
In a city long identified by its three rivers,the existence of natural springs and their
role in Pittsburgh’s development has been
overlooked until now. 
Two natural springs in the East End have

attained celebrity status as historic landmarks
designated by the City of Pittsburgh under the
theme of public health. 
This conferral makes Pittsburgh the only

major metropolitan area in the country with
historically designated springs. Other springs
across the United States are designated land-
marks––such as Maine’s Poland Springs of
bottled-water fame––but they exist in small,
rural settings, notes Matthew Falcone, board
chair of Preservation Pittsburgh. He
researched and nominated the springs follow-
ing appeals to the organization by neighbor-
hood groups. 
Catahecassa Spring in Squirrel Hill and

Howe Springs in Shadyside represent the sig-
nificant cultural, philanthropic, and hygienic
roles that natural springs once played. Voegtly
Spring in Pittsburgh’s Spring Hill neighbor-
hood was also included in the honor. 

According to Sarah Quinn, historic preser-
vation planner for the city, “Historic landmark
designation of the springs is important because
it shows that not just high-style buildings are
historic.”
Dozens of natural springs, products of the

area’s distinctive geography and topography,
punctuate the landscape, and some served as
sources of relatively potable water for cen-
turies. Mention of such springs in official
records was scant until the late 19th century,
when industrialization spurred urban and sub-
urban growth. As pollution rendered the rivers
unfit for drinking, natural springs helped fill
that need.
However, springs were more than just a

functional necessity. They also provided aes-
thetic appeal and served as gathering places
that helped define communities.
Catahecassa Spring sits on East Circuit

Drive in Schenley Park, close to Serpentine
Drive, below the historic Neill log house. A
rough-hewn granite stele with a bas-relief bust
of Catahecassa (also known as Blackhoof), war
chief of the Shawnees, marks the site. The
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Springs Eternal

Catahecassa Spring pays tribute to the 18th-century Shawnee war chief who was sympathetic to the United States. The former public
drinking fountain is located on the grounds of the Bob O’Connor Golf Course in Squirrel Hill’s Schenley Park.

The historic Neill log house––the oldest surviving home in Pittsburgh––is situated just steps from Catahecassa Spring.
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inscription on the accompanying plaque states
that the chief was present at the defeat of
British General Edward Braddock at Fort
Duquesne during the French and Indian War
and later distinguished himself as a friend and
ally of the United States.
In 1907, James W. Clark, Pittsburgh’s

director of public works, commissioned a
fountain at the spring and chose the subject.
Honoring a Native American was a rare and
enlightened gesture of appreciation, explains
Falcone. Also noteworthy is the fact that pri-
vate donors to the city funded the fountain. 
A curiosity for many years, Howe

Springs––situated on the south side of Fifth
Avenue near South Highland Avenue––is
notable for its Classical Revival, cast-con-
crete portico sheltering three sculpted
cherub-head basins, into which water once
flowed from spigots long since removed. A
balustrade tops the portico, and “Howe
Springs” is carved into the lintel.
“Most of us don’t recognize what these

springs are and why they’re important,” says
Falcone. “People might have assumed they
were historical monuments, while others
have told me they thought the Howe Springs
structure was an elaborate bus shelter.”
Before the installation of air condition-

ing in public transit vehicles, streetcars
would stop at the springs in oppressive
weather to allow passengers to alight and
partake of the cool waters. The spot was so
well known that properties in the neighbor-
hood were advertised in local papers as being
“in the vicinity of Howe Springs.”
However, the history of Howe Springs is

also awash in controversy.
Following the Johnstown Flood in 1889,

the family of the late financier, politician,

and philanthropist Thomas Marshall Howe
connected the spring on their hilltop estate to
the street below. Moved by the humanitarian
crisis resulting from damage to Johnstown’s
municipal water supply, Howe’s widow,
Mary, wanted to ensure Pittsburghers had
free access to clean water. In 1896, to honor
her husband’s memory, she commissioned a
sculpted granite monument designed by
famed architects Alden and Harlow at the site
and offered the spring and surrounding land
to the city, accompanied by an endowment of
$75,000 managed by trustees to ensure pub-
lic access in perpetuity. For unknown reasons,
the city declined her offer.
After her death, the Howe heirs sold the

estate to oil and gas millionaire Michael
Benedum in 1910. A broad clause in the deed
stated the Howe family’s philanthropic inten-
tions, but the next year, the water bureau
deemed the spring impure, and city work-
ers––either inadvertently or purposely––
destroyed the springhouse on the property.
Damaged, too, was Mary Howe’s monument.
Howe’s descendants protested. The city soon
approved a replacement edifice by architect
W.H. Van Tine, who was then at work on
Benedum’s home, Greystone. In addition,
workers repaired the springhouse, thus restor-
ing public access to the water at street level.
Both Howe Springs and Catahecassa

Spring were integral to Pittsburghers’ leisure
activities. Area wheelmen––as bicyclists were
once known––were among those who sup-
ported the establishment of a public foun-

tain on Fifth Avenue, and old photographs
show cyclists and pedestrians gathered at
Howe Springs to slake their thirsts.
Catahecassa Spring, located adjacent to the
Schenley Park Golf Course, doubtless
refreshed numerous golfers during its years
of service.
Changes in technology and society, as

well as political pressure over time, ultimate-
ly led to the demise of Pittsburgh’s natural-
spring fountains. With industry and popula-
tion on the rise and improvements in the
municipal drinking water supply––includ-
ing construction of the Highland Park reser-
voir serving most of the East End––water
quality of the springs became suspect.
Officials viewed springs as likely public
health hazards, implicating them in a stag-
gering typhoid epidemic in the early 1900s.
One by one, the city deactivated, demol-

ished, or converted the springs to public
water sources.
Bestowal of historic landmark designation

on the trio of springs has sparked community
pride and interest in capturing other natural
springs’ fading histories for possible historic
landmark designation. Furthering the narra-
tive would be relevant, says Falcone, given
continuing efforts to ensure clean, safe water
in contemporary times. In addition, he specu-
lates about the feasibility of restoring water
flow to both Catahecassa Spring and Howe
Springs.
“These pieces of history are still very

important,” Falcone asserts. “Older genera-
tions have memories of them, but younger
people have no context for them. Historic
designation ensures that the springs will
remain part of our urban fabric for years to
come.”  SA__

__

Springs Eternal

A bronze plaque erected in 1907 details the role of
Catahecassa in early American history. Such public
distinction was unusual for Native Americans at that time.

A Classical Revival portico surrounds the now-defunct fountains of Howe Springs on Fifth Avenue. It was designed by the
architect W.H. Van Tine, who also built the Benedum mansion, Greystone (not shown), on the hill above. The mansion
was converted to condominiums in the 1980s, and new townhouse units (partially shown) were constructed on the hillside
as part of the condo development. 

Cherubic heads support the basins into which spring water once freely flowed for the benefit of passersby.

Bicyclists stop to drink at the Howe Springs fountains in this circa 1880 photo. The image predates construction of the
current temple-like structure surrounding the fountains.

The family of politician and
financier Thomas Marshall
Howe (right) established the
fountain and monument on Fifth
Avenue in his memory.
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