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From the Introduction 

 
This book walks you through Philadelphia’s—and the nation’s—early 

history. You’ll see it unfold down quaint, cobblestone alleys and busy, broad 

streets, in simple brick rowhouses and venerable mansions, in tiny 

courtyard gardens and magnificent parks. In these pages, you’ll find the 

historical context of the buildings before you, as well as guides to scores of 

out-of-the-way places. Along with the walks, there are tips about the 

modern city’s amenities, including nearby restaurants, cafés, parking and 

public transportation. 



 

Philadelphia is not one but several cities—and you can experience all of 

them if you know where to look. Tucked amid the glass-and-steel 

skyscrapers are not only the brick-and-mortar buildings of the colonial and 

Federal periods, but also blocks of homes from the Civil War era and the Age 

of Victoria. 

 

What sets Philadelphia apart from many other cities is that it preserved, 

rather than bulldozed, much of its past. There are more historic structures 

here than in any other comparable American city, architecture critic Lewis 

Mumford once observed, primarily because so much history was made here. 

And there are abundant records and drawings of old Philadelphia buildings, 

making the restorer’s job easier, because of the early presence of fire 

insurance companies, dating from the founding in 1752 of the Philadelphia 

Contributionship for the Insurance of Houses from Loss by Fire. All of these 

things have combined to make Philadelphia an American time capsule, a 

unique museum of the nation’s political, social, military and architectural 

history. 

 

The neighborhoods that gave the city a comfortable human scale in times 

past are still here—along with the massive office towers. Society Hill, for 

example, stands today as a symbol of colonial Philadelphia—a part of the 

city that had fallen into slums by the turn of the 20th century but was 

restored in the late 1950s and ’60s through an innovative plan of 

public-private development. Yet even on these quiet residential blocks of 

three- and four-story brick townhouses, the walker looks up to find modern 

apartment towers looming overhead. These collisions of past and present, 

mixed with discoveries along the way, make walking through historic 

Philadelphia an experience of constant surprise and delight. 
 

 


