Nomination of the nunnery hill inclined plane retaining wall and base station
To be Designated as a City Historic Structure/Landmark
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City Council Report




Property in Question:

Nunnery Hill Inclined Plane Retaining Wall and Base Station
Property Owner:


City of Pittsburgh and Jonathan Shepherd
Nominated By:
Fineview Citizens Council
Date of Nomination:

November 3, 2009
Zoning:



H - Hillside
Neighborhood:


Fineview 

Block & Lot Number:

Wall is in public right-of-way. Base station: 23-G-307 
Ward:




25th
Council District:


1 - Darlene Harris
Formal Action Required by the Historic Review Commission:
1. Act on the Preliminary Determination of Eligibility for Historic Designation (September 1, 2010)

2. Conduct a public hearing for the Historic Designation (October 6, 2010)

3. Review the Report prepared by staff for the property in question, and make a recommendation to the City Council on the Historic Designation (November 3, 2010)

Formal Action Required by the Planning Commission:

4. Conduct a public hearing for the Historic Designation (November 9, 2010)
5. Review the recommendations of the Historic Review Commission and make a recommendation to the City Council on the Historic Designation (November 23, 2010)
Formal Action Required by the City Council:
6. Conduct a public hearing for the Historic Designation (yet unscheduled)
7. Review the recommendations of the Historic Review Commission and the City Planning Commission and take action on the Historic Designation (before April 21, 2011)
Timeline:
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	Nomination:
	Nunnery Hill
	Notes
	Occurred
	Must Occur Before

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	Nomination Submitted
	 
	22-Jul-10
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	With Check
	 

	 
	Date of Notice sent to Property Owner
	 
	23-Jul-10
	27-Jul-10

	 
	Date of Notice Sent to each Owner of Record
	 
	N/A
	1-Aug-10

	 
	Date of Preliminary Determination Hearing
	Preliminary Hearing was scheduled for 4-Aug-10 and was tabled by the HRC to 1-Sep-10
	1-Sep-10
	5-Sep-10

	 
	Date of Public Hearing
	 
	6-Oct-10
	 

	 
	Date of HRC's Recommendation
	 
	3-Nov-10
	 

	 
	Date of PC Briefing
	 
	9-Nov-10
	 

	 
	Date of PC's Recommendation
	 
	23-Nov-10
	 

	 
	Date Recommendations sent to CC
	 
	
	22-Dec-10

	 
	Date of City Council Hearing
	 
	 
	 

	 
	Date of Adoption by City Council
	 
	 
	Thursday, 21-Apr-11

	 
	Mayor Signs
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	Effective Date
	 
	 
	 
	 


Facts
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1. On 22 July 2010, the staff of the Historic Review Commission received an application for the nomination of the Nunnery Hill Inclined Plane Retaining Wall to be designated as a City Historic Structure.

2. Description of the Nunnery Hill Inclined Plane (Extracted from Nomination Form)
The retaining wall that runs parallel to Henderson Street is what remains of the historic Nunnery Hill Incline that operated between 1887 and 1899.  The wall is constructed of hand cut sand stone and is composed of the broken ashlar pattern without a continuous horizontal joint.  The wall has a significant visual presence on Henderson Street running 116 parallel to the Street.  The remaining wall once served as the foundation for the funicular tracks that ran 1031 feet from lower station on Federal Street to the terminus on what is now Meadville Street.  The retaining wall actually consists of two walls: an upper and lower wall.  The upper wall is set back about 10 yards from the lower wall and continues to function as a retaining wall for the Sandusky Court apartments owned by the Housing Authority of the City of Pittsburgh.  According to the original draws of the Nunnery Hill Incline, the upper retaining wall was constructed to stabilize the grade immediately in front of the John Huckestein estate.  
The historic drawing entitled “Profile of Trestle Work and Retaining Wall” clearly demonstrates the way the timber structures were attached to the retaining wall.  The drawing indicates that the trestle work was elevated off the wall and the wall rose in steps until the track started its 70 degree curve to the left.  The wall terminated to provide an entrance to the Huckestein estate located approximately at the entrance of Sandusky Court.

3. History of the Nunnery Hill Inclined Plane
The Nunnery Hill Incline Plane was built in the City of Allegheny to carry residents from Federal St. to the Neighborhood of Fineview (1887-1899).  Although the incline was in service for a little more than 10 years, it served as the only mass transit available to the residents of Fineview offering ease of travel from the bottom of Federal Street to Meadville Street.  The building of the incline required skilled stone masons to transport, cut and place each stone.  The stone cutting process was extremely labor intensive and required skill to cut each stone to custom specifications.  The Inclined plane was over 1031 feet long and rose 225 feet in elevation to the termination point.  The site was important for the neighborhood because it marks the place where a tremendous public investment was made to improve transportation to the neighborhood and make Fineview a more attractive place to live and work.  In addition, Nunnery Hill Incline was the first funicular to be built with a curve of 70 degrees.  

4. Statement of Significance

The Nunnery Hill Incline was designed by Samual Diescher (1839-1915) a nationally and internationally known engineering who distinguished himself as an outstanding engineer.  Mr. Diescher established his office at Sixth St. and Penn Ave in Pittsburgh and was held in great esteem by the local engineering community for his work in industrial design.  In addition to his funicular designs, Mr. Diescsher designed a large number of coke plants, coal washing plants, water works, and machine shops.   He was also the designing engineer for the operating machinery of the “Ferris Wheel” that was exhibited at the 1893 World’s Fair in Chicago.  In addition, he designed the Perrysville Ave. Electric Line that was the first line to use underground electric lines.   The Nunnery Hill Incline was one of many inclines that Diescher designed for Pittsburgh:  Penn, Monongahela, Duquesne, Fort Pitt, 2 Castle Shannon, Mount Oliver and Troy Hill.  He also designed the Johnstown Incline, two in Duluth, Minnesota, one in Wheeling, West Virginia, Cincinnati, Ohio and two in South America.  The Duquesne, Monongahela and Johnstown inclined planes continue to function and are listed on the National Registry of Historic Places.
5. Department of City Planning Analysis 
The Nunnery Hill Inclined Plane Retaining Wall and Base Station has been nominated for designation as a City Historic Structure under Title Eleven, Historic Preservation, Chapter 1: Historic Structures, Districts, Sites and Objects in the Pittsburgh Code of Ordinances.  The Historic Review Commission has evaluated the structure according to the Pittsburgh Historic Preservation Ordinance, and found that the Retaining Wall and Base Station is likely to meet at least one of the ten criteria for designation set forth in that Ordinance.
Criteria for Designation:

1. Its location as a site of a significant historic or prehistoric event or activity;

2. Its identification with a person or persons who significantly contributed to the cultural, historic, architectural, archaeological, or related aspects of the development of the City of Pittsburgh, State of Pennsylvania, Mid-Atlantic region, or the United States;

3. Its exemplification of an architectural type, style or design distinguished by innovation, rarity, uniqueness, or overall quality of design, detail, materials, or craftsmanship.

As an Incline with a significant 70° curve, only the second of its kind in the country, the Nunnery Hill Incline was distinguished by “innovation, rarity, and uniqueness”.
4. Its identification as the work of an architect, designer, engineer, or builder whose individual work is significant in the history or development of the City of Pittsburgh, the State of Pennsylvania, the Mid-Atlantic region, or the United States.
Designed by prominent engineer Samuel Diescher, the Incline is associated with the work of an engineer who contributed to the history and development of the City, State, Region, and even other parts of the world.  Samuel Diescher built 10 of the 16 inclines, including the Monongahela and the Duquesne, that existed in Pittsburgh during the earlier 20th Century. Diescher also designed the Johnstown Incline, two in Duluth, Minnesota, one in Wheeling, West Virginia, one in Cincinnati, Ohio and two in South America.

5. Its exemplification of important planning and urban design techniques distinguished by innovation, rarity, uniqueness, or overall quality of design or detail;

6. Its location as a site of an important archaeological resource;

7. Its association with important cultural or social aspects or events in the history of the City of Pittsburgh, the State of Pennsylvania, the Mid-Atlantic region, or the United States;

8. Its exemplification of a pattern of neighborhood development or settlement significant to the cultural history or traditions of the City, whose components may lack individual distinction;

9. Its representation of a cultural, historic, architectural, archaeological, or related theme expressed through distinctive areas, properties, sites, structures, or objects that may or may not be contiguous; or

10. Its unique location and distinctive physical appearance or presence representing an established and familiar visual feature of a neighborhood, community, or the City of Pittsburgh.

Staff Recommendation
On preliminary review, Staff finds that the Nunnery Hill Inclined Plane Retaining Wall and Base Station is likely to meet three criteria for designation:  (3) exemplification of an architectural type, style or design distinguished by innovation, rarity, uniqueness, or overall quality of design, detail, materials, or craftsmanship. (4) identification as the work of an architect, designer, engineer, or builder whose individual work is significant in the history or development of the City of Pittsburgh, the State of Pennsylvania, the Mid-Atlantic region, or the United States. Therefore, Staff recommends that the City Planning Commission recommend that City Council designate the Nunnery Hill Inclined Plane Retaining Wall and Base Station as a City Historic Structure.
6. Recommended Action:

Recommend for Designation

7. Recommended Motion:
Finding that the Nunnery Hill Inclined Plane Retaining Wall and Base Station meet at least one of the City’s criteria for historic significance, I move to recommend that City Council designate this retaining wall and building as City Historic Structures.

Google map showing approximate location of Nunnery Hill Incline (in red) and historic roads (in blue).



[image: image1]Approximate area of retaining wall in question (highlighted in red), and base station (highlighted in blue).
HRC MINUTES – SEPTEMBER 1, 2010 – PRELIMINARY DETERMINATION HEARING 

Discussion:

1. Mr. Stern calls a representative of the nominating party to the table.  Roy Johnston of Fineview Citizens Council introduces himself.  Mr. Johnston reports that they have tried to get in touch with the base station property owner, and they have not gotten a response.  He says that his understanding of last month’s HRC vote was that if they were unable to get in contact with the property owner, they would not include the base station in the nomination.  So, we have decided not to add the station, but we would like to move ahead with just the incline if possible. Mr. Serrao says but this does not preclude the Citizens Council from adding the base station later.  Mr. Stern adds that it also does not preclude the HRC from adding it. Mr. Hogan and Mr. Stern say they are both inclined to add the base station now. Mr. Stern says with the base station the nomination is much more significant, fellow HRC members concur. Mr. Stern says he cannot see a reason not to include it. He says he understands the issue of contacting the property owner and he appreciates the nominator’s efforts.  Ms. Ismail says that the community is to be commended for their efforts in trying to get in touch with the property owner.  

2. Mr. Stern asks if they know who the property owner is. Mr. Johnston says they do have all his contact information, he just has not responded.  Mr. Hogan asks for the name of the property owner. Mr. Johnston says his name is Jonathan Shepherd. Mr. Stern asks if Mr. Shepherd is local. Mr. Johnston says he is, he actually lives in one half of the building in question. Mr. Johnston says Mr. Shepherd is not an absentee landlord and they did not want to put a financial burden on him.  Mr. Stern says there is no financial burden by virtue of designation, only if he chooses to renovate it would there be a potential for financial issues.
MOTION:
Mr. Hogan
Motions to amend the nomination to include the base station property, and to approve.
Mr. Serrao
Seconds the motion.

All members
Voted in favor.

Motion passes.
HRC MINUTES – OCTOBER 6, 2010 – PUBLIC HEARING

Discussion:

3. Mr. Hogan opens this agenda item for public comment, and calls the first member of the public to the podium.
4. Patricia Buck, representative of the Fineview Citizens Council introduces herself. She states that the Citizen’s Council’s position is in favor of the nomination of the historic retaining wall, which leads into the main part of their community. She says they recognize that the owner of the property on the corner (of Henderson and Federal Streets) which was the station for the incline, would prefer for his property not to be designated as part of this historic site. She says they respect the owner and if he would prefer not to have his property as part of the designation that would be fine, but we hope that that does not impede the HRC’s positive vote to designate the wall is a historical property. She says the incline went up Henderson Street and was curved, going up to the top of the hill, ending at Meadville Street. She says she doesn’t know if part of the wall was taken down when Allegheny Dwellings was built because she has only lived in Fineview for about 30 years. The wall was critical to holding the hillside up, and it means a lot to the community as they continue to rebuild. She says Fineview has had close to 60 houses either built or fixed up. She says a woman who lived on Henderson Street said she “saw Fineview at its finest” – she saw it go way downhill and she is so glad to be alive to see it coming back again.
5. Mr. Hogan confirms that Ms. Buck is in favor of the nomination.  Ms. Buck says yes she and the Citizens Council are in favor, but they respect the homeowner not wanting his house to be included.
6. Mr. Hogan asks if she understands that the nomination which has been put forward for public hearing is all inclusive. Ms. Buck says they do understand that, but as people who care very much about the neighborhood and are glad the gentleman is taking care of the corner property, we respect his right to keep the property as it is, but we would like the wall to be designated a historic site.
7. Anne Nelson of Pittsburgh History and Landmarks Foundation introduces herself, and says she is here on behalf of the organization. She says they do support the nomination of the Nunnery Hill Incline to become a City-Designated Historic Structure. The incline was chartered in 1886, and began operating on September 22, 1887, and closed on New Year’s Day in 1889. It was designed by Samuel Diescher, a Budapest engineer who designed and constructed 10 of the 16 inclines including the Monongahela and the Duquesne that existed in Pittsburgh during the earlier 20th Century. Of those 16, only 2 remain today. The Nunnery Hill Incline was owned by the Pleasant Valley Street Railway Company and ran from Federal Street at 1528 Henderson (previously Fairmount) to 1621 Meadville Street (previously Willis) a distance of 1100 feet. The double track built of all wooden trestle construction included a 70 degree curve at Sandusky Street, and a stone wall along the street carried the incline tracks at grade before the entered onto a wooden trestle system near the start of the bed. The current wall is all that is left of the incline, and is part of the history of the neighborhood of Fineview and the City of Pittsburgh – and including the small building at the end. Since none of the wooden superstructure remains, or anything at the top of the station, designating the remaining portions of the incline will preserve a bit of this City’s history. Presents a copy of a newspaper article from 1888 and a copy of the map showing the original route of the incline.
8. Mr. Hogan asks for any other public comment or testimony. He says at this point there have been two people testifying for, and none against.
HRC MINUTES – NOVEMBER 3, 2010 – RECOMMENDATION

Discussion:

1. Ms. Diehl reports that today the HRC is charged with making a recommendation to City Council either to recommend or not recommend the Nunnery Hill Inclined Plane Retaining Wall and Base Station for historic designation.
2. Mr. Hogan asks for the will of the Commission.
3. Ms. Ismail asks if the nomination which they will vote on today includes the former base station property. Ms. McClellan says this nomination is without the base station because the property owner declined to be included.
4. Mr. Hogan says he disagrees, the last motion the HRC made was to nominate the retaining wall and former base station for historic designation. 
5. Ms. Ismail asks if they need to open this up for public comment.
6. Mr. Hogan and Ms. Diehl confirm that the public hearing was previously conducted at the October 6, 2010 HRC meeting.
MOTION:
Mr. Ismail
Motions to recommend the nomination as recommended previously.
Mr. Serrao
Seconds the motion.
7. Mr. Hogan clarifies that the HRC is recommending to City Council to designate the full incline infrastructure which currently exists – including the base station and retaining wall.
In Favor
Mr. Hogan, Mr. Sheffield

Against
Mr. Jennings, Ms. McClellan


Motion passes.
 PLANNING COMMISSION MINUTES – NOVEMBER 23, 2010 – RECOMMENDATION
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