waterways Improvement Act.  Early efforts to make the waterways of the Pittsburgh area 
navigable involved removing snags and debris.  
 
Finally, efforts were made to construct locks and dams on the rivers.  From 1836 to 1897, the 
Monongahela Navigation Company controlled toll locks and dams on the Monongahela; but in 
1897 the company was then taken over by the federal government, and free navigation was 
restored to travelers.  From 1875 to 1929, the Ohio was canalized to six feet and later deepened 
to nine feet.  The Davis Island Dam, built in 1885, was the longest wicket dam in the world, only 
to be replaced by the Emsworth Dam in 1921. The Allegheny was not canalized until the 1930’s.   
 
The dams were needed to keep the water levels high enough for vessels.  Over the years, though, 
the dams had to be reconstructed and repaired due to old age and newer technologies.  The 
current Allegheny lock and dam (L&D) 2 replaced the L&D at river mile 7, which operated from 

 
3 See Kidney – footnote 1 
4 See Carlisle – footnote 2 
5 3R2N, From Rivers to Lakes: Engineering Pittsburgh's Three Rivers, 2001.  The STUDIO for Creative Inquiry.  
Carnegie Mellon University.  
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1902-1908; L&D 3 replaced the L&D at river mile 17, which operated from 1897-1904. The 
Emsworth dam was altered in 1938 to allow a pool of 710 ft. above sea level all the way to 
Highland Park and Braddock.  From 1981-1986, the L&D underwent a $30 million rehabilitation 
(See Chapter 1-D-1).   
 
4. Renaissance 
 
After World War II, Pittsburgh underwent its first Renaissance under the leadership of Mayor 
David L. Lawrence and philanthropist Richard King Mellon.  Air quality, traffic, and sanitation 
regulations were implemented, improving the environmental quality of the region.  New office 
buildings were built along with a new civic center and Point State Park.  The city’s business 
center became known as the “Golden Triangle.” 
 
During the 1980s, Pittsburgh’s heavy industry declined drastically, unemployment increased, and 
population decreased.  At the same time, the city was undergoing its second Renaissance, this 
time under the direction of Mayor Richard Caliguiri.  This Renaissance produced the restoration 
of the downtown cultural center, the revival of city neighborhoods, and construction of major 
office buildings.  It continued into the 1990s.   
 
Pittsburgh boasts a tremendous amount of new construction including new stadiums, the North 
Shore development, convention center, and riverfront revitalization. Some people consider this to 
be Renaissance III. 
 
B. Local Histories 
 
Each municipality in this corridor has its own distinct history.  Their stories are summarized 
here.6, 7   

 
See Map 1 for locations of the municipalities listed below. 
 

Aspinwall Borough 
 

At the time of the Revolutionary War, the land on which Aspinwall now stands was part of the Iroquois Nation and 
the Seneca Tribe of Chief Guyasuta. After the war, General James O'Hara purchased the land from the government. 
Later, a portion of the land was sold to James Ross. His nieces, Ann Aspinwall and Mary Delafield, later inherited it. 
They rented some of the land to tenant farmers, one of whom was young H. J. Heinz, to grow crops such as 
tomatoes and horseradish. The Aspinwall Land Company was formed in 1890 and it was purchased for home sites. 
Aspinwall was incorporated as a Borough on December 28, 1892. Phase #1 land was developed in 1892 from 
Western Avenue to Eastern Avenue; Phase #2 began in 1899; and Phase #3 from Brilliant Avenue to Delafield 
Avenue began in 1905.  

 
Avalon Borough 

 
Avalon was originally a farming community whose produce went to Pittsburgh.  At that time, the Ohio River's water 
level was lower, which allowed for beaches and a connecting road for easy transport of goods.  Later, the first 
moveable, and second navigational dam in the U.S. was built from Davis Island to Avalon in 1885, only to be 
replaced by the Emsworth dam in 1921.  Further development of the community occurred when the railroad arrived 
in 1851, causing people to move toward the river to Orchard Ave. and Ohio River Blvd.  In 1926, Ohio River Blvd. 
became a "high-speed boulevard" which connected the western part of the county to Pittsburgh.  Ten bridges were 

 
6 Pittsburgh History & Landmarks Foundation Allegheny County Survey, 1980. 
7 Various municipal web sites (see Appendix A, Table A for web addresses) 
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constructed for access to the new road.  And, in 1930, Avalon Park opened with a bathhouse and swimming pool 
(the bathhouse was made of bricks from Ohio River Blvd.).   
 

Baldwin Borough 
 
Baldwin Borough was incorporated in 1950 after separating from Baldwin Township.  Of historical significance is 
the Railroad & Water Co. Buildings on E. Carson St., which now serve as the filter station for Western PA Water 
Co.   

 
Bellevue Borough 

 
Bellevue was part of the depreciation lands, which in 1783 were set aside for soldiers of the Revolutionary War as a 
"payment for their military service."   In 1784, the land was bought from the Native Americans.  Eventually, the 
Pittsburgh to Chicago Railroad was completed and passed through the community (1856).  A decade later, Bellevue 
was officially established and named by a French linguist for its beautiful view. 
 

Ben Avon Borough 
 
When Native Americans occupied the area now know as Ben Avon, the “road parallel to Ohio River Boulevard was 
the most important Native American trail from the sea to the northwest, and was known as the Golat Path, which 
later became know as the McIntosh Trail that connected Pittsburgh to Beaver County.”  Then, in 1851, the railroads 
moved into Ben Avon, and helped to establish it as a community.  It was officially founded in 1892 by J.C. Lewis. 
 

Ben Avon Heights Borough 
 
Ben Avon Heights was annexed from Kilbuck Township in 1913. 
 

Blawnox Borough 
 
Like other communities in the area, the PA canal came through Blawnox in 1826, and in 1857 the PA railroad 
bought the right-of-way.  In 1917, the Blaw Steel Co. acquired the Knox Welded and Pressed Steel Co. and became 
known as the Blaw-Knox Steel Construction Co.  The management of the company asked for the town name to be 
changed to Blawnox, and it was officially incorporated in 1925. 

 
Etna Borough 

 
Founded in 1868, this area is of significance because it was one of the first places (even possibly the first in the 
world) to use natural gas in southwestern PA.  The Sprang Co. of Etna made the iron pipes which transported the 
gas.   
 

Fox Chapel Borough 
 
Until the latter part of the 18th century, Native American tribes hunted and fished in this general area. The first 
settler in the Fox Chapel area was James Powers, who arrived around 1790. Among the early landowners in the area 
was James O'Hara, a Revolutionary Army general and prominent Pittsburgh businessman. During the depression of 
1818, O'Hara was saved from financial ruin by the counsel of  James Ross, a noted lawyer and former Senator. As 
an expression of gratitude, he gave Ross 1,700 acres of land which is now part of Fox Chapel and comprises the 
Delafield Estates section of the Borough, as well as the development along Buckingham Road known as the "Ross 
Meadows Plan of Lots." Fox Chapel was originally part of O'Hara and Indiana Townships. In 1928, approximately 
forty property owners assembled at the Shady Side Academy and voted to incorporate the Fox Chapel District 
Association. Despite vigorous opposition by both Townships, on August 3, 1934, the Court ordered the 
incorporation of Fox Chapel Borough from 6.8 square miles of O'Hara Township and 0.4 square miles of Indiana 
Township. Over the years, the Borough's government has been so efficient and satisfactory that other residents 
adjacent to the Borough have petitioned Council for annexation, increasing the area of the Borough to its present 
size of approximately 8.5 square miles.  Fox Chapel constantly strives to defend and maintain its special ambience. 
One of the most important tasks of the borough is to preserve this position. Not only is it desirable for Fox Chapel, it 
is desirable for the entire Pittsburgh area. The wooded hills and uncrowded residential developments are a valuable 
regional asset. Fox Chapel is a classic example of what can be done to preserve openness and spaciousness in the 
very midst of urbanization and industrialization.  



Pennsylvania Environmental Council                                        Three Rivers Conservation Plan – Final – March 2004 
 

Chapter 6:  Cultural Resources 101

 
Harmar Township 

 
Harmar Township, like other Allegheny River communities, was along the PA canal route, and was settled at the 
mouth of Deer Creek. It also includes Twelvemile Island (originally Barton's Island). 
 

Kennedy Township 
 

In 1787 James Speer received a patent for land from William Penn, and built the first brick home in Kenmawr.  
Notable pioneers were the Clever family from Carlisle who came by covered wagon in 1825.  Oil was drilled there 
in 1889, and coal mining began in the 1920s.  In 1947, the original municipal building was dedicated at its present 
location. 
 

Kilbuck Township 
 
Originally part of the Depreciation Lands set aside for Revolutionary War Veterans, Kilbuck was annexed from 
Ohio Township in 1869.  It was named after the kind Delaware Native American Chief, Kilbuck, who is thought to 
be buried somewhere in town.  This township actually once included within its borders the now-named communities 
of Avalon, Glenfield, Ben Avon, Ben Avon Heights, and Emsworth.   
 

McKees Rocks Borough 
 
Founded in 1769 and incorporated as a borough in 1892, McKees Rocks grew as a result of the Pittsburgh & Lake 
Erie Railroad (P&LERR). 
 

Millvale Borough 
 

Founded in 1868, the borough’s origins can be traced to Captain James Sample who received the land as part of the 
Depreciation Lands Settlement.  He settled there in 1789 and built a grist mill.  H.B. Lyons coined the name 
Millvale for the mills in the vale. 
 

Neville Township 
 

Founded in 1901, and once known as Montour’s Island, Neville is named after General John Neville who was active 
in military service during the Revolutionary War.  Historically, the island consisted of a farming community due to 
the fertile soil of the land (known as the "gem of the Ohio").  In 1880, there were 40 farms on the island, each with 
its own wharf.  These farmers were able to travel into the city to sell their produce.  It was in 1900 that the railroad 
bridge brought the first P & LE train to the island and helped to transform it into a steel and chemical area.  In 1918, 
the government gained control of the island and made it the largest ammunitions dump in the world. 
 

Oakmont Borough 
 
Oakmont Borough's settlements in the 19th century were in part aided by the Allegheny Valley Railroad, which 
brought industry to the area.  However, because the river was shallow and could not handle the amount of travel that 
the Monongahela did, development came much slower along the riverbanks.  In 1964, an Adena (Native American) 
burial mound was found, dating from 1000 B.C. to 600 A.D.   
 

O'Hara Township 
 
O'Hara Township was once a site along the statewide canal system, which came through the Pittsburgh area in 1829.  
However, it was soon replaced by the PA railroad, which purchased the right-of-way in 1857.  Sixmile Island (also 
known as Guyasuta Island, after the old Seneca Chief) is also administered by O'Hara and was once the site of the 
Pittsburgh Gravel Company. 
 

Penn Hills Township 
 
Penn Hills was a large coal-producing area by 1900 and lime manufacturing was also once a thriving industry. 
Portland Cement Manufacturing occurred in one of the largest plants in the country - Universal Atlas Cement Co.  
Currently, the historic turnouts on Allegheny River Boulevard are being restored by the Township.  As part of the 
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Table 6-3 
Regional Green Buildings 

 
LEED™  Certified 
 
(Leadership in Energy 
and Environmental 
Design)  

GREENING OUR REGION 
 

Numerous projects in Western 
Pennsylvania were designed with 
green objectives and built before 
LEED was available. These 
innovative projects are the early 
adopter that have set the pace for the 
remarkable green building trend in 
the region. 
 

PROJECTS TO WATCH 
 

Because many factors can 
interfere throughout the 
building process, a project 
cannot be considered green 
until its construction is 
complete and its performance is 
confirmed. These are projects 
that are actively engaged in 
implementing specific green 
goals. 

 
Office/Commercial Buildings 
 
Alcoa Corporate Headquarters  
Burke Building  
CCI Center  
E-House  
Heinz Family Office & Heinz Family 
  Foundation  
Mascaro Headquarters 
McGowan Institute  
Millvale Boathouse and Training 
  Center  
Oncology Nursing Society  
Penn Center West Technology Center  
Pittsburgh Glass Center  
Siemens Westinghouse Power 
Corporation, Fuel Cell Facility  
TechWorks@PNC 
 

Greater Pgh. 
Community Food Bank 
 
KSBA Architects 
 
PNC Firstside Center 
 
David L. Lawrence 
Convention Center 

Education & Institutional Buildings  
 
Audubon At Beechwood Education 
     Center  
Center for Conservation Education  
Intelligent Workplace  
Macoskey Center  
 

 Residential and Mixed-use  
 
New Birmingham 

Bear Run  
Children's Hospital  
Carnegie Libraries - City of 
   Pittsburgh  
Cast Con Stone, Inc. - Cast Con 
   Stone, Inc.  
Children's Museum  
Computer Information Center – 
   Carnegie Mellon University  
David L. Lawrence Convention 
   Center - Sports and Exhibition 
   Authority  
Department of Environmental 
   Protection California Office 
  Building - MBC  
Dick Corporation Corporate 
  Headquarters - Dick Corporation  
Environmental Education Center    
  – Upper St. Clair Township  
Gaudium Et Spes Center –  
   Diocese of Greensburg  
Henderson Hall - Carnegie  
   Mellon University  
Felician Sisters Convent and 
   School - Felician Sisters of PA  
Moorewood Residence Hall – 
   Carnegie Mellon University  
Penn Hills Library – Municipality 
   of Penn Hills  
Phipps Conservatory & Botanical  
   Gardens  
Carnegie Science Center –  
   Carnegie Institute  
Posner Center - Carnegie Mellon 
   University  
Three River's Rowing Association  
Station No. 7 - Kimbrough & 
   Associates 
 

Source:  Pittsburgh Green Building Alliance  www.gbapgh.org

http://www.gbapgh.org/


Pennsylvania Environmental Council                                        Three Rivers Conservation Plan – Final – March 2004 
 

Chapter 6:  Cultural Resources 108

                                                          

2. Historic Neighborhoods 
 

The Historic Review Commission of Pittsburgh, part of the Pittsburgh Department of City 
Planning, "administers the historic districts and structures designated by the Pittsburgh City 
Council."  The department has put together five self-guided tours of historic districts and areas of 
the city.  The maps and descriptions can be obtained on the city of Pittsburgh’s website10 under 
the Planning Department. 
 
The three historic districts currently included in the walking tours are: 

1) Mexican War Streets (Central North Side) 
2) Manchester (West of Allegheny Center on East Shore of Ohio River) 
3) Allegheny West (North Side) 

 
Also included are: 

1) The City Legacy Tour (Downtown) 
2) The Historic Interiors Tour (Downtown) 

 
3.  Pittsburgh History and Landmarks Foundation Historic Plaque Program11

 
In 1968, the Pittsburgh History & Landmarks Foundation began a Historic Landmark Plaque 
program to identify architecturally significant structures and designed landscapes throughout 
Allegheny County. Since 1968, Landmarks has awarded close to 400 Historic Landmark 
Plaques. A Historic Landmark plaque identifies the site as a significant part of our local heritage; 
it will not protect a building from alternation or demolition. Buildings, structures, districts, and 
landscapes may be approved for an Historic Landmark plaque if all of the following conditions 
are met: 
 

• they are remarkable pieces of architecture, engineering, construction, landscape design, 
or planning, or impart a rich sense of history;  

• alterations, additions, or deterioration have not substantially lessened their value in the 
above respects;  

• they are at least 50 years old;  
• they qualify for Landmarks' inventory of significant structures and landscapes;  
• they are located in Allegheny County 

 
A list of Historic Plaques can be found in Appendix F. 
 
4. Pittsburgh’s Inclines12

 
Pittsburgh has two inclines, also known as funiculars, which transport people between the river 
valleys and the bluffs overlooking the city.  The incline cars, connected to opposite ends of a 
single cable, are pulled up and down an inclined track by an engine in an upper station.  Because 
they are connected to a single cable, the cars operate in pairs with one going uphill and the other 
downhill simultaneously.  Though Pittsburgh had as many as 15 inclines at one time, only two 
remain.  The Monongahela Incline was constructed in 1870 and is currently operated by the Port 

 
10 www.city.pittsburgh.pa.us/wt/ 
11 http://www.phlf.org/plaques/plaque.html 
12 web.presby.edu/~jtbell/transit/Pittsburgh/Inclines 
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Authority of Allegheny County.  The Duquesne Incline was built in 1877 and is operated by a 
non-profit preservation society. 

 
F. The National Register of Historic Places13

 
The PA Historical and Museum Commission (PHMC) manages the National Register of Historic 
Places for Pennsylvania.  The program was established by the National Historic preservation Act 
of 1966. Properties listed in the Register include districts, sites, buildings, structures, and objects 
that are significant in American history, architecture, archeology, engineering, and culture.  
National Register properties are distinguished by having been documented and evaluated 
according to uniform standards. These criteria recognize the accomplishments of all people who 
have contributed to the history and heritage of the United States and are designed to help state 
and local governments, federal agencies, and others identify significant historic and 
archeological properties worthy of preservation and of consideration in planning and 
development decisions. Listing in the National Register, however, does not interfere with a 
private property owner's right to alter, manage, or dispose of property. It often changes the way 
communities perceive their historic resources and gives credibility to efforts to preserve these 
resources as irreplaceable parts of the communities. 
 
Listing in the National Register contributes to preserving historic properties in a number of ways:  
 

• Recognition that a property is of significance to the nation, the state, or the 
community.  

• Consideration in the planning for federal or federally assisted projects. 
• Eligibility for federal tax benefits.  
• Qualification for federal assistance for historic preservation, when funds are 

available.  
 
See Table F-1 in Appendix  F for the list of historic places in and near the corridor. 
 
G. The Historical Marker Program14

The historical marker program, established in 1946, is one of PHMC’s oldest and most popular 
programs. The blue and gold markers located throughout the state highlight people, places, and 
events significant in state and national history. Presently, nearly 1,800 markers recognize 
Pennsylvania's history - from William Penn's country home, to the bloody Homestead Strike of 
1892, to the Pennsylvania Turnpike, the nation's first long-distance superhighway.  

See Appendix  F for the list of historical markers in the corridor. 
 

H. National Historic Landmarks15

Landmarks are nationally significant historic places designated by the Secretary of the Interior 
because they possess exceptional value or quality in illustrating or interpreting the heritage of 

 
13 Supported and published by the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission (PHMC) 
www.phmc.state.pa.us  Summary taken from PHMC. 
14 Summary taken from PHMC 
15 Summary taken from PHMC 

http://www.phmc.state.pa.us/
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the United States. Today, fewer than 2,500 historic places bear this national distinction. 
Working with citizens throughout the nation, the National Historic Landmarks Program draws 
upon the expertise of National Park Service staff who work to nominate new landmarks and 
provide assistance to existing landmarks. The National Historic Landmark Stewards 
Association also works to preserve, protect, and promote National Historic Landmarks. 

The Secretary of the Interior has designated the following Allegheny County sites as Historic 
Landmarks.   

1) Allegheny County Courthouse and Jail – Designed by the famous architect Henry 
Richardson, this magnificent architectural structure was built from 1883-1888.  
Located on Grant Street in downtown Pittsburgh, it is an excellent example of 
Richardson’s Romanesque-style buildings.  With its towers and powerful walls, it is 
perhaps one of the city’s most famous buildings. 

2) Forks of the Ohio – The confluence of the rivers has been a significant area in 
American history, from Native American inhabitation, to the Forts of the French & 
Indian war, to Point State Park today. 

3) Smithfield St. Bridge – In 1881, the bridge builder Gustav Lindenthal proposed a 
design for the new, and still-standing Smithfield St. Bridge.  Being a model for 
other bridge designs in the country and having the distinct ‘lentricular truss,’ this 
bridge is also listed as a National Historic Civil Engineering Landmark. 
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