
L O C A T I N G

LUNA
By Brian Butko

Luna Park was inspired by the 1893 Chicago 
World’s Fair (aka the White City) and other 
exposition-style parks of the late 19th century. 
LoC 4a06942, 4a12743, & 4a06941 merged.
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News stories in July 1904 gave the first inkling that 
a “Wonder Park” was coming to Pittsburgh from 
the minds of Thompson and Dundy, creators of 
Luna Park at Coney Island.1 When the splashiest 
feature ran in local papers, the spotlight was on  
Frederick Ingersoll, a local inventor, ride builder, 
and all-around booster of the amusement  
industry. His father and brothers were also in the 
business of building Figure Eight roller coasters 
and, lately, entire parks.

Ingersoll was front and center at the end of July 
1904 when it was announced that Pittsburgh would 
be getting its own Luna Park. 
All author’s collection unless noted.
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The Ingersoll men, c. 1900, from left, Le Forest 
(Bob), Louis, Le Grand, Audley, and Frederick. 

Jim Abbate.

where could 
he build 
a park in 

Pittsburgh 
as grand as 

the Luna 
on Coney 
Island?

It is likely that Frederick first had the idea 

to build a Luna in Pittsburgh and took it to 

Thompson and Dundy, who were always 

looking to expand their seashore park. One 

article claimed it was Ingersoll who had 

“conceived the idea of establishing a national 

circuit of amusement parks to bring high 

priced attractions within reach of the great 

masses of people [and] ultimately have six 

great parks stringing together the centers of 

populous areas in this country.”2 The question 

was, where could he build a park in Pittsburgh 

as grand as the Luna on Coney Island?

By the turn of the 20th century, 

Pittsburghers could choose from several parks 

within a half hour’s trolley ride of downtown, 

so perhaps the announcement that the city 

would be getting another venue was no big 

news. But it must have been a triumph for 

Ingersoll, whom newspapers were calling “the 

Pittsburg amusement park magnate.”3

At first, Thompson and Dundy were 

after the “Schenley plot in Oakland” — likely 

Schenley Farms near today’s Cathedral of 

Learning — but settled for Recreation Park 

in Allegheny City, about 10 blocks north of 

today’s Heinz Field.4 Recreation had hosted 

everything from P.T. Barnum’s Circus to 

Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show. The park had 

been the site of the first officially recognized 

game of the Pirates baseball franchise (in 1887) 

and site of the first “professional” football 
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game (i.e. using a paid player, in 1892).5 It 

was perfect for expanding into an amusement 

park.6

Recreation Park had hosted many sporting events but was 
struggling by time Ingersoll came looking in 1904. 

Donald Roessler.

A full-page story on July 31, 1904, 

proclaimed that “the most successful and 

widely renowned showman the world has ever 

known, Frederick Ingersoll, of Pittsburg, who 

is also well known throughout the amusement 

world, and who gained 

wonderful popularity 

as the former owner 

of the amusements at 

Kennywood Park, is 

to be the president of 

the company” — the 

“Pittsburg Thompson, 

Dundy Amusement 

Company.” Plans 

called for “a dozen 

t h e a t e r s ,  t h r e e 

large circus rings, 

64 elephants, 40 

camels, Japanese 

and Babylonian 

hanging gardens, 

and thousands of employees of all colors and 

almost all races” plus a Shoot the Chutes, 

switchback railway, and new Whirl the Whirl 

airships.7

Le Forest Ingersoll had his own business building Figure Eights. 
Donald Roessler.

But within two weeks, the partnership 

had unraveled; it was never explained why 

but it’s likely the strong personalities clashed.8 

Frederick would go it alone and began calling 

his project Ingersoll’s Luna Park, still intending 

to open in the spring.9

Ingersoll was also planning a Luna Park in 

Cleveland. Work started there first, in October 

1904, but it would always be considered his 

second Luna. That Luna was in Woodland 

Hills, an upper-class suburb about five miles 

east of downtown.10

Work in Pittsburgh though was delayed 

when the location had to change. Ingersoll 

could not get land adjacent to Recreation Park 

that he needed, so he went looking and found 

the George Singer estate: where Fifth met Penn 

in Point Breeze.11 Today it’s catty-corner from 

Bakery Square but back then that land was 

home to the massive Union Stock Yards, which 

had just relocated to Herr’s Island, a relief to 

the surrounding “aristocratic residents.”12 

Ingersoll paid $240,000 for Singer’s 4.5 

acres. He planned to keep the house but move 

it to the back, and save 

some of the old trees 

too per the wishes of 

Mrs. Singer. 

Albert Robinson, 

architect for the St. 

Louis Exposition, was 

hired to draw up plans 

in styles ranging from 

Byzantine to Arabic to 

Gothic. Amusements 

would range from a 

Japanese tea garden 

to Day and Night in 

the Alps to Animated 

Automatons,  al l 

around a lake with a 

circus ring above it and boats splashing from 

a 90-foot-high Shoot the Chutes. “The secret 

of amusing people,” said Ingersoll, “is to 

transport them to an entirely different place.”13 

It was not a good sign, however, that just 

a few months earlier, the Singer estate had 
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been turned down as the site for a new hospital 

when neighbors loudly objected.14 Sure 

enough, by December, the deal was off over 

complaints that Luna would ruin property 

values.15 Ingersoll saw this coming and had 

already found another forlorn estate for sale in 

North Oakland.16

An ad in Billboard from early 1905 
advertises both Luna openings in 

Cleveland and Pittsburgh.

The neighborhood stretching from 

Schenley Park to Bellefield was evolving into 

the city’s cultural mecca, a bustling gateway 

between downtown and the palatial estates 

of Homewood and Point Breeze.17 The few 

remaining estates were being subdivided into 

rows of single-family homes bought by middle- 

and upper-class professionals, served by trolley 

lines springing up on Centre and Forbes 

Avenues. The Carnegie Institute and Library 

opened in 1895 at the entrance to the Schenley 

Park, which itself had a new golf course, racing 

oval, and Phipps Conservatory.18 The Schenley 

Hotel, now Pitt’s Student Union, was the city’s 

first large, steel-framed hotel when it opened 

in 1898. A couple blocks north on Craig Street 

was the car barn-turned-Duquesne Garden 

arena, hosting both hockey and opera, and at 

the corner of Craig and Fifth Avenue, St. Paul 

Cathedral was rising as a Mother Church for 

the Diocese — its twin stone spires still tower 

over Oakland.19

Ingersoll’s new location, Luna’s ultimate 

home, was the Aspinwall estate, a wooded hill 

below the Herron Hill Reservoir. The land 

sloped from Craig Street down to Neville 

Street (now the Busway) and the B&O/

Pittsburgh Junction Railroad. Denver Street 

ran along its northern edge. The southern 

border was an orphaned block of Atlantic 

Avenue, which technically ran all the way to 

East Liberty (where it became Baum) but it 

lacked bridges at the Junction Railroad and at 

another ravine.20

While Centre and Forbes were clogged 

day and night with streetcars, Atlantic/Baum 

had none. On its western end that meant 

open land (like the Aspinwall estate) tended 

to last a bit longer, while to the east, Baum 

attracted the slower-paced horse and saddle 

trade. That evolved into servicing horseless 

carriages, and within a decade, Baum was the 

city’s Automobile Row, which only increased 

after the coast-to-coast Lincoln Highway was 

routed along it in 1913.

The Aspinwall estate was the spooky 

house of the neighborhood, hidden by an 

untended orchard and tall board fence. 

People whispered about the eccentric widow 

Aspinwall, but she had every reason to be 

reclusive.

Annie Aspinwall, born Anne Ross in 

1818, was a granddaughter of James Ross, a 

senator, lawyer, and friend of pioneer settler 

James O’Hara. Ross bought 3,000 acres from 

O’Hara, which passed to Annie and her niece 

Mary Delafield.

Annie grew up in eastern Pennsylvania. 

Her mother died when Annie was six. At 19, 

Annie married George Aspinwall, owner of 

Ingersoll’s new 
location, Luna’s 

ultimate home, was the 
Aspinwall estate, a 

wooded hill below the 
Herron Hill Reservoir.
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A map of Oakland in 1910 shows Luna 
a few blocks north of Carnegie Library 
& Institute and Forbes Field.
University of Pittsburgh Digital Research Library,  

Hopkins Maps Collection, Atlas of Greater Pittsburgh, 

plates 8 & 9.
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Aspinwall steamship lines, and  

they had three children who  

each died when a year old, leaving  

them one daughter. Annie’s father  

died, then her younger sister, then  

her husband at age 40 — the same  

year a son was born.21 The next year, 

1855, Annie moved to Pittsburgh and  

built this house. Then her son died at  

15, in France. Her daughter died at 28,  

in Scotland. Only her niece Mary Delafeld  

remained, but they were not close. Annie was  

alone in the big, brick house; her few servants  

stayed in a separate dwelling.22 

Most of Annie’s land holdings were a few  

miles up the Allegheny River at the north end  

of today’s Highland Park Bridge.23 O’Hara  

descendants, the Darlingtons, owned adjacent  

land that is now Boy Scout Camp Guyasuta. In  

1890, Annie sold 155 acres to developers for  

what became the borough of Aspinwall.24 

It was said Annie’s front door didn’t open  

for a quarter century, and she took no callers  

except for neighbor and prominent banker  

William  Herron,  who  took  care  of  her  rents  

and accounts. Even the San Francisco Call  

commented that her “strict seclusion shut  

out all intercourse with the public so that  

she was not known to a great many, even by  

reputation.”25 Her most infamous habit was 

allowing no man to see her face: “when out  

shopping with her carriage, [she] caused a  

great curiosity to passersby from the manner in  

which she dressed. Her face was always heavily  

veiled and accompanied by a coachwoman  

driver.”26 

OLD ASPINWALL RESIDENCE 

To be Remodeled 10 Accommodate the lnlanr Incubators 
at Luna Park 
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BELOW: By 1900, T.J. Crump had  
purchased Annie Aspinwall’s estate  
(upper right) in North Oakland. He  
sold it to Frederick Ingersoll, who  
would build Luna there in 1905. 
University of Pittsburgh, Digital Research Library, Hopkins  

Maps Collection, Atlas of Greater Pittsburgh,   

Pennsylvania, plate 6. 

Thus, Annie was surely mortifed in 1895  

when she found herself in the spotlight. She had  

donated a small triangle of her property that  

crossed Craig Street. The $30,000 gift (today  

about $800,000) went to West Penn Hospital,  

whose vice president was not coincidentally  

William Herron. Society columns across  

the country spread the story of the eccentric  

millionaire’s gift, quickly followed by news  

that she was “dismantling her residence,  
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preparatory to an extended stay in Europe. 

Mrs. Aspinwall will leave in June, and proceed 

directly to Scotland, among whose banks and 

braes a number of her kinsmen reside.”27

But once aboard the White Star liner, 

she fell when the ship lurched in bad weather. 

Annie made it to Edinburgh, where she 

stayed at the Darlings Hotel, a tony hostelry 

of temperance and Christian worship, but she 

died from her injuries on December 2, 1895.

Even in death Annie could not escape 

the spotlight. Her investments totaled a half 

million dollars plus land holdings of another 

$3 million — today equal to more than $100 

million.28 She left her estate to the Protestant 

Episcopal Hospital in Philadelphia to build and 

maintain a ward for poor, ill, orphaned white 

girls.29 That left nothing to her niece, Mary 

Delafield, who challenged the will, saying that 

Annie had been of unsound mind.30 But Mary 

got nothing and by 1900, the Philadelphia 

hospital had sold some of Annie’s holdings at 

Aspinwall for a filtration plant (today the site 

of Waterworks Mall). 

Then in 1901, the hospital sold Annie’s 

abandoned estate to Thomas Crump, who 

saw it as prime real estate.31 Subway advocates 

wanted the 16.5 acres as the eastern end of their 

tunnel to downtown.32 Land brokers coveted it 

for housing. In fact, a deal was underway in 

December 1904 when the broker got sick for 

two days; along came Ingersoll, desperate for 

open land, and snapped up Annie’s estate for 

$115,000 (today about $3 million).33

along came 
Ingersoll, 
desperate 
for open 
land, and 
snapped 

up Annie’s 
estate for 
$115,000 

(today about 
$3 million).

A 1904 ad for Ingersoll Construction shows that in addition to Figure Eight coasters, 
the company’s next most-popular attraction was a Laughing Gallery funhouse.
PSU Libraries, Jacques Collection.

Ingersoll at the 
height of his career. 

Pittsburgh Index, 1905.

The mansion itself was “a relic of the days 

when the houses of the rich were built to last 

for generations”: brick exterior, 16 rooms, 

most with 14-foot-high ceilings, imported 

English tile, a skylight, windows 9 x 14 feet, 

doors of solid walnut, and the entire house 

finished in sterling silver hardware. Ingersoll 

planned to move it near the entrance for an 

office — it did remain but with a stranger use.

Temperatures on February 10, 1905, 

plunged into single digits but Ingersoll was 

terribly behind schedule, so work began 

clearing and leveling the estate. With the 

ground frozen solid, dynamite was used along 

Craig Street to blast down 35 feet then push 

the loose earth toward the ravine. Booth & 

Flynn, Pittsburgh’s leading constructors, 

charged $80,000.34

Five days later — the ground white with 

eight inches of snow and overnight temps 

below zero — the first load of lumber arrived 

at the PRR’s Shadyside station. Horse-drawn 

wagons, outfitted with skis, carted 5 million 

feet of wood over the frigid mile-long route 

to the estate. There, wagons were sinking into 

the slushy mud so workers carried in boards 

on their backs and laid them down to solidify 

the road. Twenty thousand dollars of wooden 

planks were left where they sank and the park 

built right over them.
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Down in the railroad cut, passengers 

on the B&O crowded the windows daily, 

marveling at each fantastical building.35 They 

rose quickly — Luna’s buildings, like those 

at temporary World’s Fairs, were built with 

lumber and covered with staff, a mix of plaster, 

cement, and jute fiber. A good day’s effort 

could make a building look like carved stone 

or marble, though they aged just as quickly.

In March 1905, the stockholders of the 

Luna Park Company met in its offices in the 

Peoples Bank Building and chose officers, 

making Ingersoll the president and general 

manager. Foremen gave assurances that the 

park would be complete two weeks before 

opening day of May 25. The board then voted 

to forbid alcohol on the grounds, and, in a 

decision that would haunt them, voted to close 

the park on Sundays to align with blue laws.36

Grading continued even as buildings 

were being finished. A 20-foot ladder was 

needed to enter the Japanese Village, and the 

drop in front of the Scenic Railway station was 

still 40 feet. The Japanese Village had another 

problem too: with the Russo-Japanese War 

underway, the artists decorating the pavilion 

had returned home to fight.37 The 18 Japanese 

society girls still came but they sent their 

earnings back to a relief fund for wounded 

soldiers and their families.38

Steam shovels dug the lagoon six feet 

deep, then it was filled with three feet of 

concrete, leaving three feet for water. Water 

mains and fire plugs were connected, then 

came sockets, wires, and screwing in 62,000 

light bulbs — this at a time when most homes 

were still lit by oil lamps.39

When April arrived, an article crowed 

that one couldn’t help but be impressed with 

Ingersoll’s aggressiveness: “Towering into the 

air like fairy palaces and dotting the sky line 

with their many minarets, domes and towers, 

are the beautiful buildings that are to make up 

the expensive pleasure park.” However, that’s 

what made parks like Luna riskier than trolley 

parks, which were evolving slowly from picnic 

groves to rides. Lots had to be spent at Luna, 

quickly, to build dozens of World’s Fair-scale 

attractions, all before knowing if the public 

would come.40

“The hollow doesn’t wish the light” but Luna Park looms above it at upper right. 
The Pittsburgh Survey, Vol. 5 (1914).

Though Pittsburgh was Ingersoll’s 

hometown and where he first envisioned his 

great inland Luna, Cleveland’s Luna opened 

first, on May 11, touted as the 34th amusement 
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resort in the Ingersoll circuit.41 The streetcar 

lines in Cleveland actually looped into the 

park and to a station, while in Pittsburgh, 

streetcars dropped off visitors a block away 

on Centre (where people remember the 

Luna Bar). Passengers were rarely the city’s 

immigrants but rather the clerical workers 

and professionals who had the time and 

money to take a trolley to Luna, where it cost 

just to enter, then cost even more to see each 

attraction.42

Across the valley, it was a different 

world, where German immigrants built 

tightly-packed homes and businesses on the 

narrow streets of Bloomfield.43 An even bigger 

contrast lay between them: Skunk Hollow, rife 

with unemployment, disease, drunkenness, 

violence, and vice. The Pittsburgh Survey, 

an ambitious effort to chronicle the city’s 

downtrodden, commented,

The hollow, found by sewage through 

winding crevices in rubbish, and by 

goats and dogs over hills of tin cans and 

refuse, is reached by the people them-

selves down flights of decaying steps…. 

No visitor can tell, without inquiry, 

whether the shacks on Ewing Street are 

for cows, horses, or human beings.44

To those in Skunk Hollow, Luna Park looming 

over them must have seemed as unreachable 

as the moon. The Survey described nighttime 

there:
As you climb back up the stairs in the 

late afternoon, you meet the lamplighter 

going down with his ladder. Early? Yes, 

but it is not well to go into the hol-

low after dusk. There are only 16 lamps 

there—soon lighted, but people have 

their own reasons for turning them off 

and few of them burn till morning. The 

hollow doesn’t wish the light.45

Soon, whether they wanted it or not, light and 

merriment would echo through the hollow 

nightly from Pittsburgh’s Luna Park.

Pittsburgh Luna postcard, 1905. 
HHC Detre L&A, GPCC.

Brian Butko is Director of Publications  

and author of Luna: Pittsburgh’s Original 

Lost Kennywood, the second book in his  

Kennywood Trilogy. 
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