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nce upon a time in Oakmont,
there lived a family named Kerr—
Dr. Thomas Kerr, his wife, Jessie,
and their daughter, Virginia.  

The Kerrs enjoyed a comfortable, mid-
dle-class existence in their 14-room, Queen
Anne-style home with a wraparound porch,
which they built in 1897 on Delaware
Avenue. Dr. Kerr served the community as a
family physician, seeing patients in his home
office, as well as in their own homes. He died
in 1931. Mrs. Kerr, though somewhat frail,
participated in various church and social
activities. She died in 1952.
As a child, Virginia played with her doll-

house and read books. She grew up to teach
eighth-grade English in the Oakmont

There’s No Place Like
the Kerrs’ Home

Oakmont’s Kerr Memorial Museum has 
been delighting visitors for a decade.

BY MARY S. GILBERT
PHOTOS BY MELODY FARRIN
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Left: Dr. Thomas Kerr on the front porch of his 
Oakmont home, circa 1900.
Above: Jessie Kerr with daughter Virginia in 1903.
Right:  A century ago, a steady stream of patients
came to this house, where Dr. Kerr maintained his
medical office. Today it’s museum-goers who visit.
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Shoop recalls. “We chose a squirrel as our
mascot to tie into Oakmont and because it
was easy to find different little representa-
tions. In looking for the squirrel, visitors
notice other things in the room and gradual-
ly become aware of what the room is.”
Tours at the Kerr Memorial Museum

begin in the kitchen. There, visitors see a
cupboard-less room, a Hoosier cabinet, and
an icebox. The green blinds helped to hide
the ever-present soot from the steel mills.
The light fixtures, mostly original, are both
electric and gas. The main floor also has a
dining room, which features complete table
settings for various occasions and holidays—
even such esoteric cutlery as strawberry
forks—and a formal parlor.   
Upstairs is a sitting area with built-in

bookcases stocked with the doctor’s books,
bibles, and encyclopedias. A brass bed is the
focal point of the master bedroom. The
lady’s dresser has silver brushes, curling
irons, and glove stretchers, while the man’s
dresser has a box with extra shirt collars. The
nursery contains a replica of Virginia’s doll-
house. Another bedroom has seasonal
exhibits to tell more stories. Displays could

schools for 42 years. Never married, she con-
tinued to live in her childhood home until
she died in 1994 at the age of 91, bequeath-
ing the property and its contents to the
Borough of Oakmont.
The borough then formed an ad-hoc com-

mittee to seek the advice of other house muse-
ums and the Pittsburgh History & Landmarks
Foundation on how best to use this gift. The
consensus was to preserve the home as a tangi-
ble example of middle-class life in a concen-
trated period from 1890 to 1910. 
Fast forward to today. Celebrating its

10th anniversary this year, the Kerr
Memorial Museum allows visitors to experi-
ence a bygone era. Its listing on the National
Register of Historic Places speaks to that sig-
nificance. The home provides the vehicle,
and its former residents provide the context
from which to tell a broader, lesser-known
societal story. 
“Back then, the middle class was smaller

than it is today and was often overshadowed
by the extremes of fabulous wealth, like that
of the Frick and Heinz families, and of the
poorer coal workers,” museum board chair
Jan Shoop explains.

The Kerrs’ Home

Because only one family lived in the
house, there hadn’t been extensive modern-
ization, except to the kitchen, or the dramat-
ic structural changes that frequently occur
with multiple owners. That made the home
more representative of its time period and
much easier to freshen with new wallpaper
and paint and to clean and varnish the hand-
crafted oak woodwork.
The kitchen was reverted to a turn-of-

the-century style with period-faithful pieces.
About 60 percent of the furniture is original
and from the two decades that serve as the
museum’s focus. Like a time capsule,
Virginia’s curiosity cabinet held family col-
lections and photos, now placed throughout
the rooms.
Early on in the restoration process, the

board was fortunate to have one of Virginia’s
then-living cousins share recollections of the
Kerrs, which helped to inform the docents’
tour presentations. Additional insights came
from the staff at the Frick Art & Historical
Center in Point Breeze.
“They taught us to put something non-

obtrusive in each room that people, especial-
ly children, would look for and recognize,”

Right:  The dining table in the Kerr Memorial Museum
is always set in a seasonally-appropriate fashion.
Below:  Original to the house, this bronze lamp on
the front hall newel post has a statue of the Roman god
Mercury as its base. In one hand is a caduceus, the
symbol of physicians.

Top left: The stairway to the second floor opens up to a sitting area filled with books and family memorabilia.
Top right: In the master bedroom, a silver dresser set sits in front of a photo of Virginia Kerr around the time she
graduated from Allegheny College, circa 1925.
Below: Antique toys and a replica of Virginia Kerr’s dollhouse adorn the nursery.

TRY SHOPKEEPERS’ FAVORITE COOKIES AT 25 ST    PS

Mainstreets Pittsburgh is a program of the Urban 
Redevelopment Authority and is funded in part 
by the City of Pittsburgh, Mayor Luke Ravenstahl, 
and the Pennsylvania Department of Community 
and Economic Development.

LAWRENCEVILLE 
NOV. 29 – DEC. 2
Celebrate the season with cookies and pick up unique holiday gifts  
along the way. Hours for Cookie Stops vary. Visit www.lvpgh.com  
for more information and to download a tour map. More questions?  
Call 412.683.6488. This is a free and family-friendly event.
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“We’re proud of what we’ve done with the
house,” Shoop says. “And we think that
Virginia, too, would be just as delighted.”   SA__

__

The Kerr Memorial Museum is open
Saturdays from 10 to 2 (adults $8, seniors $7,
and students $6). Group tours of 8 or more can
be arranged for any day and time.

The museum will be decorated for a
Victorian Christmas from November 17
through January 5, and in celebration of its
10th anniversary, special Candlelight Tours
will be offered December 7, 14, and 16, at 6
p.m.  Reservations and pre-payment ($10 per
person) are required, as availability is limited.
For more information call 412-826-9295 or
visit kerrmuseum.com

be of bridal gowns in the spring or Victorian
toys at Christmas.         
Shoop says the basement is a particular

source of pride because not all house muse-
ums show their basements. It is filled with
shelves holding an assortment of tools and
equipment—crocks for sauerkraut, apple
peelers, and garden hoses. The laundry fea-
tures an old washtub and wringer. The root
cellar for storing vegetables has a dirt floor.
Tour docents explain how coal was delivered
through a chute attached to the window, and
the original coal still stored in bins reinforces
their message.
The tour concludes in Dr. Kerr’s office,

showcasing his medical bag, ledgers, diplo-
ma, and horse saddle. 
“People relate to the Kerr Museum,”

Shoop says. “Some tell us that it’s like the
house they grew up in or their grandparents’
home. Some say they had Miss Kerr as a
teacher.”
The museum operates solely with an all-

volunteer staff, which does everything from
yard work to coordinating seasonal displays to
leading tours every Saturday from 10 a.m. to 2
p.m. The borough provides some monies for
utilities, and other funds come from member-
ships and visitors. Kerr Memorial Museum
also holds a fundraising antiques show at
Oakmont Country Club each March. 
During the winter holidays, visitors will

see the house festooned with wreaths and
decorated trees—a glimpse back in time at
what the Kerr homestead might have looked
like a century ago at this magical time of year
and a celebration of what’s to come for the
museum’s future.
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5300 Penn Avenue

Edward G. McCabe, Jr.
Supervisor

(412) 661-3134
Owned and Operated by the McCabe Family
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The Kerrs’ Home

In Dr. Kerr’s office, original medical equipment,
textbooks, and daily ledgers are on display.

The museum is decorated for the holiday season at this
time of year.

 Julie Wol� Rost
www.julierost.com

o�ce: 412-521-5500 x251
cell: 412-370-3711

Jane Siddons Herrmann
www.janeherrmann.com

o�ce: 412-782-3700 x228
cell: 412-418-0602

Season’s Greetings
from Our Homes to Yours!

               

Open House
Tuesday, Jan. 29 » 9:00 am

An Ellis School education prepares 
girls and young women to excel, 
to lead, and to inspire others.

Ellis girls aren’t just ready for the 
next level of their education. 
They’re ready for life. If you have 
a daughter age three to grade 12, 
visit TheEllisSchool.org or call 
412-661-4880 and learn how girls 
just like yours are leading the way.

Pittsburgh’s Only Age 3 – Grade 12
Independent School for Girls.

I am ready


