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a program by Ron Gancas
TuesdayMarch 28, 2006, 7:30 p.m.
Old Sewickley Post Office

Rm Gancas is President, Chief Executive Officer and Senior Historian at Soldiers & Sailors National Military Museum and Memori
i

in Oakland. He has studied history at Petates the University of Pittsbgh andAllegheny College. For the past 30 years,
during an annual 1&ff Ride,” he has studied CiwVar History and military tactics with an eminent group of historians formerly
based out of the U. 8rmy War College in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. During 1999, he led a battlefield semitamed KiverTennessee.
He will lead a battlefield seminar in Gettysburg in March of 2006.

Mr. Gancas has written an account of the Givalr entitledThe

» w - 7 _ ;
v -‘:"}f? ‘-i',“_ ‘-,' '_,:_," : Gallant Seventy-Eightha history of the Pennsylvania Seventy-
: '-j o g H""" Sy Eighth Infantry RegimentHis other published works on the Civil
' /{ i 1 - - ' WarincludeThe Hadluck Regiment history of the One Hundred
Y | Ly i A : andThird Pennsylvani¥olunteer Infantry;Dear Teres,the Civil

War Letters ofA. Joseph Duf and Dennis Dugan of the
Pennsylvania Seventy-Eighth; aféelds of FreedomUnited
Sates Coloed Toops fom Southwestern Pennsylvanide has
also edited and republishdthe History of Company K, 155th
Pennsylvania Infantry; The History of the Pennsylvania
Fourteenth Cavaly; and TheAmerican JewCitizen, Soldier and
Patriot.

Mr. Gancas is a lifelong resident of southwestern Pennsylvania.
As the CEO of Soldiers & Sailors, it is his duty to preserve the
lasting tribute to those who unselfishly gave of themselves in
serving this country during the wars from the Ciar to Irag. He

is the great-great grandson of Colowélliam Sirwell, regimental
commander of the Pennsylvania Seventy-Eighth Infahtiy great,
great aunt, Mame Sirwell, the daughter of Colonel Sirwell, was an
assistant to the treasurer of the committee that raised funds to
build the Soldiers & Sailors Memorial in 1910.

A reprint edition oLights and Shadows of Sewickley Life;Memories of SweealNey by Agnes L. Ellis will soon be
available from the Sewickleyalley Historical SocietyThe cost is $30, plus $5 shipping and handling if ordered by mail.
Please make checks payable to SVHS and mail to

SewickleyValley Historical Society200 Broad Beet, SewickleyPA 15143.

Sponsatsn$, Benalactass: chias, ar

has genesusly suppaed the Sewickleyalley Historical Society with a gift in addition to membership dues.

T h e m I)SSJSQ/QIeWaIIey Historical Society

is to promote interest in and to record, collect, preserve, and document the history of the S¥ailekley
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On the HemhtwsH was the tops!

I Iow many out there remember the late Michael and

Margaret Fifer poetslaureate of Sewickley HillsPheir
charming verses about life on and arotlrelr rural spread
on Magee Road regularly appeared in 8mwickley Herald
during the 197090ne of Peg poems expressed her appreciation
of the beauty ofa Sewickley Heights area she regularly passed.
Entitled “Fern Hollow’ here are her words:

These woods are mine
Although

Tax receipt | cannot show
Nor do | know

How runs the line

Or where its many acres go.
These woods are mine

As sure as snow

WII drift and blow

In powder fine;

As sure as wild flowers
Bloom in spring;

As sure as warm winds
Blow and sing

In summertime;

Or autumn mixes air with wine,
These woods are mine.

Even before the magazine article appeared, the Givens crew was
stripping the interior of the 100-room mansion of its marble
mantels, wood paneling and oak floors, selling them to the highest
bidder Oak paneling in thiving room was reckoned to be worth
$15,000. Marble mantels were going$dr,000 Also for sale was

the impressive statuary that graced the gardetiseof35-acre
estate. (The lacy pavilions were acquired by Longwood Gardens,
The poem expresses the proprietary feeling many Sewickielyere they still may be seen today

Valley people feel not only about the land but also about the grand

estates that existed on Sewickley Heights. Even though relativefiFording to thePressthe major factor contributing to the razing of
few were fortunate enough to visit one of the fabstehsions, or _this gem of_a house was the high cost of maintenanc_e. I_n the newspaper
ever enter as a guest, still they identified with the castles on the hifltérview Givens remarked that the 100-room house with its 33 bedrooms

and 17 bathsequired as much heat as the entire Frick Building.
Thus, it came as a great shock when the townspeople read Givens added although theuse was “fireproof, vermin proof,
Pittsburgh paper in late February of 1964 that the rumor wssundproof and every proof,” it waeming down anywayt was
true: “Fairacres,the palatial home of B..Bones Il, was to be tornobvious he was making the point that they wandster build them
down. Confirmation came in an article in #igsburgh Presby Fritz  that way againTruly, here was the end of an era.
Lalendorf. The headline announced: “Mansibdvalls to Come ) . . .
Tumbling Down.”The subhead read: “Bars to Build, 30 Days to " the future, like the fabled "Manderleyi Daphne DuMauriés
Raze in Sewickley HeightsXccompanying the article waphoto of NOVel Rebeccathose who saw and loved “Fairacresould go
the front facade of the three-story mansion being surveyed!B§e only in dreams.
FrankJ. Givens, president of the wrecking firmpafstin Givens Inc. A

The Press might just as well have told Sewickley people that the Titanic

was going down. The reaction to rumors that “Fairacke@s’'to be the The “Fairacres’described above was actually the second home built by B.

victim of the headache ball was swmccording to the reporter F. Jones Jron the property facing Blackburn Road. It was built in 1916 by the

“Crowds ofcuriosity seekers, who have only dreamed about SLM‘P{V quk firm HIS§ &We_ekgs and designed especially tg accommodate the vast
. collection of English paintings the Joneses had acquired. These were sold at

things, walk around théhree-story home and the 135-acrgyction by Parke-Bernet in 1941 at the death of Mrs. Jéts. her death, the

grounds daily’ Yes ... and in February! house remained vacant until its demolition. “Fairacres 1” (1899-1915) was
] ] ) ) designed by the prestigious firm of LongfelloWden & Harlow
Although “FairacresWas the not the first of the Heights mansions of

the Grand Era to go, the passing of this dazzling white B&esx
beauty causethe most impact. Even though passersby would
not be able to define the architectural style or name the .
distinguished architect who designed it, still they appreciated S|gniacISigned and edited by
its beautyTo them, this big wedding cake with lots of meringue Susan C. Holton

was the pinnacle of the Heights. It had become everykody’
dreamhouse.

B. G Shields

N
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Pesidential Visits to Sewickley

The visit this month by President George Bush to attenda May 29, 1909, Presidénilliam HowardTaft visited Sewickley

fundraiser for Senator Rick Santorum at “Birchmere,” thiEhe town was appropriately decorated in his hombe President

home of Mr& Mrs. Richard PSimmons in Sewickley Heights, came by special train from Union Station in Pittsburgh to Sewickley
reminds us of other presidential visits. Station at the foot of Broad Street. He rode in an automobile through
the village and up Blackburn
Road to attend a luncheon at
“Farmhill,” the estate of the
Henry Robinson Reas on Country
Club Road. He then proceeded
to the Allegheny Country Club
for a lage gathering ofvale
University alumni, including his
classmate atYale, O. D.
Thompson, who had been a
football star at college and was
Secretary ofAllegheny Country
Club. After an impromptu
baseball game staged by e
Dear General, men on the first fairwgyat which

Taft threw out the first ball, the

President returned by train to Pittsburgh for a real baseball game
between the Pirates and the Cubs at Exposition Park. Incidentally
in November 1918, whenaft was Chief Justice of the Supreme
Court, he again visited Sewickley to addresdftleenans Club of
SewickleyValley at the Edgeworth Club, supporting the League of
Nations as an organization necessary to promote world peace.

In 1848 President Zachafgylor
passed through Sewickley on th(la
Beaver Road on his way west
The presidential party left
Pittsburgh on the morning of
August 31, anticipating lunch at
Economy and spending the nigh
at Beaver Citizens of Sewickley
met the President on his approac
to theValley and implored him to
visit the Edgeworth Female
Seminary A letter from the
students reads in part:

=)

We wish very much to see you, but delicacy
forbids our running to the roadside to gaze upon
you whilst passing. Could you not drive into the
Seminary grounds, and pause a few minutes in
front of the porch?We will always gratefully
remember your kindness. That you, our
President, should pass our gate without our

having the privilege of seeing you, would fill us On October 12, 1962, during the mid-term Congressional elections,
with lasting regret. President John Fitzgerald Kennedy passed througWatey on
_ Yours respectfully Ohio River Boulevard, heading from a speechAliguippa to

The young ladies of Edgeworitademy Pittsburgh. He was in an open limousine, and people gathered on

“Old Rough and Ready” could not resist this appeal. He turn@& road_side.could see him well. _B.Shields remembers how
into the school from Beaver Road, and there were speeches nk4gwn his hair looked in the sunshine.

by the President and Govertwiiliam Johnston, greeted by roundsg g3 visit by President Bush is history repeating itself, and it is

after round of cheersAs the party drove awahe girls continued |ikely that Presidents will continue to frequent our little town.
their cheers and waved their handkerchiefs until the cavalcade was

out of sight on its journey to Beaver

Do yeeognilzis house?

This postcard image is from a scrapbook in the SVHS
collection, but, as you can see, it isidentified. We
would like to use the picture in our postcard history of
Sewickley but would really like to be able to say whose
house it is (or was). If you kngwplease contact us at
412-741-5315 or aewickleyhistory@verizon.net




In Memoriam: Jeander Ale

e mourn the passing on March 4Valnut Beach, with its cottages, picnidetter back then. Christmas services were
WofJohn GAlexander at the age of tables, dancehall and bathhouse, wheteld at Shields Church, and there was an

96. He was among the originalPittsburgh people would come on theslaborate tree at home with gifts. Everyone
incorporators of the Sewickleyalley steamer “Homer Smith” to get away fromwas satisfied because, as John says, they
Historical Society in 1978. For thethe city Indian arrowheads were found if‘weren’t spoiled and so appreciated
Bicentennial celebration in 1976, Mr the cornfields along the bottoms whereverything.” In those days there seemed to
Alexander wrote an essayhich is in our Buncher industrial complex is todajhere be more snowand it lasted longer Sled
archives, describing his youth in Edgeworthwas heavy steamboat traffic to watch. Thading was all the rage. Chestnut Road was
He evokes a time that seems idyllic from thiboys would beg for chips from the driverghe perfect run, and crossing guards were
distance, and although one tends toftheice wagons. MAlexander built racers posted atWoodland and Beaver at night
romanticize what is safely past, growing upising baby carriage wheels and had with lanterns to warn any cars. Bonfires
in Sewickley befor&Vorld War| must have rudimentary skateboard. On occasion, heere built at the street corners so everyone
been sweet. walked up toAllegheny Country Club to could get warm. Many people used horse

caddy The rate was fifty cents a round andirawn sleighs “with the bells on the harness

The essay takes the reader through a, yeﬁ{aybe a tip.Today a caddy makes at leasfingling and ringing a merry tune.” The

beginning Wit.h Memorial pay In those $35 for an 18-hole round. movie house in town showed films only in
days the entire community marched up the winter

Broad Street to the statue of Fame in the/ith fall came school. John started at age

cemetery for speeches and singindive under Miss Sheets, who taught for fiftyEarly spring was kite flying time. Then

Everyone walked! years.At Halloween, masked and costumedassafras root and ginseng could be
. tricksters accumulated large bags ofiarvested and sold, and gardens were put

Summer meant 4th of Jullsireworks were H%oodies. Chestnuts ripened and could be. Everyone had gardens, and everyone

Ibegal, SO evWery boy sa;]/ed hlis pgnniesh ad in abundance if you could beat theanned.
uy someWarm weather also broug tsquirrels to them.

fishing and swimming in Little Sewickley “We did have a good life in those days,”
Creek or in the Ohio RiveiDead Mars With winter andThanksgiving, Johrs said JohrAlexander and that seems to be
Island by the narrow and swift channel atamily would buy a live turkey and kill and the case.

Shields was a favorite spot. Upstream wairess it themselves. Of course, it tasted
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