
Photo highlights of the Baltimore 
Dollar Stroll and Spruce Hill May 
Fair from past years.  In 2018 the 
UCHS will be participating in 
these events.  Photos by Joseph 
Minardi.
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Dollar Stroll

May Fair

The University City Historical Society is pleased to participate in 
the next Baltimore Avenue Dollar Stroll on Thursday, June 7th.  
We will have a table in front of Calvary Church on Baltimore Av-
enue and will have a number of items for sale including our brand 
new tote bags featuring the artwork of Ben Leech.  The sturdy and 
attractive totes will be available for $10.  In addition we will be 
offering autographed copies of Robert Skaler’s book on West Phila-
delphia, and one dollar new memberships.
 The Baltimore Avenue Dollar Stroll, presented in association 
with the Baltimore Avenue Business Association (BABA), will 
return this year on Thursday, June 7th and Thursday, September 

Stop by our table at the Spruce Hill May Fair on Saturday, May 12 
at Clark Park from 12 to 6pm.  We will have items for sale plus we 
always enjoy seeing our neighbors face-to-face.
  This year will mark the 60th annual May Fair  and will have 
the exciting addition of a beer garden hosted by Clarkville.  The 
family friendly venue will include a petting zoo, moon bounce, live 
music, great food selection, raffle drawing with tons of prizes con-
tributed by local businesses, a plant sale, and lots of vendors with 
crafts, artwork and community-oriented services.

     Springtime 2018

13th, from 5:30pm – 8:30pm. During this unique event, University 
City’s Baltimore Avenue between 43rd and 52nd Streets showcases 
its businesses with $1 bargains from neighborhood favorites, rang-
ing from bites from signature restaurants to pet supplies to theater 
tickets. The event also showcases new businesses along the con-
stantly growing commercial corridor.
 The Baltimore Avenue Dollar Stroll has become a signature 
event for the neighborhood, routinely attracting crowds in the 
thousands. Live music, family entertainment, and more accompa-
ny the dollar deals, making this a great event for people of all ages.

Photo of our new tote bag, front (left) and back (right) featuring the artwork of Ben 
Leech in attractive burgundy print.



 WestPhiladelphia:
By the 1890s a residential building boom in Philadelphia was 
well underway.  By the end of the decade nearly 7,700 new homes 
were constructed in Philadelphia.  Practically every part of the 
city caught building fever, including West Philadelphia.  The 
difference with the newly created districts across the Schuylkill 
River is that they largely appealed to city’s status-seeking white 
collar workers.  Every effort was taken by builders to create at-
tractive suburban homes that were spacious enough to accom-
modate a growing family and even some live-in servants.  Writers 
were all too eager to gush over these beautiful neighborhoods, 
and provide a record of the progress being made by architects and 
builders.  On November 6, 1895, the Philadelphia Inquirer wrote 
a glowing report on the work being done in West Philadelphia.

 “No section of this great city of homes has experienced such 
a wonderful transformation as that lying south of Chestnut Street 
and from Thirty-fourth Street west.  Embraced within a territory 
covering a little over a mile square are to be found houses such as 
the early settlers never even dreamed of as possible creations.  From 
an inaccessible suburb the place has become one of the most ac-
cessible and most delightful places of residence within the limits of 
the municipality.  The streets are wide and well paved, shade trees 
abound and the charm of suburban life is fully maintained through 
the majority of the houses having small lawns in front and further 
carried out through the open space between the buildings, made 
possible by the large lots on which they are erected.  A feature of this 
open space is the entire absence of ugly board fences to separate lots 
and yards.  Instead, neat, low iron railing mark the boundary lines 
and air and sunlight are given an unobstructed sweep.
 Although it has been but a few years since the improvements 
began, the change is most wonderful.  The character of the houses is 
of the higher grade.  Some are built for and are occupied by the well-
to-do class and others for the more moderately fixed as to finances.  
In all their fittings and furnishings, however, there is displayed that 
taste for which Philadelphia women are famous.  Architecturally 
the “Colonial” predominate, but it is so varied and interspersed 
with the fanciful creations of the architect’s brains that the neigh-
borhood is made beautiful through its dissimilar similarity, if such 
a term is permissible.” 
 The writer’s mention of accessibility probably alluded to the 
many trolley lines that connected West Philadelphia to Philadel-
phia’s business district located in Center City from Broad Street 
eastward.  The writer also suggests the homes appealed to a wide 
range of incomes, but to be sure, these were not the row homes 
of factory workers.  They were certainly a cut above.  The “open 
space between the buildings” referred to the semi-detached or 
twin houses that proliferated throughout West Philadelphia for 
many decades.  This small bit of separation was a major selling 
point to potential buyers.  Those of more modest means, howev-
er, were also being lured to West Philly. Increasingly people were 

able to buy into the suburban dream on a smaller budget.  The 
anonymous writer tells of modern amenities and a front porch, 
all which distinguish the new construction from the average row 
houses in other parts of the city.

 “Those who aren’t burdened with an Astorbilt amount of coin, 
there are some of the neatest homes imaginable on Fiftieth and 
Fifty-and-a-half [now Divinity] Street above Woodland Avenue.  
R. and A. Wilson are the builders and they have erected a row of 
two-story buff brick and porch front houses on Fiftieth Street, which 
are now approaching completion.  Each of these houses are fitted 
with all the modern improvements and have a novel and excellent 
system of ventilated ceilings which relieve the heated atmosphere 
which always obtained in the old style two-story houses.”

 The term “Astorbilt” is a portmanteau of Astor and Vander-
bilt, two aristocratic American families of the day.  Although the 
“new” people in West Philadelphia weren’t quite that wealthy, 
they were well off.  The story continues with descriptions of fea-
tures both great and small.

 “Another row is on Woodland Avenue, extending west from 
Fiftieth Street.  These are three stories, having hipped roofs and are 
of the pure Colonial type.  Tiled vestibules and hard wood interiors 
give a neat finish.  The smaller houses sell at $3,200 to $3,500, of 
which only $200 cash is required.
 Close by, on Fiftieth Street, south of Woodland Avenue, S.P. 
Coffan is finishing four three-story buff brick and porch front Colo-
nial dwellings, handsomely finished in hard wood.”

 The aforementioned Mr. Coffan was a fairly minor developer 
in West Philadelphia.  The Inquirer writer goes on to speak of the 
work of James J. Allen, who built around 260 houses, mostly af-
ter 1901.  The writer also mentions Gibson & Co. and their fine 
houses of Pompeiin brick, Spanish tiles, and granite columns.  
Not to be outdone are the Killough Bros. (Robert and Thomas), 
who were among the most prolific builders throughout the city.  
Other builders who get mentioned here, now mostly forgotten, 
are  Walter Steelman, J. Clark Moore, E.E. Nock, J.F. Winner and 
John McConaughy.  All builders, great and small, helped to con-
struct one of the finest streetcar suburbs in America.

A View from 1895 8

“West Philadelphia house near 49th Street.” Reproduced from The City of 
Philadelphia: As it Appears in the Year 1894.



Photo by Joseph Minardi.Courtesy of the Penn Archives.

1907

University City Then & Now: St. Marks Square, looking north from Locust Street.

2010

Long before he flew kites, Benjamin Franklin created a baffled, cast 
iron fireplace insert that used less wood and radiated more heat into 
the room than a standard masonry fireplace. He refused to patent 
his invention because he didn’t want any barrier to its widespread 
adoption. Franklin called it the New Pennsylvania Fireplace, but any 
wood burning metal stove became known as a Franklin stove.

Did you know?

Profiles in Architecture
                    Samuel Carpenter Boyer
Samuel C. Boyer was born in Philadelphia, the son of John Swope and 
Hannah Janvier (Allen) Boyer. His first listing in the Philadelphia city 
directories occurs in 1889, when he is noted as an agent. From 1891 to 
1893, however, he appears as a draftsman, with no office address indi-
cated; and by 1894 he has been transformed into an architect. In that 
same year he entered the Architectural Department of the University 
of Pennsylvania, apparently in the special two-year course which led to 
a Certificate of Proficiency; however, his college career was interrupted 
by the death of his father in 1895. He did not return to the University.
 From 1894 through 1902 Boyer is listed as an architect in the Phil-
adelphia city directories with various addresses, but from 1897 to 1899 
he notes his office address as 913 Walnut Street. Nonetheless, in profes-
sional directories for 1898 and 1899, Boyer appears at 1524 Chestnut 
Street, an address shared in 1898 by Willis G. Hale. He is cited in the 
Philadelphia Real Estate Record and Builders Guide for this time as the 
architect and owner of several building operations in West Philadel-
phia including Overbrook.
 
Selected Relevant Commissions:
1895:    Gibson & Co., residences (10), 46th and Baltimore Avenue area
   Residences (12), 49th and Baltimore Avenue area
1896:  Gibson & Co., residences (4), South side of Walton, west of 48th
   Residences (5), East side of Farragut, south of Baltimore Ave
     Residences (6), South side of Brown, sw corner of N. DeKalb
1897: Residences (15), 906-934 N. 63rd
1898:  Conderman, George W., residences (53), 52nd and Girard area
     Gardinez, T.C., residences (26), 66th and Woodland Ave area
     Residences (18), 52nd and Thompson area

In 1879 developer William S. Kimball built twenty-six Queen Anne row houses on part of Joseph F. Sinnott’s estate, creating a street called 
St. Marks Square, a street that connected Walnut Street with Locust Street.  The well-preserved homes look very much as they did when 
they were first built, and have many fine features including front porches, small front yards, attractive brickwork and iron fences.  The 
architects for St. Marks Square were G.W. and W.D. Hewitt.  St. Marks Square is on the Philadelphia Register of Historic Places.           

Learn to speak 

Italianate 

              A glossaryll
The Italianate Style refers to any house or commercial 
building that combines Italian style shapes and details, 
although often in an exaggerated fashion.  The Italianate 
in the United States did not result from studies of Renais-
sance architecture in Italy.  It was based on the Italian style 
in England.  The English Italian style was only the latest 
version of a style popular in England since Shakespeare’s 
time, that of Classical Rome.  It was revived in the early 
nineteenth century, not in its pure form, but as it was 
translated by the Italian Renaissance.  Italian style houses 
as we think of them were built in England in the 1830s and 
1840s.  These were the houses that most influenced Ameri-
can version the style.
 One of the leading proponents of the Italianate style in 
America was Philadelphia architect Samuel Sloan (1815-
84), whose architectural pattern books were widely read 
and highly influential.  One of Sloan’s most enduring com-
missions was for 22 suburban dwellings on Woodland Ter-
race for builder Charles M.S. Leslie, begun on October 5, 
1861.  Other attractive examples of the style can be found 
throughout West Philadelphia, particularly in Powelton.

Acanthus Leaf: A motif in Classical architecture based 
upon the leaf of a Mediterranean plant.

Arcade: Arches with their supporting columns in a series.

Architrave: The lowest part of a classical entablature.  
Sometimes it means the same as “lintel.” When it is a 
moulding that spans the facade of a building, it is called an 
“architrave moulding.” It also refers to the heavy moulding 
around a window or door.

From The Old-House Journal, January, 1981.

To be continued in next issue.
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University of Pennsylvania archivist Jim Duffin came across a photo 
of the 3500 block of Locust St. dating from around 1904.  The photo 
is a  great illustration of the various periods of building throughout 
West Philadelphia’s history.  Another interesting aspect of the photo 
is the Federal style house on the far left, which has a front door high 
above the street level, suggesting that this stretch of Locust Street 
was regraded at some point to make the street more level.  Could the 
scraped away ground have been used to fill in Mill Creek?

Q: My brick walkway is covered with moss and becomes quite 
slick when it rains.  Is there any way of getting rid of it without 
harming my plants?

A: It’s more likely that your bricks are actually covered with algae, 
not moss.  Algae gets as slick as ice when it’s wet, while moss forms 
a spongy cushion that isn’t as dicey to walk on.  Moss is also opaque.  
If you can see the brick through a greenish or black film, then you 
have algae.

Slick Brick Solutions
Ask the Experts

West Philly on the Level?

Photo of 3500 block of Locust Street, c. 1904.  Courtesy of the Penn Archives.

 You’re on the right track with bleach and vinegar.  Undiluted 
white vinegar destroys algae by drying it out.  Diluted chlorine 
bleach is also an effective algaecide, but isn’t safe for plants.  A better 
choice would be an oxygen bleach, such as OxiClean.
 Whichever solution you choose, apply it with a spray bottle 
or garden sprayer, then scrub with a soft bristle brush.  Rinse thor-
oughly while the brick is still wet.  Repeat a second time, if necessary.
 To help keep the walkway clean, trim overhanging branches to 
bring in more sunlight and air circulation and help the bricks dry.  
The faster they dry out, the longer it will take for the algae to grow 
back.  When it does, just hit it with more vinegar or oxygen bleach.

From The Old-House Journal, July, 2016.

There is a common confusion, even for those who live in a historic 
district, about the difference between national and local districts.  
Yet the differences can be significant, particularly regarding the 
degree of protection and financial benefits various types of historic 
districts provide.
 Any community can identify an unofficial district by putting up 
some signs and promoting “Ye Olde Historic District” in its tourist 
brochures.  Official historic districts, however, are created and sanc-
tioned by governmental action, and they come in two basic types: 
National Register historic districts, and Local historic districts.
 The federal government designated historic districts as part of 
its National Register of Historic Places program, established in 1966.  
The National Register (NR) is the federal government’s official list 
of properties worthy of historic preservation.  It is the responsibil-
ity of the National Park Service to maintain the program, including 
evaluating the eligibility of properties proposed for addition to the 
National Register.  Each State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) 
also reviews NR nominations.

From The Old-House Journal, March/April, 2002.

To be continued in next issue.

What Defines a District?


