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I am researching the history of the Ailanthus tree in America. Your article on The Woodlands says that William Hamilton 
is credited as the first person to plant ailanthus in this country. Would you please tell me the source of this information?

There may be other sources that I used to compile the list of Hamilton introductions, but this is the most recent “authority.”

	 •		Spongberg,	S.	A.,	1990.	A	Reunion	of	Trees,	Harvard	University	Press,	Cambridge,	MS,	270	pp.

This	book	claims,	that	in	1784,	Hamilton	introduced	ginkgo,	Acer	platanoides,	and	tree	of	heaven	(Ailanthus	altissima)	to	
The	Woodlands,	his	garden	near	Philadelphia	(the	tree	of	heaven	had	first	been	planted	in	Europe	by	Miller	at	the	Chelsea	
Physic	Garden	in	1751).	Tree	of	heaven	is	now	a	major	weed	tree	for	eastern	North	America,	and	is	“The	Tree”	that	grew	in	
Brooklyn.

These would all be materials he was sending home from his English trip. There are plenty of references to these shipments 
in	his	letters	which	are	at	the	Historical	Society	of	Pennsylvania,	but	have	never	been	published.		He	also	is	using	common	
names and the mixed nomenclature in use at the time.

Also,	these	may	be	possible	confirmations,	but	I	don’t	have	access	to	them	handy.		If	anyone	does	and	finds	pertinent	info,	
would appreciate the feed back:

	 •		Illick	JS,	Brouse	EF.	1926.	The	Ailanthus	tree	in	Pennsylvania.	Penn.	Dep.	Forests	Waters	Bull.	38.	29	pp.
	 •	 Swingle	WT.	1916.	“The	early	European	history	and	the	botanical	name	of	the	tree	of	heaven,	Ailanthus	altissima.”	J.		
	 	 Wash.	Acad.	Sci.	6:490-498.

Do	you	have	a	question	about	the	history	of	West	Philadelphia?	If	you	send	it	to	us	at	info@uchs.net, we’ll try to answer 
it.	We’ll	post	the	answers	on	this	page.	Do	you	have	anything	to	add	to	or	correct	our	answers?	We’d	like	to	know	that	too.		
Let us know!

Q:

A:

Ask the Experts (from	the	archives)

UCHS Fall Fundraiser at the 
Restaurant School at Walnut 

Hill College
 HOLD THIS DATE:	 	 	The	UCHS	is	pleased	to	announce	a	
fall	fundraiser	to	be	held	at	the	Restaurant	School	at	Walnut	Hill	
College	on	October 16th.	 	Tickets	will	be	available	 to	members	

and their guests for the 
all-inclusive	 price	 of	 $45	
per	 person.	 This	 event	 is	
the first of two themed 
events,	this	one	being	“Be-
fore	 We	 Were	 University	
City”,	 focusing	on	 the	pe-
riod	before	 the	University	
of	 Pennsylvania	 relocated	
its	 campus	 to	West	 Phila-
delphia	in	1872.		Chef	Del-

camp	of	 the	Restaurant	 School	 is	working	with	 us	 to	 develop	 a	
three-course	menu	that	will	reflect	the	tastes	and	times	of	the	mid-
19th	century,	and	each	course	with	be	paired	with	an	appropriate	
beverage.
 A second fundraiser will take place in spring and will focus on 
the	“Roaring	Twenties”.		More	information	to	follow.

The Restaurant School at Walnut Hill College, 
4207 Walnut Street.  Photo by Joseph Minardi.

The UCHS Board is expanding!
The	UCHS	Board	of	Governors	is	expanding	its	ranks	with	the	

addition of some great young talent.  The potential candidates for the 
Board	have	a	wide	variety	of	talents	that	should	prove	very	beneficial	
to	the	UCHS.		Elizabeth “Liz” Frantz	has	been	a	resident	of	Univer-
sity	City	for	three	years	and	is	a	graduate	of	the	University	of	Penn-
sylvania’s	City	Planning	Master’s	program.		Moira Nadal is a graduate 
of	Bryn	Mawr	College	where	she	was	a	Growth	and	Structure	of	Cit-
ies	major.		Ellis Mumford-Russell	is	a	University	City	resident	and	is	
a	recent	graduate	of	Penn’s	Historic	Preservation	Program.	 	Amelia 
Hoover-Green, Ph.D.	 is	 an	 assistant	professor	 at	Drexel	University	
and is an experienced grant writer.  Amelia currently resident on the 
5100	block	of	Hazel	Street.		Caroline Acheatel	graduated	from	Penn	
with a B.A. in Architectural Design and is in her second year of the 
Fox	Leadership	Fellowship	and	is	working	at	Partners	for	Sacred	Plac-
es.		For	that	last	20	years	Matthew Huffman has worked as an archi-
tect	on	projects	from	Maine	to	Washington,	D.C.	and	is	restoring	his	
vintage	1902	house	on	the	4300	block	of	Larchwood	Avenue.
	 In	addition	to	the	prospective	member	the	UCHS	is	pleased	to	
have	Elizabeth “Lizzie” Hessmiller as a new Board member and is 
already	on	 the	Nominating	Committee.	 	Lizzie	has	a	Masters	Degree	
from	Penn	in	City	Planning	as	well	as	Historic	Preservation.
	 All	of	these	new	and	prospective	members	bring	energy,	enthu-
siasm	and	advantageous	skillsets	 that	will	propel	 the	UCHS	to new 
heights of excellence.
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In	the	heart	of	University	City	a	block	of	attractive	Victorian-era	residences	still	survive	into	the	twenty-first	century.		The	“then”	photo	dates	to	
around	1910	and	shows	the	street	at	the	height	of	its	popularity	as	an	upscale	neighborhood	in	West	Philadelphia.		This	area,	already	well-served	
by	numerous	trolley	lines,	was	lucky	enough	to	be	located	one	block	from	40th	Street	Station	of	the	new	Market	Street	Elevated	line.		The	New	
Baptist	Tabernacle	Church	(now	the	Christ	Community	Church)	is	visible	on	left.

                Did you know?
 On December 16, 1880, Sophomores and medical students of the 
University	of	Pennsylvania	rioted	and	the	police	were	almost	overpow-
ered in their efforts to restore order. Ten students were arrested and three 
policemen	were	sent	to	the	hospital	with	injuries.		It	is	not	known	what	
sparked	the	unrest	on	the	Penn	campus.

Photograph by Joseph Minardi

The	plans	by	the	Episcopal	Cathedral	to	build	a	highrise	apart-
ment	 building	 has	 been	 given	 the	 greenlight	 by	 the	 Philadelphia	
Historical	Commission,	which	is	bad	news	for	those	who	wished	to	
preserve	two	historic	brownstones	at	3723-3725	Chestnut	Street	and	
a	third	house	at	3721	Chestnut.		The	demolition	will	make	way	for	a	
25-story	tower,	rising	276	feet	above	the	corner	of	38th	and	Chestnut.
	 Earlier	 in	2013,	 the	Preservation	Alliance	of	Greater	Philadel-
phia	 dropped	 its	 opposition	 to	 the	 project	 after	 Radnor	 Property	
Group	agreed	to	contribute	a	total	of	$3.4	million	for	the	restoration	
and	maintenance	of	the	Episcopal	Cathedral.	The	July	12	ruling	was	
just	a	formality	for	the	project	to	move	forward.

Collection of the editor

University City: Then & Now R Chestnut Street, West of 40thR
c. 1910 2013

  Profiles in Architecture
                  Cope & Stewardson
 Native	Philadelphian	Walter	Cope	(1860–1902)	graduated	from	
the	 Friends’	 School	 in	 Germantown	 before	 working	 in	 the	 offices	 of	
prominent	 architects	Addison	Hutton	 (1834–1916)	 and	T.P.	Chandler	
(1845–1928).	He	then	attended	the	Pennsylvania	Academy	of	Fine	Arts	
in	1883	before	traveling	to	Europe	to	study	and	sketch	the	architecture	
that	would	influence	his	later	work.	His	sojourn	to	France	and	England	

lasted	 slightly	over	one	 year.	Upon	 return-
ing to the States he established a partnership 
with	John	Stewardson	in	1885.	Cope	would	
return	to	Europe	in	1889	and	1895.
     He was also noteworthy for being a 
founding	member,	with	 a	 dozen	 others,	 of	
the	 T–Square	 Club	 in	 1883	 and	 his	 heavy	
involvement	 in	 the	Philadelphia	 chapter	of	
the AIA. He was also part of the faculties of 
the	Department	of	Architecture	at	the	Uni-
versity	 of	 Pennsylvania	 and	 Pennsylvania
Academy	of	Fine	Arts.	

 John	 Stewardson	 (1857–1896)	 graduated	 from	 the	 influential	
École des Beaux–Arts	in	Paris	before	working	in	the	offices	of	T.P.	Chan-
dler	and	Furness	&	Evans.	 In	1885,	 after	a	brief	 trip	 through	Europe,	
considered essential for aspiring young architects, he connected with 
Walter	Cope	(1860–1902)	to	create	Cope	&	Stewardson	(fl.	1885–1912).	
The	firm	of	Cope	&	Stewardson	was	responsible	for	the
Collegiate	Gothic	dormitories	on	the	University	of	Pennsylvania’s	cam-
pus, tending towards the Jacobean style. John Stewardson played an 
important	role	 in	the	final	 look	of	the	dorms,	even	sending	an	urgent	
message	 from	Cambridge	 in	 England	 to	 switch	 the	 plans	 from	 stone	
construction	to	brick	having	viewed	the	campus	of	St.	John’s	in	person.
	 He	was	one	of	the	founding	members	of	the	T–Square	Club	and	
was	hired	by	the	University	of	Pennsylvania’s	School	of	Architecture	as	
a	 lecturer.	John	Stewardson’s	 life	was	cut	tragically	after	an	ice	skating	
accident	on	the	Schuylkill	River	in	January	of	1896.

Walter Cope (1860-1902)
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  Featured Historic House
           4206 Spruce Street
 Spruce	Street	Row	is	one	of	the	oldest	and	finest	existing	examples	of	the	Queen	Anne	style	in	
West	Philadelphia.		This	row,	built	in	1887	by	the	Hewitt	Bros.	(fl.	1878-1907),	exhibits	all	the	Victorian	
exuberance	one	would	expect	from	this	prominent	local	firm.		The	exterior	walls	are	of	Philadelphia	
pressed	brick	with	 trimmings	of	 red	 sandstone.	 	The	 roof	 is	 covered	 in	 slate	quarried	 from	Bangor,	
Pennsylvania.		The	porch	is	supported	by	red	and	green	painted	barley-sugar	columns.						
	 Spruce	Street	Row	comprises	seven	dwellings	from	4206	to	4218	Spruce	Street.		The	corner	prop-
erty	on	the	eastern	end	of	 the	row	is	4206	and	has	been	undergoing	an	extensive	restoration	by	 the	
current	owners,	Bob	and	Elizabeth	Eilers.		Along	the	way,	they	encountered	the	usual	problems	from	
anyone	who	has	fallen	in	love	with	a	Victorian-era	money	pit.		Additionally,	a	few	surprises	have	reared	
their	heads.	 	The	Eilers	purchased	the	house	 in	2005.	 	While	 the	red	and	green	painted	exterior	ap-
peared	nearly	pristine,	the	interior	was	another	matter.		For	its	first	century	of	existence,	4206	Spruce	
Street	remained	in	the	same	family.		Following	that	period,	it	was	badly	abused	as	student	housing.		Ten	
students	occupied	the	four-story	dwelling	and	the	damage	done	was	plain	to	see.		Each	bedroom	door	
was	marred	by	a	brass	lock.		The	bathroom	on	the	second	floor	was	painted	a	shade	of	lime	green	and	
the	attic	was	strewn	with	stolen	road	signs.		The	furnace	didn’t	heat	the	house	very	well,	so	previous	
owners	had	drilled	a	hole	in	the	entry,	through	the	original	tile,	to	supply	heat	for	the	third	floor	bed-
room.		Once	the	Eilers	purchased	the	home,	the	first	renovation	was	a	two-zoned	hvac	system.		Flooring	throughout	the	house	was	painted	gray.		Oddly	

enough,	it	was	a	common	practice	among	Victorian	homeowners	to	paint	their	floors.
 									“We	knew	immediately	what	we	wanted	to	do:	restore	the	house	and	preserve	it	

for	future	generations	and	for	our	own	enjoyment,”	according	to	the	Eilers.		“We	love	
its	fireplaces,	mantels,	stained	glass,	and	tile	work.		We	love	the	ornate	wooden	deco-
rations:	the	star	burst	that	greets	us	in	the	hallway,	the	intricately-fashioned	basket-
weave	pattern	also	in	the	hallway,	those	exterior	dragonflies	near	the	balcony	on	the	
third	floor.		We	love	its	spaciousness,	its	graciousness,	its	attention	to	detail.		We	love	
coming	home	to	 it	each	day.”	 	4206	Spruce	Street	 is	 the	end	result	of	 seven-and-a-
half years of hard work and dedication on the part of the Eilers to honor the house’s 
historical	nature	and	adapt	it	to	modern	needs.		Upgrades	include	new	kitchen,	new	
downstairs bathroom, utility area with washer and dryer built into a wall, new front 
walk,	garden	and	patio	added	to	the	back.	 	Restored	bathroom	on	the	second	floor	
and	new	antique	 light	fixtures	 throughout.	 	Exterior	work	 included	new	 slate	 roof	
and	repointed	brickwork.		The	UCHS	would	like	to	thank	the	Eilers	for	allowing	their	
beautiful	home	at	4206	Spruce	Street	to	be	on	our	Spring	House	Tour.

4206 Spruce Street, a picturesque Victorian 
house featuring 11 rooms and 4,500 feet of   
living space.  Photo by Joseph Minardi.

Living room view with floor-to-ceiling windows and hardwood floors.
Photo by Joseph Minardi.

Spruce Street Row as it appeared in July 1891 supplement to the Scientific American-
Architects and Builders Edition.  The publication described these as “Philadelphia 
houses of moderate cost.” 4206 Spruce Street (seen here on the far left) 
sold for a cool $7,500 at a time when the average worker made 
around $480 per year.  4206 Spruce Street is currently 
for sale for $715,000.

First floor plan from the same 
July 1891 edition as above.  The 
dimension were described as 
18 feet wide and a maximum of 
depth of 62 feet, excluding the 
nine foot “piazza.”
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Kingsessing Church in Dire Straits 
 A	Furness,	Evans	&	Co.	designed	church	in	the	classic	Gothic	Revival	
style	has	served	to	community	of	Kingsessing	for	over	a	century.		Built	as	
the	Episcopal	Church	of	the	Atonement	in	1900,	this	lovely	house	of	wor-
ship	is	now	on	its	knees	and	facing	a	very	uncertain	future.	 	The	Depart-
ment	of	L&I	slapped	an	ominous	30-day	“repair	or	demolish”	notice	of	the	
church.  Sadly, the building has been in a sorry state for some time with an 
array of serious problems.  The roof is collapsing in spots, the stained glass 
on	 the	west-facing	wall	has	 collapsed	 inward,	 loose	bricks,	 and	 least	 two	
trees are growing out of the church.  The costs of repair are daunting.
	 Atop	 the	 three-story	 crenelated	 bell	 tower	 is	 an	 antenna	 array	 for	
CLEAR’s	4G	wireless	internet.		For	CLEAR,	this	was	a	logical	location	for	
their	antenna,	providing		a	tall	vantage	point	without	the	need	to	construct	

a new tower.
	 A	meeting	 coordinated	by	Ryan	Spak	
of	the	University	City	District	was	held		on	
June	8th	in	order	to	save	the	building,	with	
concerned	 stakeholders	 traveling	 from	 as	
far away as New York and Baltimore.  A 
six-point	 plan	 was	 forwarded	 with	 de-
tailed steps to be taken.  Some of the ideas 
include	 obtaining	 bids	 to	 prevent	 further	
water damage, use parts of the church for 
rental	 income,	 and	 review	 fundraising	
methods for necessary repairs.
 Another meeting was scheduled for 
mid-August.		Can	this	church	be	saved	be-
fore it’s too late?  Let us pray. 

The crenelated bell tower of St. Peter’s 
Church of Christ, once the Church of 
the Atonement, 4600 Kingsessing Ave.  
Photo by Joseph Minardi.

UCHS Official Statement Regarding 4224 Baltimore

4224 Baltimore Avenue, view looking east. 
Courtesy of Cecil Baker + Partners Architects

4224 Baltimore Ave. Update
At	the	third	and	final	public	meeting,	Cecil	Baker	

+	Partners	unveiled	renderings	of	4224 Baltimore Av-
enue,	 the	 controversial	 housing	 development	 across	
from	Clark	Park.		Although	most	Spruce	Hill	neighbors	

welcome	 this	 devel-
opment, there are 
still concerns about 
how it will fit into the 
fabric of this historic 
Victorian	 neighbor-
hood.  Some of the 
issues that need to be 

addressed	 are	whether	 or	not	 4224	Baltimore	Avenue	
will	 disrupt	 the	 popular	 farmers	market.	 	 Parking,	 or	
lack thereof, is another concern.

 The University City Historical Society welcomes new 
construction and improvements to our community. We see 
our neighborhoods as vital and growing environments, and 
not as a “living history museum” frozen in time. We appreci-
ate the beauty and history of University City and would like 
to offer positive and constructive suggestions to developers of 
new buildings here. 
 It is our hope that the multi-storied apartment build-
ing proposed for the 4224 Baltimore Avenue will respect the 
architectural vernacular and heritage of its immediate sur-
roundings. We believe a modern 21st Century building can 
blend with the Victorian homes surrounding it, if care is 
taken to incorporate the shapes, colors, textures, surfaces, 
and building materials that characterize this neighborhood. 
It will be a great benefit to this neighborhood if the new 
building is in harmony with its surroundings and does not 
aggressively stand out in brutal contrast.

University City Historical Society
PO Box 31927
Philadelphia PA  19104-0627




