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Executive Summary
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The purpose of this preservation plan is to develop a feasible and holistic approach to the 

preservation and adaptive re-use of the Elkins Estate and to ensure the protection of its tangible 

and intangible qualities.   During a four-month research period, students from the University of 

Pennsylvania’s Graduate Program in Historic Preservation documented the site and its history, 

analyzed the defi ning characteristics of the estate’s architecture and landscape, and devised a 

series of policies and actions to guide the future management of the site.  In brief, the research 

revealed the Elkins Estate to be a place of great signifi cance, worthy of the highest levels of 

preservation attention.  

Historical research on architects, owners and the property evolution served as the foundation 

for understanding the site’s signifi cance.  A thorough assessment of the characteristic features 

of all buildings and landscape then determined the degree of allowable change and informed a 

series of future programming options for the site.  The assessment identifi ed a high degree of 

intact fabric, such as marble, plaster and woodwork, gilding and irreplaceable fi nishes in the 

buildings and historic plantings and gardens in the landscape.  These features, coupled with the 

potential risk of new use, led to the development of several recommendations.

One of the guiding assumptions of the plan is the reuse of the Elkins Estate by Food for Life, a 

non-profi t organization that is in the process of acquiring the property.  Food for Life’s commit-

ment to preserve and reuse the property was one of the starting points for this plan.  The team 

took on the challenge of crafting preservation strategies responding to the plans, program, and 

goals of FFL, however we believe the research, assessments and recommendations of this plan 

have relevance for any future owner/steward taking on management of the Elkins Estate.

The management strategy for conserving the Elkins Estate is conveyed through the series of 

recommendations for site interpretation, preservation goals, programming and property acqui-

sition.  These recommendations were formulated in anticipation of an impending change of 

ownership and are intended to encourage a preservation-centered approach to the site’s adap-

tive reuse.  The recommendations were created to achieve the following goals:

 • Protect against any threats to the site’s signifi cance—including expansion of programs,  
 increased visitation, or more intensive re-use proposals—by identifying areas of his 
 toric fabric least tolerant to change, resolving parking limitations, and offering guide 
 lines for use.  

Executive Summary
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 • Safeguard the property against intrusive new development, disruption of viewsheds  
 and irreversible changes to historic architectural and landscape fabric that would ad 
 versely affect the site’s interpretation.  

 • Foster community support and draw local and regional attention to the site’s cultural  
 and historical signifi cance.

 • Articulate a preservation philosophy to be applied by the new stewards (Food for Life)  
 enabling the pursuit of their institutional mission while ensuring the protection and inter 
 pretation of this historic place’s public values.  

The Elkins Estate has benefi ted from a legacy of extraordinary stewardship—by the Elkins and 

other estate owners, by the Dominican Sisters, and by the surrounding township.  By imple-

menting the recommendations proposed here for the buildings and landscape, it is hoped that 

Food for Life and its partners can continue this legacy, sustain the values and signifi cance of 

this part of Elkins Park, and involve new partners and future generations in a preservation-

minded model of stewardship. 
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Site Orientation
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Just outside the northern border of the city of Philadelphia, at 1750 Ashbourne Road, lies a 

forty-two acre haven relatively undiscovered by the neighboring suburban area.  This park-like 

landscape is known as the Elkins Estate, and it is the former country retreat of Philadelphia 

entrepreneur William Elkins.  Elkins himself is relatively unknown, despite the fact that his 

turn-of-the-century streetcar investments eventually led to the greater Philadelphia area’s major 

transportation system, SEPTA.  His retreat has seen only one other owner since the Elkins 

family sold it in the 1930s.  It now faces a period of transition as for the fi rst time in 75 years it 

changes hands once again.  The previous owners, the Sisters of St. Catherine de’ Ricci, main-

tained the site as a religious retreat for women, but due to fi nancial pressures have recently 

decided to sell it.  The prospective buyer is a non-profi t agency known as Food for Life, who 

intends to continue using the site as a retreat space.  As the site sits on the brink of a new era in 

ownership and operation, a studio team from the University of Pennsylvania’s Department of 

Historic Preservation decided to focus its research and practicum efforts on understanding the 

Elkins Estate’s history and signifi cance, leading to a preservation plan that will allow reuse of 

the site while keeping the property intact.  

Site Orientation

Image 1. The location of the 
Elkins Estate with respect to 
its surrounding township and 
neighboring municipalities.
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The estate is located in the south central 

Cheltenham Township and represents a sizable 

percentage of land in that relatively small mu-

nicipality (image 1).  The Elkins property con-

tains numerous buildings scattered throughout 

an intact historic designed landscape (image 

2).  Of these, the most signifi cant are the 

property’s two mansions, Chelten House and 

Elstowe Manor, both designed by renowned 

Philadelphia architect Horace Trumbauer and 

both sitting at the northern end of the property 

(images 3 and 4).  

Image 2 (above). An aerial view of the Elkins Estate 
with associated buildings highlighted.

 
Image 3 (above right). Elstowe 
Manor. Image courtesy of 
Food for Life, Inc.

Image 4 (right). Chelten 
House. Image courtesy of 
Food for Life, Inc.
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The mansions are in excellent condition and boast original interiors with exquisite craftsman-

ship.  Of interest here are the two major additions the sisters made to Elstowe manor: a rectan-

gular two-story wing to the west of the house utilized for additional sleeping quarters (image 5) 

and a multi-story chapel addition on the southern end of the house (image 6).  

Moving south, one fi nds a stable 

building (image 7) and squash courts 

(image 8) before turning east to 

approach a gatehouse that presides 

over one of the property entrances 

(image 9).  Finally, at the southern-

most end of the estate are the pow-

erhouse, greenhouses and garages 

(image 10).  Also in this area is the 

“Southern Parcel,” an open area 

susceptible to change and possible 

development.  This brief site orien-

tation will be expanded upon in the 

following chapters.

Image 5. Two 
story addition to 
the west wing of 
Elstowe Manor. 
Image courtesy of 
Food for Life, Inc.

Image 6. Chapel 
addition to the 
south side of 
Elstowe Manor. 
Image courtesy of 
Food for Life, Inc.

Image 7 (top). The stables.
Image 8 (bottom). The squash courts.

 Images couresy of Food for Life, Inc.
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The Elkins Estate is one of only a few surviving examples of turn-of-the-century retreat homes 

in the area, an area that once provided a popular refuge for the wealthy businessmen of Phila-

delphia and their families.  It is a valuable historic resource, one that warrants further investiga-

tion.  This report begins this process by examining the estate’s history, signifi cance, and poten-

tial plans for its future.

Image 9. The gatehouse. 
Image courtesy of Food for 
Life, Inc.

Image 10. The Power-
house. Image courtesy of 
Food for Life, Inc.
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Site History
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The narrative of the Elkins Estate extends beyond the boundaries of the 42-acre area of land 

discussed in this report. It encapsulates the story of Elkins Park and its surrounding community 

as well as the tales of three prominent Philadelphians, all of whom infl uenced the development 

of the city and its suburbs. The brief account that follows centers on the past 175 years and 

begins long before the Elkins Family arrived. It discusses the Elkins period of occupancy, the 

tenure of the Dominican Sisters of Saint Catherine de’Ricci, and addresses the probable future 

ownership of non-profi t group, Food for Life, Inc.  This comprehensive overview adds to the 

contextual understanding of the site and provides an important sense of place. 

Early development of the Cheltenham area

In 1682 English Quakers founded Cheltenham Township. Originally centered on agriculture, 

the area had become Philadelphia’s fi rst suburb by the turn of the twentieth century and was 

home to many notable industrial tycoons including William L. Elkins, PAB Widener and 

John Wannamaker.1  However, well-known families have inhabited the area since its found-

ing.  Among the earliest notable families was the Wall family—one of the “First Purchasers” 

of the land granted by William Penn.  The Walls’ granddaughter married George Shoemaker, 

another well-known Cheltenham resident, and their daughter-in-law founded a mill—around 

which Shoemakertown developed.  This settlement later became part of the Elkins Park neigh-

borhood.2  In addition to the Shoemakers and Walls, Humphry Morrey (also a First Purchaser) 

settled in the area and served as Philadelphia’s fi rst mayor from 1691 to 1701.3  Penn granted 

the land of Cheltenham Township to the First Purchasers in addition to land grants made within 

Philadelphia proper—an action which set the stage for this northern area to develop as a coun-

try refuge for the wealthy.4

1  Preserve America Community: Cheltenham Township, Pennsylvania. <http://www.pre-

serveamerica.gov/06-25-07PAcommunity-cheltenhamtownshipPA.html>
2  The Gombach Group. “Living Places.”  Cheltenham Township. <http://www.livingplaces.
com/PA/Montgomery_County/Cheltenham_Township.html>
3  Ibid.
4  Ibid.

Contextual History
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Summary history of the Elkins Estate property

The early history of the Elkins Estate site refl ects the prevalence of the gentlemen’s coun-

try retreat.  As mentioned earlier, Robert Shoemaker, descendant of First Purchaser Richard 

Wall, owned a sizeable estate upon which he built “the Cedars” between 1877 and 1893.  

Other estates occupying the land that would later merge as the Elkins Estate included the J.W 

Thomas Estate and “the Needles,” owned by PJ Aubin and which changed hands around 1877 

to become part of the Michener Estate.  By 1893 “the Needles” was acquired by William L.  

Elkins and by 1896, Chelten House—William’s gift to his son George—was constructed.  By 

this time, the Elkins family occupied a large tract of land consolidated from multiple country 

retreats.  The rapid growth of the Elkins Estate is one indicator of William Elkins’ expanding 

wealth and prominence among the Gilded Age’s premier industrialists.

The Elkins Period and Horace Trumbauer

The period between 1893 and 1932 defi nes the Elkins era.  It was then that the Elkins family 

retreated from the bustle of Philadelphia to their three country houses—Chelten House, El-

stowe Manor and Georgian Terrace—all designed by local architect Horace Trumbauer.  The 

effects of the relationship formed between both William and George Elkins and Horace Trum-

bauer resonated throughout Elkins Park (and beyond) and helped draw recognition to Trum-

bauer’s architectural talent.

William L. Elkins was born on May 2, 1832.5  In a rags to riches tale, he quit school at the age 

of 15 to work in a grocery store.  By age 25 he had opened his own produce business, the fi rst 

of his varied and highly successful business endeavors.6  Elkins later became one of the early 

pioneers of the petroleum industry and owned signifi cant shares of Standard Oil Company.7  He 

and business partner P.A.B Widener were also heavily involved in the railroad industry, which 

included the Pennsylvania Transportation Company—the predecessor of SEPTA.8  Elkins 

passed away in November 1903 leaving a fortune of approximately $25,000,000.9

Though not as well known as his father, George W. Elkins was equally successful. He held 

prominent positions in United Lighting and Heating Co., American Tobacco Co., and the Land 

Title and Trust Co.10  William L. Elkins commissioned local Philadelphia architect Horace 

5  Crum, A. R. editor. Romance of American Petroleum & Gas Co. The Derrick Publishing 
Company. Oil City, PA. 1911. Vol. I.
6  Baltzell, E. D. Philadelphia Gentlemen: The Making of a National Upper Class. New York: 
Transaction, 1989.  pp. 125.
7  Crum, A. R. editor. Romance of American Petroleum & Gas Co. The Derrick Publishing 
Company. Oil City, PA. 1911. Vol. I.
8  SEPTA. <http://www.septa.org/inside/history.html>
9  Baltzell, E. D. Philadelphia Gentlemen : The Making of a National Upper Class. New York: 
Transaction, 1989.  pp. 125.
10  Crum, A. R. editor. Romance of American Petroleum & Gas Co. The Derrick Publishing 
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Trumbauer to design a mansion, Chelten House, for his son in 1896.11  The half-timber Eliza-

bethan mansion burned in 1908 while George and his wife were sailing in the Atlantic, but was 

rebuilt the same year to the original specifi cations.12

In 1898, shortly after Chelten House’s construction, William Elkins turned once more to Trum-

bauer for the design of another country retreat house.  The new addition would be William’s 

own Italian Renaissance mansion, Elstowe Manor. The suggestion has been made that William 

felt the existing Queen Anne style home—“the Needles”--paled in comparison to the grandeur 

of his son’s new home. Trumbauer adapted the plan of the Villa Farnese in Caprarola and relied 

on Jules Allard et Fils, the renowned Parisian Firm to enhance the interiors.13

In 1905 the Elkins family again commissioned Trumbauer to design a home for George Elkins’ 

daughter, Stella Elkins Tyler. This home, called Georgian Terrace, along with a sizable parcel 

of land was donated in 1932 by Stella Tyler to Temple University and later become the Tyler 

School of Art.14

Horace Trumbauer played an integral role in the formation of the Elkins Estate and, like Wil-

liam Elkins, rose to prominence in cities along the East Coast after overcoming a less than 

privileged background.  Born in 1868, Trumbauer quit school at 14 years of age to become an 

errand boy in a Philadelphia architectural fi rm.  By the time he turned 21, he had opened his 

own fi rm and quickly received a commission to design sugar baron William Welsh Harrison’s 

new mansion.  The commission would give Trumbauer’s work recognition and lead to Har-

rison’s request for a second design; Trumbauer soon commenced work on Grey Towers Castle 

(now part of Arcadia University). Through this high-profi le patronage, Trumbauer came to the 

attention of both the Elkins and Widener families. P.A.B. Widener commissioned Trumbauer to 

design Lynnewood Hall, situated across the street from the Elkins Estate, and later helped the 

architect earn commissions to build the Free Library of Philadelphia in 1911 and the Philadel-

phia Museum of Art. Trumbauer became the regular architect for high-end commissions along 

the east coast.  Upper-class clients admired his period style mansions, including several built in 

Newport, RI, as well as his elegant town homes in Philadelphia and Manhattan for clients such 

as the Vanderbilts.15

In addition to fi rmly establishing himself at one of the preeminent designers of the growing 

country estate genre, Trumbauer was equally successful and more prolifi c in his commercial 
Company. Oil City, PA. 1911. Vol. I.
11  “Horace Trumbauer.” <http://libwww.library.phila.gov/75th/cases/case5trumb.htm>
12  “Chelten House Burns.” The New York Times. July 15, 1908.
13  Kathrens, Michael C., Henry H. Reed, and Richard C. Marchand. American Splendor : The  
Residential Architecture of Horace Trumbauer. New York: Acanthus P LLC, 2002.
14  “Residential Designs by the Horace Trumbauer Architectural Firm.” <http://libwww.freeli-
brary.org/75th/residential.htm>
15  Ibid.
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and public works.  Some of the most noteworthy projects completed before his death in 1938 

included designs for the Duke University Campus in Durham, North Carolina and the Benja-

min Franklin Hotel in Philadelphia.  

Dominican Sisters of Saint Catherine de’Ricci

The Domican Sister of Saint Catherine de’Ricci bought the Elkins Estate in 1932 and con-

verted the 42-acre property into a religious retreat. The Sisters occupied the site for 75 years—

even longer than the Elkins family—and acted as exceptional stewards of the buildings and 

landscape. During their tenure, the Sisters made few interior alterations; those that were made 

were limited mostly to fi nishes such as wallpaper and paint. However, around 1940 they added 

a large addition to the rear of Elstowe Manor.  This addition required the removal of the rear 

structural wall of William L. Elkins’ art gallery and added square footage to the space for use 

as a chapel.  In 1961, the Dominican Sisters added a large dormitory-style wing to the western 

side of the building to increase their retreat space.

Declining demand for religious retreats and increased fi nancial pressures forced the Sisters to 

fi nd a buyer for the Estate in 2006. In 2008, after several failed proposals from developers, the 

non-profi t organization Food for Life, Inc. obtained an agreement of sale and is currently work-

ing with the Sisters to fi nalize funding for the purchase.

Identifying and interpreting the area’s history

The historic designations within Cheltenham Township attest to the rich history cultivated over 

the last century.  Within Cheltenham Township, there are two historic districts—Wyncote and 

LaMott Village. The Wyncote Historic District was placed on the National Register of Historic 

Places in 1986 and its early development reinforced the idea that this area just outside of Phila-

delphia was an exclusive, upper-class retreat. Lots were sold with deed restrictions mandating 

minimum construction costs of $7,500; important Philadelphia architects, such as Frank Fur-

ness and Horace Trumbauer, have designed many of the historic homes comprising the district. 

Wyncote initially served as a summer retreat, but as transportation to Center City grew easier 

with the expansion of the rail system, upper-class families such as the Lipinocotts and Proctors 

(of Proctor-Silex fame) settled in the neighborhood year round.16

LaMott Village, named after Lucretia Mott, is equally important as it was the site of the fi rst 

national training camp for African and African-American troops during the Civil War and is 

representative of an integrated community long before the formalization of desegregation.17

16  The Gombach Group. “Living Places.” Wyncote. < http://www.livingplaces.com/PA/Mont-
gomery_County/Cheltenham_Township/Wyncote.html>
17  The Gombach Group. “Living Places.” LaMott. <http://www.livingplaces.com/PA/Mont-
gomery_County/Cheltenham_Township/LaMott.html>
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These historic districts emphasize the importance placed on local history and illuminate the 

community’s goals to preserve these signifi cant sites.  Because the Elkins Estate occupies 

such a large proportion of Cheltenham Township’s acreage, any new owner must recognize 

the property’s relationship to the larger historic context.  The Estate’s preservation is vital in 

maintaining the community’s preservation goals and ensuring the survival of such an integral 

contributor to the country estate genre.  
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Evolutionary Mapping

Although known today as the country retreat and family haven of entrepreneur and business-

man William L. Elkins, the Elkins Estate was not always the property of a single family.  In 

fact, the piece of land in Cheltenham Township bordered by Beech, Sycamore, Juniper, Ash-

bourne, and Penrose Roads has a complex history that begins long before Elkins purchased 

it.  This chapter traces the history of that land through historic maps and photographs.  The 

evolution clearly shows the Elkins family’s periodic land acquisitions, their assemblage of 

these parcels into a grand country estate and the eventual division of that property as it be-

came the Catholic Retreat of the Sisters of St. Catherine De’Ricci.  It also highlights the fact 

that throughout its history, the land that is now referred to as the Elkins Estate has remained 

relatively open and undeveloped—a trait which adds to its appeal as a suburban hideaway and 

contributes to its signifi cance as one of the last remaining open spaces in the township.

The earliest graphic documentation of the property later purchased by Elkins comes from the 

1854 map: “Plan of Chelten Hills, Cheltenham Township, Montgomery County Penna., as 

surveyed and laid out by Sidney and Neff, Philad.” (See image 1).  This map shows the area 

divided into seven parcels.  J.W. Thomas owned the northwestern parcel and the adjoining 

parcel to the south.  Because there are fi ve visible structures on the northern parcel and none on 

the southern property, it appears that Thomas built his house and outbuildings on the northern 

Image 1. 1854 Plan of Chelten Hills. Available at the Free Library of Philadelphia
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parcel and perhaps used the adjacent land for agriculture.  J.M. McKim owns the northeastern 

parcel, although it does not appear to contain any buildings.  The rest of the property is par-

celed off, but not attributed to any specifi c owners.  It may be that this land was not yet sold 

or that it was in use as agricultural fi elds by owners of the surrounding properties.  Also in this 

1854 map is documentation of a creek running through the site from the northwestern parcel 

to the southeastern corner, where it exits to the land across Sycamore Avenue.  This creek is a 

common feature that exists in all maps of the site and is still present today, although it has been 

extensively modifi ed.  The 1854 map shows that, at that time, a small stream fl owed into the 

larger creek towards the southern end of the property.

An 1893 map from the “Property Atlas of Montgomery County, Pennsylvania,” published by 

J.L. Smith, shows the fi rst member of the Elkins family to own property in Cheltenham Town-

ship.  The land has undergone many changes in the forty-year period.  The two northwestern 

parcels have been consolidated into a single property and are still owned by J.W. Thomas—

although he still has not built on the southern portion of his land.  The northeastern parcel, 

previously owned by J.M. McKim, changed hands and is now owned by Thomas Shoemaker.  

Shoemaker constructed his home, “the Cedars,” there as well as several outbuildings. 

The map shows that William L. Elkins now owns the remainder of the land (see image 2).  A 

large house called “the Needles” is located in the northern section of Elkins’ property (see 

image 3), and a gatehouse has been constructed at the Juniper Avenue entrance to the estate.  

There are several unnamed outbuildings also on the property, mostly near the south-central 

boundary created by Beech Avenue.  

Elkins has begun to install a network of 

roads and paths on the property, pre-

sumably to facilitate circulation from 

one building to another within his ex-

tensive holdings.  One main road leads 

north from Beech Avenue past most of 

the outbuildings before veering east to 

“the Needles.”  The road encircles the 

house and continues north to an exit 

on Juniper Avenue.  Another entrance 

further south on Juniper Avenue (and 

adjacent to the gatehouse) leads north 

to “the Needles” mansion.  This map 

also shows that Elkins has acquired a 

plot of land to the southeast of his main 

estate.  Beech, Willow, and Sycamore 

Avenues bound this parcel to the north, 

south, and west and by a manmade 

Image 2. 1893 Property Atlas map of the Elkins Estate. 
Available from http://www.andysantiqueatlases.com/images/
PA/1893_Montgomery/Ashbourne-Chelten%20Hills-9.pdf.



  Elkins Estate Historic Preservation Studio 2008              21

property line to the east.  The land shows 

no development, nor is there any indication 

as to its use.

The addition of roads to the property is not 

the only change in landscape illustrated by 

this 1893 map.  The map also shows that a 

pond was formed along the existing creek 

and became a central feature in the Elkins’ 

property.  Whether the pond is a man-made 

feature created by damming the creek or 

naturally occurring due to some change 

in topography or climate is unknown, 

although later maps suggest the former.  The smaller stream that joins the creek is still present, 

although according to this map its path has changed slightly.  Whereas in the earlier map the 

stream turned sharply to the south, the 1893 map shows that the stream has a straighter east-

west path.  This may be a surveying error, or it may have been that the stream was redirected in 

order to make way for the new outbuildings just to the south.

In the years between 1893 and 1897, 

William Elkins appears to have exten-

sively expanded his estate.  Elkins has 

purchased the land owned by both J.W. 

Thomas and Thomas Shoemaker.  While 

he has kept the Shoemaker property for 

himself, he has given the Thomas prop-

erty to his son, George W. Elkins (see 

image 4).  On this northwest portion of 

the Elkins property, the family has built 

Chelten House, one of the mansions that 

still stand today.  There are a few small 

outbuildings directly to the south of 

Chelten House, but the rest of the prop-

erty appears to be undeveloped.  Elkins 

has constructed a driveway that leads 

northeast from Chelten House to Ash-

bourne Road, or what was then called 

Chelten Avenue.  There are also service 

roads that connect Chelten House to its 

associated service buildings.

Image 3. Histoic Photograph of “The Needles” mansion. 
Date unknown. Available at the Free Lbrary of Philadel-
phia.

Image 4. 1897 Property Atlas of Cheltenham Township. Avail-
able from the Montgomery County Historical Society.
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In this 1897 map, William Elkins’ property, “the Needles,” is still standing, as is the gatehouse 

adjoining the southern Juniper Avenue entrance, although Elkins expanded this building.  

Thomas Shoemaker’s home, “the Cedars,” is still standing, along with its outbuildings.  There 

is a large, unidentifi ed building at the southern border of William and George Elkins’ proper-

ties.  The Elkins’ expanded the outbuildings at the southern end of the parcel as well, which 

now comprise a complex of about ten buildings.  While the use of these buildings is unknown 

from this map, the label for the area between the buildings reads chicken yard, so they likely 

served an agricultural purpose.  On the western portion of the property, just to the south of 

George Elkins’ estate, are three unnamed buildings, two of which are quite long and narrow.  

Also in this area is a feature identifi ed as a wing mill.  West of these buildings (just against the 

boundary of Penrose Avenue) is a pump house and second windmill.

Around the year 1897, changes in the landscape once again accompanied changes in the built 

environment, as more roads were built and water features further manipulated.  The 1897 map 

shows a second “lake” appearing on the property—this one directly south of Chelten House.  

The map also illustrates an alteration to the creek situated west of this new lake.  Perhaps 

modifi ed to increase its aesthetic appeal, the creek now appears much straighter and is drawn 

as though a manmade channel or boundary walls bordered it.  As that is how the creek appears 

today, it is possible that this map is documenting that change.  The street running east-west that 

leads to the creek still exists and is shown to originate just west of the main north-south road.  

New roads and paths also appear in the 1897 map.  A network of roads that provides access to 

the south service buildings and chicken yard branches off from the main road and leads to the 

east.  A straight road running east-west also branches off of the main road and leads to Pen-

rose Avenue.  This road provides access to the long, rectangular buildings and the windmills 

and pumps.  A more complicated network of roads now surrounds “the Needles” as well.  The 

former entrances on Juniper Avenue still exist, but two new entrances join them on Ashbourne 

Road (then called Chelten Avenue).  In addition, roads have been built to connect with those al-

ready in place on the former Shoemaker property.  A curious grid of paths is also visible just to 

the west of “the Needles.”  These roads do not appear to connect buildings to one another and 

may instead indicate the paths of a formal garden or landscape feature.  Despite this develop-

ment, the area has remained relatively open and allowed for a central deer park.  This openness 

is characteristic of the historic property and remains an integral part of the site, as will be seen 

from succeeding historic maps. 

It is important to note from the 1897 map that William Elkins continued to increase his land 

holdings.  He still owns the undeveloped plot of land to the southeast of “the Needles” estate 

and has now purchased two blocks of land directly to the south of his property across Beech 

Avenue.  There are fi ve buildings located on the parcel, the label for one of which is chicken 

house.  There is also a windmill on the property (see image 5).  The 1897 map indicates that in 

this year, William L. Elkins also owned a piece of land to the east of “the Needles.”  A large, 
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unnamed building is located on this piece of land, along with a few outbuildings and a wind-

mill.  Earlier maps show that this land was partially owned by Robert Shoemaker, but do not 

indicate that a structure of any size existed on the property.  The 1897 map shows the Elkins 

name attached to yet another parcel—a 7 1/8 acre plot to the northeast of “the Needles.”  The 

property’s name is “Menlo Lodge,” and appears to belong to William Elkins, Jr., possibly 

George Elkins’ son (see image 6).  This land contains several outbuildings and a large house, 

ostensibly built by W.F. Snyder, to whom the land belonged in 1893.

Another detailed map of the area does 

not become available until 1916 (see 

image 7).  Because almost 20 years 

have passed since the publication of 

the last map discussed, it follows that 

a good number of changes have been 

made to the property.  The most notable 

change is that William Elkins house, 

“the Needles,” no longer exists.  In-

stead, a large manor house stands in its 

place, just to the northwest of where 

“the Needles” stood.  The 1916 map 

refers to this house as “Elkins House,” 

what is today known as Elstowe Manor, 

the largest and grandest house remain-

ing on the estate.  The gatehouse at the 

southern entrance off Juniper Avenue 

still exists and has been further expand-

ed.  The complex of agricultural build-

ings in the southern part of the estate 

Image 5. Detail of the previous 1897 Property Atlas Map showing two parcels south of the estate 
owned by William Elkins and a large parcel to the southwest.

Image 6. Detail of the previous 1897 Property Atlas Map 
showing “Menlo Lodge” and another property owned by Wil-
liam Elkins to the northwest.
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has also been enlarged and now includes 

a garage and a powerhouse.  Additions 

have been made to the buildings across 

the southern boundary of George Elkins’ 

property.  South of those buildings appears 

Georgian Terrace, a Horace Trumbauer-

designed home built for Stella Elkins Tyler, 

a daughter of George Elkins.  Ancillary 

buildings appear in the far southwestern 

corner of the site.

George Elkins has expanded buildings 

on his property as well.  Just north of the 

southern border, he has added stables and 

tennis courts, along with a number of as-

sociated smaller buildings (see image 8).  

These buildings are all located south of the 

lake and creek, which run through his prop-

erty.  Only Chelten House and one small 

service building remain north of the creek.  

Outbuildings evident from previous maps 

do not appear in 1916.  George Elkins has 

added to his land holdings as well.  The 

two plots of land south of the main estate, 

which his father owned in 1897, now ap-

pear in his name, moderately parceled and 

developed.  As this map was drawn after 

William Elkins’ death, it is plausible that 

this property passed to George Elkins in his 

father’s will.  The plot of land to the south-

east of the main Elkins Estate, however, no 

longer retains the Elkins name.  Instead, 

the map calls it Latham Park, and this area 

will ostensibly become a modern suburban 

subdivision.

Paths and roads on the main property have been simplifi ed by 1916, and most exist only to 

provide effi cient connections between the major buildings.  There are roads connecting Chelten 

House to the stables, tennis courts, and Elstowe Manor.  Roads surrounding Elstowe Manor 

connect it to a main entrance on Ashbourne road and to two other entrances on Juniper Av-

Image 7. 1916 detail from the “Atlas of the North Penn 
Section of Montgomery County, Penna., Embracing 
Cheltenham, Abington, Springfi eld, Upper Dublin and 
Parts of Moreland, Whitemarsh, Whitpain, Lower & Upper 
Gwynedd Townships, A. H. Mueller” Available at < http://
www.oyrhs.org/html/atlasmaps.htm>

Image 8. Historic photograph of the stables. Date un-
known. Availabe from the Free Library of Philadelphia.
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enue.  The main road that runs north-south through the property still exists and connects El-

stowe Manor to Beech Avenue, as well as to the powerhouse and garage and buildings south of 

George Elkins’ estate.  Georgian Terrace has a separate driveway leading to Penrose Avenue.

It is in 1916 that major changes to the landscape appear, for the fi rst time, to lessen the amount 

of open space surrounding the main buildings.  The two lakes and the creek still exist, but the 

eastern lake has acquired an interesting shape, with a very straight eastern boundary.  This sug-

gests that a dam has been built at this end of the water feature.  The creek’s path also changes 

in the 1916 map.  It becomes less meandering and more linear, and is drawn with a thicker line.  

Perhaps by 1916 the whole of the Elkins property creek has been encapsulated in the man-

made stone channel that directs it today.  The stream at the southern end of the property has 

disappeared—artifi cially or naturally—either from infi ll or natural forces.  The map indicates 

that there are gardens located south of the powerhouse and garage, but does not note any other 

signifi cant landscape features.

It is yet another 20 years before mapped documentation of the Elkins Estate is available again.  

A 1937 Franklin Survey Company map from the “Atlas of Montgomery County, Penna.” il-

lustrates the Elkins property’s current form (see image 9).  By 1937, the holdings of the Elkins 

family have somewhat diminished and are confi ned to the land bounded by Beech, Juniper, 

Penrose, Sycamore and Ashbourne Roads, plus one small parcel just south of that property.  

George W. Elkins still owns the northwest corner of the property, but the entire eastern half of 

the property—the half formerly owned by William L. Elkins—is now the property of the Do-

minican House of Retreats and Catholic Guild, the predecessor of the Dominican Sisters of St. 

Image 9. 1937 map from the “Atlas of Montgomery County, Penna. Volume C,” published by Franklin 
Survey Company. Atlas available at the Free Library of Philadelphia
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Catherine De’Ricci.  Stella Elkins Tyler donated Georgian Terrace, and the property on which 

it stands, to Temple University and it is now the Stella E. Tyler School of Industrial Arts.  

However, the map indicates that she is now in possession of the parcel located just south of the 

Temple-owned land across Beech Avenue.  As George Elkins died prior to 1937, it is likely that 

this land passed onto her in his will following his death.

Although ownership of the land has changed a great deal by 1937, the map shows that the 

buildings have remained relatively unchanged.  The property has been simplifi ed, especially 

on George Elkins’ property and on the Georgian Terrace parcel.  Elstowe Manor dominates the 

northern section of the land now owned by the Dominican House of Retreats.  It is no longer 

surrounded by a complicated network of roads and paths, but has three drives leading to it: one 

from the north at Ashbourne Road, one from the southeast at Juniper Avenue and one from the 

main north-south road leading from Beech Avenue.  The gatehouse still stands near the Juniper 

Avenue entrance.  The service buildings in the southern section of the estate, formerly identi-

fi ed as a garage and powerhouse, have been consolidated into four simplifi ed buildings and 

a small temporary structure nearby.  There is a service road leading to these buildings from 

the north-south thoroughfare, and there appears to be a small paved area near these buildings 

as well.  Consolidation of the George Elkins’ property leaves it with only Chelten House, the 

stables, a small unidentifi ed building just south of the stables, and a building that is most likely 

the squash courts.  Paths on this property have also been simplifi ed.  There is a drive leading 

to Chelten House from Penrose Avenue to the west, and a main drive leading from Ashbourne 

road, past Chelten House and continuing south to the stables and the squash courts.  There is a 

small paved area near the squash courts, as well as two roads south of the stables, which lead 

west to Penrose Avenue.

The land now owned by Temple University contains only Georgian Terrace and three small 

structures in the far southwestern corner.  The map no longer shows the complex of long, nar-

row buildings that were extant on this land in 1916.  There appear to be only two roads on the 

property in 1937: a drive leading north to the main house from Beech Avenue and a short drive 

leading west from the house to Penrose Avenue.

The 1937 map has few details regarding landscape features and changes.  What is evident 

is that the creek that runs through the property is still very much in existence, as are the two 

ponds.  The easternmost pond now possesses a dam at its eastern border, which accounts for 

its linear boundary in both this map and in the 1916 map.  Two bridges now appear to span 

the creek, one for the drive leading to Chelten House and one for the main north-south road 

through the site.
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An aerial photograph of the site in 1944 

shows little change to the property, but 

it does indicate the construction of an 

addition on the south-central wing of 

Elstowe Manor (see image 10). Since 

the addition does not appear in the 

1937 map, the actual construction date 

is post-1937.  Architectural drawings 

are dated 1937, so it can be assumed 

that construction of the wing soon fol-

lowed and was completed in the late 

1930’s or early 1940’s.

A 1957 map indicates that the Domini-

can Convent of Our Lady of Prouille 

now owns the property on which Chel-

ten House and Elstowe Manor are situ-

ated.  The map refers to Chelten House 

as St. Dominic’s Hall, and there is a 

greenhouse to the south of the stables.  

These appear to be the only changes 

from the 1937 map and the 1944 aerial 

photograph.  There is little landscape 

information offered here, but the creek 

and the two ponds are still present.

The most recent historic map available 

for the property comes from the volume 

Insurance Maps of Montgomery Coun-

ty, Pennsylvania, Volume 3, published 

by the Sanborn Map Company (see 

image 11).  This map contains several 

overlays atop a 1928 insurance map, 

and records changes made to the prop-

erty until 1966 when the last overlay 

was added.  There is little new infor-

mation on this map that was not on the 

previous maps or photographs.  The 

biggest change is the addition of a long, 

narrow wing extending from the west 

Image 10. Aerial photograph taken in 1944 of the Elkins Es-
tate. Chapel addition to Elstowe Manor is highlighted. Avail-
able at the Free Library of Philadelphia.

Image 11. 1928 Sanborn Fire Insurance map updated to 1966. 
Available at the Free Library of Philadelphia.
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side of Elstowe Manor.  According to the map, it was constructed in 1961.

The view of the Elkins Estate presented in the 1966 map is very similar to the site as it exists 

today.  There has been one more major addition to the north side of the powerhouse, but the 

other buildings have remained unchanged.  Unlike alterations to building footprints, paths and 

roadways, changes to the landscape cannot be easily represented in two-dimensional form.  

However, one consistently evident characteristic of the site is its openness, which is maintained 

even as the areas around the site become more populated and developed.

The maps and photographs examined here show the Elkins Estate’s evolution from an unrelat-

ed collection of land parcels in Cheltenham Township to the seat of one of Philadelphia’s most 

important families.  Today, it remains an important collection of buildings within an original 

and relatively undisturbed landscape.  The park-like atmosphere that currently surrounds the 

site emphasizes its previous history as a country retreat—fi rst for the Elkins family and then for 

the Dominican Sisters of St. Catherine De’Ricci.  It is clear that these peaceful surroundings 

are integral pieces of the site’s signifi cance, and it is important that this aspect of the site be 

preserved for the future.
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Township Background Information
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Township Planning Information

The Elkins Estate is located in Cheltenham Township, a municipality with detailed plans for 

both zoning and open space within its jurisdiction.  Cheltenham is unique among its neigh-

bors in that it includes historic preservation as a primary goal in its comprehensive plan.  This 

respect for historic preservation became widely apparent upon interviewing members of the 

township staff about their hopes for the future of the Elkins Estate.  Although they see the prop-

erty’s recent change in ownership as an opportunity for growth within the area, they intend to 

encourage probable new owners, Food for Life, Inc., to keep historic preservation, especially 

of the main buildings on the site, a priority.

Township manager David Kraynik feels that sensitive development and management of the El-

kins Estate will promote growth while still preserving the site’s meaning and historic integrity.  

This growth is important as it keeps current residents from leaving the area and attracts new 

residents while also improving the economy.  To this end, the Township would like to see the 

Elkins Estate bring tax income to the township by development of a portion of the property for 

residential or commercial use.  Although the Township has not been collecting taxes from this 

property since its designation as a religious retreat space, they estimate future tax profi ts would 

constitute approximately $288,000 annually.1

The township is optimistic that Food for Life’s operation on the Elkins Estate will be success-

ful.  They feel that Food for Life will keep the historic integrity of the site intact, while at the 

same time allowing for growth and creating new opportunities in the area.2  Food for Life has 

been very cooperative in their dealings with the township and has agreed to adhere to all for-

mal township codes for construction and land use in their treatment of the property.  Although 

Food for Life has operated such establishments as homeless shelters, halfway houses, and soup 

kitchens in accordance with Cheltenham Township codes in the past, the Elkins property will 

not house such enterprises.3  More than anything, the Township offi ces say they want to see the 

Elkins Estate preserved and appreciated.  They feel that Food for Life is the right purchaser to 

accomplish this goal.4

1  David Kraynik, Personal Interview, 18 Sept. 2008.
2  Ibid.
3  Ibid.
4  Ibid.
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 CHELTENHAM TOWNSHIP COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

The Comprehensive Plan for the Township outlines the overall goals for all of Cheltenham.  It 

states two main goals: fi rstly, to preserve and enhance the existing commercial, residential and 

open space features of the area; secondly, to improve the quality of life by promoting eco-

nomic development.  These goals include guidelines for historic preservation, with an aim to 

“promote the unique historic and cultural resources that are located within the community and 

encourage the preservation, rehabilitation, and restoration of these irreplaceable structures and 

landscapes.”5  The Elkins Estate certainly qualifi es as one of these “unique historic and cultural 

resources,” and the township lists it as a high priority historic site.  The following objectives 

for historic preservation come directly from the Cheltenham Township Comprehensive Plan:

 • The Township will enhance and promote Historic Districts through legal guide 

  lines and incentives, public awareness guidelines and an improved architectural  

  review board.6

 • The Township will encourage the development of new historic districts and the  

  expansive of existing historic districts.7 

 • The Township will encourage the development of design guidelines for each  

  historic district.8

 • The Township will begin to register specifi c landmark structures to the National  

  Register of Historic Places9

Another key component of the Comprehensive Plan details land use.  There are two “eras” of 

land use: current uses and future uses.  The main goal of current land use is to keep land or-

ganization “orderly and reasonable in distribution and intensity, conserve natural and historic 

resources, be in the overall public interest, effectively serve the community, and address the 

environmental needs of the population.”10  The Elkins Estate falls into the institutional land use 

category, which is the second largest category after residential.  Institutional land uses include 

“lands that are owned, leased or operated by a government, school, religious or non-profi t 

organizations.”11

5  Montgomery County Planning Commission, Cheltenham Township Comprehensive Plan, 
Historic Preservation (Montgomery County Planning Commission, 2005) 65.
6  Ibid, 65.
7 Ibid, 66.
8 Ibid, 67.
9  Ibid, 68.
10  Montgomery County Planning Commission, Cheltenham Township Comprehensive Plan, 
Land Use (Current) (Montgomery County Planning Commission, 2005) 133.
11  Ibid, 123.
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CHELTENHAM TOWNSHIP OPEN SPACE PLAN

The Open Space plan for Cheltenham Township explains that there are 783 acres designated 

for “institutional” use.12  The Elkins Estate/Dominican Retreat is one of the largest plots of 

open space in this plan.  In February 2006, it was considered a natural, historic and scenic area 

that was at risk for development and/or was not currently being developed.13 The Township 

is well aware that these spaces may not remain open forever.  Therefore, it hopes to prioritize 

those with the highest integrity to make certain these areas are not compromised.14

CHELTENHAM TOWNSHIP MUNICIPAL CODE AND 
GENERAL LEGISLATION

In addition to the Comprehensive and Open Space Plans, Cheltenham Township has a col-

lection of general municipal codes.  Several of these codes apply directly to the Elkins Estate 

and any changes that it might undergo in the hands of its new ownership.  Chapter 205 of the 

municipal code states that peace and good order should be kept and “no loud, unnecessary and 

unusual noises” should come from the site.15

Although the Elkins Estate falls under the category of “institutional use” in the zoning plan, the 

Township granted the property “non-conforming use” status in order to retain its function as a 

retreat site.  Chapter 205 outlines the defi nition of this status as “any not-for-profi t use, reli-

gious, institutional or public government facility that has no underlying profi t motive attached 

to its function.”16

Chapter 197 of the Code states that parking lots must be maintained, that the parking of trail-

ers in automobile parking lots is prohibited and that walks and sidewalks must be maintained.17 

Parking should be in designated areas and not haphazardly placed throughout particular sites.  

As parking may prove to be an issue once the Elkins Estate is again in use, it is important that 

site management adhere to these codes.

These sections of the General Township Codes apply directly to the Elkins Estate and may 

affect its future development.  However, it should be clear that any changes to the site, either 

in use or in physical appearance, must adhere to all of the municipal guidelines of Cheltenham 

Township.

12  Montgomery County Planning Commission, Cheltenham Open Space Plan (Montgomery 
County Planning Commission: 2006) 24.
13  Ibid, 62.
14  Ibid, 20.
15  Cheltenham Township, General Code, Section 205-9.
16  Ibid, section 205-10.
17  Ibid, chapter 197.
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PLANNING MINUTES

The following information comes directly from the minutes of various Building and Zoning 

Committee meetings held in Cheltenham Township.  The information mentioned here relates 

specifi cally to the Elkins Estate.

In a planning meeting on June 23, 2008, Food for All, Inc. (also known as Food for Life, Inc.) 

made appeal number 3291.  The appeal proposed to continue use of the main Manor House 

(also known as Elstowe Manor) as a retreat.  This retreat would include rooms for guests, meet-

ing rooms, classrooms, conference rooms, performance space, and dining facilities.  According 

to Food for All, Inc., there would be no major physical alterations to the space.  They also men-

tioned that there would be roughly six to ten employees on the site and that parking may be an 

issue.  To address this concern, Food for All, Inc. executive director David Dobson stated that 

he would shuttle most visitors to the site by bus.  Those visiting the site would be yoga trainers, 

yoga enthusiasts, and people looking for spiritual relaxation.18

Citizens of the surrounding community were also present at the meeting on June 23.  Many 

expressed concern as to how the site would handle weddings and corporate events, as well as 

how it would address parking issues, how workers would change shifts, and if problems would 

result from there being too many people in one place.

During its July 28, 2008 meeting, the committee revisited appeal number 3291.  At this meet-

ing, David Dobson agreed to all of the Building and Zoning Committee’s previous recom-

mendations.  At the next meeting on September 2, 2008, the committee closed the appeal and 

approved zoning for the site to maintain its non-conforming use.19

CONCLUSION

This section detailed many of the planning issues that arose during the approval process for 

Food for Life’s purchase of the Elkins Estate.  Residents around the area expressed mixed 

views toward accepting or rejecting this future use of the site.  However, it is clear that Chel-

tenham Township possesses a solid preservation plan within both their Comprehensive and 

Open Space Plans.  These documents clearly express the vast amount of concern the Township 

holds for its historic properties.   

18  Cheltenham Township Planning Commission, Planning Minutes (Cheltenham Township: 
June 23, 2008).
19  Cheltenham Township Planning Commission, Planning Minutes (Cheltenham Township: 
July 28, 2008). 
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Social & Economic Data

Elkins Park sits within Cheltenham Township, the third most populated township in Montgom-

ery County, Pennsylvania. From 1990 to 2000 the population increased by 5.6 percent.  Census 

data for the year 2000 shows that the area is affl uent; 25 percent of the population possesses 

an income of $100,000 or higher.  79.7 percent of the resident labor force possess white-collar 

jobs and 42.1 percent work in Philadelphia.  The median house value is $165,000.  Citizens are 

also well educated: 92 percent possess high school degrees or higher, 49.2 percent possess a 

bachelor’s degree or higher.  The population is 66.4 percent white, 33.6 percent non-white, and 

the median age is 40.3 years. 

The Township covers 9.03 square miles.  Housing in the area consists of 64.5 percent owner-

occupied units and 35.5 percent renter-occupied units.  Most housing, about 51.1 percent, is 

single-family detached.  In addition, the township contains 1,397 total group quarters, 536 

institutional group quarters, and 861 non-institutional group quarters. 
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Community Awareness

According to the Cheltenham Township, there has been little resistance to Food for Life, Inc.’s 

acquisition of the Elkins Estate property. They have held township meetings and, while citi-

zens at these meetings expressed some concerns, the Township maintains that the community 

supports the proposed transition. However, informal phone interviews with a number of com-

munity members who live within sight of the Elkins Estate suggest that the Township may 

have made some generalizations with respect to community approval. The consensus among 

the small sampling of people contacted indicated that there was concern over the prospect of 

development on the property. Other concerns included a possible increase in traffi c and parked 

vehicles as a result of constant visitation to the site. A surprising majority also had little idea as 

to what the future plans for the site were. Many knew that previous buyers had backed out, but 

few were aware that a new purchaser had been secured. A shared sentiment among most inter-

viewees was that the Township offi ce had not put enough effort into disseminating information 

to residents. Many were disappointed in the Township’s lack of communication and felt put off 

by the fact that their opinions were not taken into account.

Many of the people interviewed have lived in the Elkins Park area for over 30 years. The 

Elkins Estate, or the Dominican Retreat Property, as it is known to most of them, has been a 

familiar presence in their lives for as far back as many of them can remember. Jim Carroll, who 

lives across the street from the property on Beech Avenue, says that he often had conversa-

tions with the sisters living on the property, and that they saw his daughters grow up.1 Charles 

Knauf, who has lived in the area since he was a child, remembers sneaking onto the property 

with his brothers. With a laugh, he recounts how they used to taunt the gardener, until one day, 

he came chasing after them in his truck!2 Judith Pawlina remembers going to the estate for her 

senior high school retreat, before even moving to the neighborhood 25 years ago.3 These resi-

dents and many others have fond memories of the place, many of which are contained within 

the walls of its buildings and the serene atmosphere of its landscape. Understandably, they are 

concerned about its future.

Interestingly, the people interviewed for this project did not mind that the site has not been 

open to the public for the last 70 years, nor do they particularly want it to be opened by its 

1  Phone interview with Jim Carroll. 15 December 2008.
2  Phone interview with Charles Knauf. 12 December 2008.
3  Phone interview with Judith Pawlina. 16 December 2008.
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new owners. Charles Knauf is indifferent as to whether or not the property should become 

accessible to the community. His main concern is that the property remain intact and retain its 

peaceful feeling.4 A resident who prefers to remain anonymous also said that the property has 

“always been nice to have around,” even if it were not open to the public. He values the open 

view it provides from his home.5

Many of the residents that were interviewed were neighbors of the Dominican Retreat site. 

Their main concern was the possibility that a portion of the site would be developed for resi-

dential use. Another Elkins Park resident who preferred to remain anonymous was adamant in 

her opinion that the Retreat property should be left the way it is. She was aware that develop-

ment might occur on the property and was worried that townhouses or condominiums would 

ruin the views she and her neighbors have from their homes. She added that she was saddened 

by the prospect of the property being destroyed and losing its peaceful nature.6 Judith Pawlina, 

another neighbor of the site, stated that she moved away from her previous neighborhood 

because of encroaching development. The prospect of living across the street from a beautiful 

open space such as the Elkins Estate was a main factor in her decision to move to her current 

home almost 25 years ago. She said she would be extremely disappointed if the undeveloped 

property were to undergo a drastic change, especially one that would make the area more con-

gested.7

Another main concern of the interviewees was that the Township had not been proactive 

regarding the dissemination of information about the site and potential buyer. The majority of 

people interviewed had attended publicized Township meetings, but those who had not com-

plained that they were not given notice by the Township and that information about where and 

when meetings were to take place needed to be clearer and more accessible. Those that did 

attend the meetings found them unhelpful and even confusing. Jim Carroll was frustrated that, 

after sitting through a very lengthy Township planning meeting, community members were 

given no decision on zoning for the estate, nor were they contacted later with that information.8

Charles Knauf complained that the meeting was not at all helpful and that it was mostly about 

the site’s history, and not about issues relevant to the community.9 An anonymous resident 

agreed that the meetings were not at all helpful.10 Even Patricia Miller, a published local his-

torian with a strong interest in the history of the area and the future of the Dominican Retreat 

site in particular was unsure of the plans for the site due to lack of information from the Town-

ship.11

4  Phone interview with Charles Knauf. 12 December 2008.
5  Phone interview with anonymous Elkins Park Resident. 15 December 2008.
6  Phone interview with anonymous Elkins Park Resident. 1 December 2008.
7  Phone interview with Judith Pawlina. 16 December 2008.
8  Phone interview with Jim Carroll. 15 December 2008.
9  Phone interview with Charles Knauf. 12 December 2008.
10  Phone interview with anonymous Elkins Park Resident. 1 December 2008.
11  Phone interview with Patricia Miller. 1 December 2008.
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A fi nal concern that many community members had was their lack of information about the 

site’s new buyer. Many had no idea who the new buyer was. Those that did had little informa-

tion on the buyer’s plans for the estate. Jim Carroll, who went to the Township meetings, stated 

that Food for Life seemed like a “decent enough organization.” He said that there had been 

scare tactics employed by some community members in order to put Food for Life in a bad 

light, but that overall he had no objections to their purchase of the property.12 However, other 

nearby residents were wary of Food for Life’s intentions. They were put off by the fact the 

Food for Life had not been more transparent in its dealings and had not made more of an effort 

to make themselves known to the citizens of Elkins Park.

It is clear that the residents of Elkins Park, especially those who live in close proximity to the 

Elkins Estate, have a vested interest in the future of the site. Any change in its use or physical 

qualities will directly impact their quality of living and their connection to their neighborhood. 

Many are frustrated with the lack of opportunities provided to them to air their questions and 

concerns. Because the Elkins Estate is a privately owned property, it is true that the community, 

in the end, has no power over how it is treated in the future. However, not cooperating with the 

site’s neighbors and taking their concerns into account would be a grave mistake for any future 

owner of the property. It would mean losing an important built-in support network that has 

been forming since the space became a religious retreat. Working with the Elkins Park com-

munity is one of the most important steps the future owner of the Elkins Estate can take in the 

process of good preservation stewardship.

12  Phone interview with Jim Carroll. 15 December 2008.
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Statement of Signifi cance
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Statement of Signifi cance

The Elkins Estate, located in Montgomery County just outside the northern border of Phila-

delphia County, PA, features several buildings designed by architect Horace Trumbauer.  The 

42-acre site includes Chelten House (1896/1908) and Elstowe Manor (1898), as well as several 

outbuildings, all of which are set in an intact park-like landscape; together, these resources 

retain the feel of the estate as a country retreat. The homes belonged to industrial and commer-

cial titans William L. Elkins—a less well-known yet extremely infl uential Gilded-Age fi nan-

cier—and his son, George M. Elkins. They date to the turn of the 20th century and are the most 

recent in a succession of country estates on the site, dating back to the 1850s. 

Trumbauer was a noted Philadelphia architect, renowned for his work designing country estates 

for the upper class along the East Coast as well as for his institutional projects such as the Phil-

adelphia Free Library and the Philadelphia Museum of Art. The Elkins Estate’s main buildings 

possess a high degree of historic and architectural integrity due in large part to the care taken 

by its second owners, the Dominican Sisters of St. Catherine de’Ricci, throughout their owner-

ship tenure beginning in 1932 and ending in 2008. A high degree of craftsmanship is exhibited 

in the extensive use of marble, wood carving and gold leaf, which adds to the signifi cance of 

the Estate.

Historic maps indicate that the location and number of buildings on the site have changed; this 

is especially true of the period before the 1880s, when the Elkins family consolidated several 

adjacent parcels to assemble the entire Estate. Since the 1930s, the Sisters have only added to 

existing structures—including two major and unsympathetic additions to Elstowe Manor—

otherwise leaving and adaptively reusing the core of the Elkins-era construction intact. The 

planned continued use of the Estate as a retreat (as proposed by prospective buyer, Food For 

All, Inc.) refl ects its longstanding community context as a peaceful refuge, fi rst for the country 

gentleman in the 18- and early 1900’s, then as a religious retreat during the Sisters’ ownership.

Today, the property possesses much historical and architectural value, as well as urban and 

environmental value as a rare open space amidst a continuous fabric of stable, suburban com-

munities. 
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Objectives and Methodology
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Objectives

The objectives outlined in this report guided the preservation study undertaken at the Elkins 

Estate.  They fall into seven broad categories, which are to:

 1. Establish Signifi cance

   To establish the signifi cance of the site, its landscape and buildings, through his 

  torical research, surveys and interviews.  This information informs decisions on  

  site tolerances and programming.

 2.  Address Buyer’s Impact

   To determine what affects any future buyer might have upon the Elkins Estate  

  property, including changes in use, and alterations to landscape, and building  

  structure.  When discussing changes in use, this report determines whether or  

  not those uses are compatible with the site, its history and how the site is experi 

  enced.

 3. Establish Site Tolerances

   To establish site tolerances based on historical research and survey data.  These  

  tolerances are explicit in detailing which areas, in both landscape and buildings,  

  can tolerate high amounts of physical change, and which areas cannot tolerate  

  physical change.  These tolerances also consider changes in how the site is ex 

  perienced.  Finally, this report determines what uses are appropriate and for  

  which spaces.

 4. Develop Site Programming Guide

   To develop a site programming guide detailing the requirements and special  

  considerations necessary for administering each program detailed by Food for  

  Life at the Elkins Estate.  The programming puts new uses into context by   

  providing comparisons to existing sites with similar characteristics and   

  agendas.  The programs detailed in this report come from uses proposed   
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  by Food for Life, as these will have immediate implications for the site.    

  However, the programming guide provides general direction for any organiza 

  tion that may own or become involved with the Elkins Estate in the future.  The  

  preservation principles outlined in programming decisions hold true for any  

  future changes in use, and site managers should consult them regardless of  

  whether or not their specifi c program appears in this report.

 5.  Integrate Preservation into the Program

   To make preservation an integral part of the programming guide for the Elkins  

  Estate.  This ensures that any proposed change in use takes into consideration  

  the site’s historic integrity.  For site managers, this demonstrates ways in which  

  preservation is compatible with reuse programming, detailing where it fi ts in  

  and how to implement it successfully.

 6. Reuse Site while Maintaining Integrity

   To provide reuse plans that bring utility to the site while still maintaining its  

  historic integrity.  Reuse does not have to come at the expense of historic fab 

  ric or atmosphere.  Some of the programs in this report embrace the retreat  

  atmosphere of the Elkins’ and Dominican Sisters’ periods.  Other events capital 

  ize on the quality of the building fabric and landscape.  In turn, there are spaces  

  within the estate that can be altered without deleteriously affecting the integrity  

  of the site as a whole.

 7. Create Awareness in the Community

   To raise awareness within the Elkins Park community, increasing their invest 

  ment and involvement at the Elkins Estate site.  Community interest is vital to  

  providing the site with continuity over time, through changes in function and  

  ownership.  Part of making reuse sustainable is providing a base of support for  

  the Elkins Estate, one involved enough to take action on its behalf if necessary.
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Methodology

This project began with a site visit to the Elkins Estate.  From there, it was determined that 

background research into the township, the community, and the history of the Estate were nec-

essary.

One portion of the team conducted township research, contacting the Cheltenham Township 

Manager, David Kraynik, and the Cheltenham Township Planning Commission.  Research-

ers also examined the Comprehensive Plan for the Township, the Cheltenham Township Open 

Space Plan, the Cheltenham Township General Code, and other general legislation.

Community research involved contacting citizens who are either familiar with the area’s his-

tory or who live near the site.  In particular, Patricia Miller, a local historian for Cheltenham 

Township, and Brian Havir, the Assistant Township Manager, provided insights into the com-

munity’s current state of mind regarding the Elkins Estate.

Another group went through historic maps and fi les from the Dominican Sisters, Food for Life, 

the Montgomery County Historical Society, the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, and the 

Free Library of Philadelphia.  Work focused on key players in the site’s history, such as the 

Dominican Sisters, Horace Trumbauer, William Elkins and George Elkins.  Team members 

collected maps from the Elkins period onward to gain insights into site development, changes 

in ownership and changes in use.  This led to graphic analysis in ArcGIS, where changes in 

property lines, ownership, and buildings became layers on a digital map, thus allowing for 

direct comparison.

In conjunction with background research, the team conducted on-site surveys.  The team took 

building survey forms, created in Microsoft Access, into the fi eld and used them to gather site-

specifi c data based on location, description, condition, and graphic information.  Researchers 

conducted room-by-room surveys in Elstowe Manor and Chelten House, due to their sig-

nifi cance to the site and the large amount of intact Elkins period fabric.  Surveys of the out-

buildings and additions created by the Dominican Sisters were more general, considering the 

structures as a whole rather than by room.  Team members later entered the collected data into 

Access, creating a building database.  This database played a key part in the tolerance study.
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A different group undertook the general landscape survey.  This included on-site investigation, 

followed by analysis of and comparison to historic site maps.  The project involved a signifi -

cant amount of graphic analysis covering a wide array of topics, such as circulation, character-

defi ning features, topography, unifying structures, plants, land use, spatial organization and 

viewsheds.

After analyzing the data, the team devised a statement of signifi cance for the Elkins Estate.  

The statement explicitly outlined the features that make this site unique, valuable and worth 

preserving.  It also informed the direction the team took from that point onward, especially 

regarding site tolerances, programming and recommendations for the future.

The data collected from the above studies informed the tolerance studies for both the landscape 

and the buildings.  Researchers created AutoCAD drawings from Horace Trumbauer’s fl oor 

plans and then exported them into ArcGIS, where team members connected the Access data 

collected in the fi eld to corresponding rooms in the fl oor plans.  Graphic analysis of the data 

symbolized the period of signifi cance, status of fabric, and condition for each room in Elstowe 

Manor and Chelten House, and the overall state of the outbuildings.  Researchers extrapolated 

tolerances from these and symbolized them in ArcGIS, illustrating the areas that could sustain 

changes to building fabric as well as the areas that could not.  Determining landscape toleranc-

es necessitated a different technique, as the requirements differed from those of the structures.  

Maps illustrating landscape character areas, topography, and history led to the creation of a 

Gaussian blur map that visualized tolerances in the landscape.

Taking into consideration the needs of the historic site, the team drafted a series of program-

ming guides.  The program list sprang from Food for Life’s suggestions; however, the team 

adapted and prioritized them based on its own objectives, outlined above.  Members researched 

space and facility requirements, and generated charts for comparison.  This resulted in pro-

gramming site selections, in both the landscape and buildings.  To place the programs into 

context, part of the team researched comparable sites that shared similar characteristics with 

the Elkins Estate, such as location, size, period, building stock, landscape and programming. 

This section provides an in-depth case study of reuse utilizing the yoga retreat as an example of 

how to implement programming.

Finally, the project culminated in a series of recommendations for preserving and reusing the 

Elkins Estate.  These recommendations cover preservation of the landscape and buildings, site 

programming, additional parking, expansion and development of the site.  The team designed 

the recommendations to guide site management for years to come, regardless of changes in 

ownership or use.



  Elkins Estate Historic Preservation Studio 2008              45

Survey Terminology

Conducting the building survey required the team to develop a set of terminology and working 

defi nitions.  The following report utilize these terms:

Integrity – Integrity directly correlates to the amount of period fabric and intangible   

 values that are evident at areas within the site.  These areas can either be representative  

 of the Elkins’ or the Dominican Sister’s period of occupation.  If building or landscape  

 fabric is present, unaltered or relatively unaltered, and visually cohesive, for a certain  

 period, that element possesses integrity.  Visually cohesive fabric maintains a consistent  

 style and feeling of the period to which it is attributed.  An element may have integrity  

 for one period while being deleterious to the integrity of an element from another   

 period (i.e. the west addition to Elstowe Manor presents a strong impression of the  

 Dominican Sisters and their mission, while detracting from the integrity of the Elkins’  

 period landscape and its estate setting).  Thus, elements generally possess integrity for  

 one period, as any overlap tends to come at the expense of fabric from the earlier pe 

 riod.

Original fabric – Original fabric exists in rooms and building materials dating from the El 

 kins’ period of occupation.

Altered fabric – Altered fabric exists in rooms and building materials dating from the Domini 

 can Sisters’ period of occupation.

Conservation issues – Rooms with visible signs of fabric deterioration that may be hazardous  

 to the health and safety of occupants. Repair work will be necessary before occupation  

 of the space takes place.

Move-In Ready, with Conservation Issues – Rooms with minor visible signs of fabric dete 

 rioration.  These are not structural problems (i.e. cracking paint, cracking tiles, etc.), the  

 space is safe for occupation, and only aesthetic issues need to be resolved.

Move-In Ready – Rooms with no visible signs of fabric deterioration.  The space is ready for  

 occupation without changes.
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Tolerances
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Introduction

The detailed survey of the manor houses, outbuildings and landscape establish the site’s defi n-

ing characteristics and provide the basis for justifying areas tolerant and intolerant to change.  

Considerations for both tangible and intangible qualities of spaces and landscape have in-

formed signifi cance and, ultimately, each feature’s level of tolerance.  Delineating spaces where 

high and low levels of change are acceptable is vital to ensuring the protection of historically 

signifi cant and irreplaceable features.  

Once established, these levels of tolerance directly inform the programming options available 

to a particular space.  Areas designated as highly tolerant to change are not major contributors 

to the overall signifi cance of the site, and high-impact uses with the potential to irreversibly 

alter fabric should be assigned to these spaces.  Low tolerance areas provide much of the site’s 

signifi cance—either through historic fabric or intangible values; these spaces require sensitive 

adaptation for low-impact programs.  In general, areas identifi ed as least tolerant contain the 

highest degree of historic integrity.  

Different survey criteria were applied to the buildings and landscape in order to distinguish 

each area’s unique level of tolerance.  Although these were determined separately, both build-

ings and landscape are equal contributors to the site’s signifi cance and have been regarded as a 

whole in the development of the preservation plan.

Elstowe Manor and Chelten House

The individual room surveys completed in the manor houses indicate periods of signifi cance, 

spaces with altered fabric and areas with conservation issues.  Results from each category have 

been mapped to illustrate overall characteristics, and from this collective data, levels of toler-

ance have been specifi ed for each space.  
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1896 Structure

Figure 1. General plan view of 
Elstowe Manor showing additions.

1898 Structure

c. 1940 Structure

c. 1960 Structure

Figure 2. General plan 
view of Chelten House.

Elstowe Manor and Chelten House

The individual room surveys completed in the manor houses indicate periods of signifi cance, 

spaces with altered fabric and areas with conservation issues.  Results from each category have 

been mapped to illustrate overall characteristics, and from this collective data, levels of toler-

ance have been specifi ed for each space.  
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Period of Signifi cance

Three possible periods of signifi cance were identifi ed for both manor houses—Trumbauer 

Design, Dominican Convent and signifi cance resulting from both owners.  The architect/

owners at the time of construction mainly determine signifi cance (though other factors, such 

as intangible values of space, have been considered).  Historic Elkins era structure relates to 

Trumbauer Design, while additions—specifi cally the western wing and chapel expansions of 

Elstowe Manor—represent the Dominican Convent period.  Rooms not appearing within this 

general framework have undergone some level of change and are attributed to both periods of 

signifi cance.  

Status of Fabric

Alterations to historic fabric (including structure, envelope and fi nishes) can greatly impact 

the signifi cance of a space.  All structural changes, such as removal or additions of interior or 

exterior walls, are considered alterations.  Reversibility of changes to the envelope (marble 

fl oors, plasters, wooden and marble paneling) and fi nishes (paints, gilding, varnishes) deter-

mines whether or not those changes constitute an alteration.  Any modifi cation which tempo-

rarily alters materials is not considered an alteration.  These temporary modifi cations include 

the installation of carpeting over marble fl oors, paints applied to woodwork and fabric applied 

over existing wall fi nishes.  Irreversible changes, such as removing tile or fabric wall coverings 

and which involve loss of original fabric, are categorized as alterations.

Condition

Though room condition has less infl uence in the determination of signifi cance and tolerances, 

it is an important aspect in the development of a preservation strategy. As explicated in the 

Methodology section, conditions were recorded based on degree of deterioration and the po-

tential of risk to an occupant’s health and safety.  Spaces deemed “Move in Ready” showed no 

signs of deterioration.  Those areas assigned “Move-in Ready with Conservation Issues” dem-

onstrated some level of deterioration, but did not pose any safety risks to potential inhabitants.  

Advanced levels of deterioration requiring immediate intervention were categorized as “Severe 

Conservation Issues.”  

Tolerances

Developing tolerance levels for buildings requires the analysis of periods of signifi cance and 

alterations to existing fabric.  Implicit in this analysis is identifying which components of struc-

ture, envelope and fi nishes contribute most to the overall signifi cance of the building. Addition-

ally, intangible values associated with past owners and events must also be recognized whn 
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establishing tolerance levels.  These intangible values arise specifi cally in spaces constructed 

and used by the Dominican Sisters.  Their signifi cance is represented through the ritual and 

spiritual use of spaces and is not easily quantifi ed; however, these intangible values are embod-

ied in rooms such as Elstowe Manor’s chapel, and as a result, demand a higher tolerance level 

than other spaces of the Dominican period of signifi cance.  

A single tolerance scale was created for both Elstowe Manor and Chelten House and ranges 

from very low, low, moderate to high tolerance.  These levels are applied differently to the 

spaces within each manor house and will be further defi ned in the corresponding sections.  In 

general, tolerance levels pertain to structure, envelope and fi nishes.  Although high tolerance 

areas have the potential to accept the most change, any structural alterations should be restrict-

ed to interiors and must not adversely impact low tolerance areas.  Spaces designated moderate 

tolerance allow limited changes to the building envelope and fi nishes, however, any modifi -

cations should not completely remove the aesthetic or historic value associated with a room.  

Low and very low tolerance areas demand adherence to preservation guidelines and disallow 

alterations to structure, envelope and fi nishes.  

Additional aspects affecting tolerance levels include proximity to low tolerance areas and con-

dition of fabric.  Many rooms designated as low tolerance are open, volumetric spaces within 

the manor houses and share lines of sight with surrounding areas.  Spaces visible from low 

tolerant rooms should also maintain a limited level of allowable change to protect the historic 

aesthetic.  Conditions similarly affect low tolerance areas, and all severe conservation issues 

should be mitigated immediately.
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Italianate in style and the larger of the two main 

houses, the Trumbauer-designed sections of 

Elstowe Manor are ornately detailed with rich 

fi nishes of marble, woods, plaster, gilding and 

other decorative paints (Figure T1).  As outlined 

in the general plan view (refer to Figure 1), the 

manor house has undergone two major periods 

of adaptation.  Specifi cally, the additions of the 

western wing and the southern chapel by the 

Dominican Sisters lend new periods of signifi -

cance and tolerance levels to the building.  The 

earlier chapel addition dates to c. 1940 and 

encompasses three levels of offi ces and sanc-

tuary space.   The western wing—with a later 

construction date of c. 1960—contains stan-

dard dorm-style accommodations on two levels 

(Figure T2).  The wing is accessible through 

the historic manor on the fi rst fl oor only (Figure 

T3).  Though these wings represent the vari-

ous owners and impact the overall character of 

the historic structure, the original Elkins rooms 

retain their historic aesthetic and intent. 

Elstowe Manor

Figure T1.  Main entrance hall (Room 100).

Figure T2.  Lounge in western wing addition (Room 
2100).

Figure T3.  Billiard room with door alteration (Room 
103).
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Period of Signifi cance 

Elstowe Manor’s period of signifi cance has been largely defi ned by its Trumbauer design—

only a few rooms within the historic structure represent both owners.  With the exception of the 

wing additions, the Dominican Sisters show minimal infl uence over signifi cance in the general 

building; however, extensive alterations to the basement level have impacted its interpretation 

and expanded the period of signifi cance to represent both the Dominican Convent and Trum-

bauer design (rooms 1-28; Figure T4).  The Sisters adapted the space to serve different uses, 

and as a result, redefi ned many of the original Trumbauer qualities.  The basement largely func-

tioned as servant space, kitchens, storage and secondary areas during the Elkins’ ownership.  

The Sisters converted these spaces to offi ces, community rooms and dining halls.  The kitchens 

(rooms 29-31) retain the original Trumbauer design, while the southern wing (room 50) dates 

to a later period and represents only the Sisters’ occupancy (Figures T5 and T6).  Other fl oors 

show very few aberrations; periods of signifi cance are mainly attributed to owners at the date 

of construction.  

Figure T4.  Former gallery and chapel 
addition (Rooms 2000 and 2001).

T5:  Basement kitchen space (Room 30). T6:  Basement kitchen space (Room 29).
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Status of Fabric 

Because the Sisters reuse programs largely incorporated existing Trumbauer fabric, most alter-

ations in Elstowe Manor have remained relatively minor and have allowed much of the original 

structure and fi nishes to survive.  The chapel addition provides the only major structural altera-

tion to the historic building (refer to Figure T4); the southern exterior wall was removed to 

connect the new sanctuary space to the former Elkins art gallery (rooms 2000 and 2001).  The 

1960’s housing wing required a minor struc-

tural change to a western-facing doorway to 

permit circulation from the historic building to 

the new spaces (room 103; Figure T7).  Other 

envelope and fi nish alterations occur in the 

basement rooms.  These spaces were updated 

when they acquired new uses.  Rooms that 

retained their old functions, such as the kitchen 

service areas (rooms 8 and 29-31), were left 

wholly intact but with possible changes to 

appliances and moveable components (Figure 

T8).  Signifi cant extant fabric includes coun-

ters, wood cabinets, windows and tiles.  

Removal of fi xtures and the addition of parti-

tion walls were common alterations to fi rst, 

second and third fl oor bathrooms (rooms 206, 

217, 218, 230, 309).  However, many original 

sinks and bathtubs remain and are considered 

major contributors to the space’s signifi cance (Figure T9).  Many surfaces, such as walls and 

woodwork, have been repainted and no longer convey the same quality as found on the fi rst 

fl oor.  These changes are considered reversible and, therefore, are not recorded as alterations.

Figure T7.  Entrance to western wing addition from 
billiard room (Room 103).

Figure T8.  Basement kitchen space (Room 30). Figure T9.  Bathroom fi xture (Room 205). 
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Condition 

Current conditions attest to the extraordinary stewardship of the site’s former owners.  Only 

minor water damage appears in the basement (rooms 1 and 8; Figure T10).  Very little dam-

age has been recorded on the fi rst fl oor and is generally limited to peeling paint.  All aspects of 

structure, envelope and fi nishes have been best preserved in these spaces with many original 

fi nishes and immoveable furnishings (such as chandeliers and statuary) still intact.  

Figure EM13 shows that the western side of the 

historic second fl oor contains fi nishes which 

have sustained broader but mild damage, such 

as peeling paint and cracked marble (rooms 

211, 212, 214, 215, 225, 233, 237, 240; Figure 

T11).  Severe conservation issues arise in con-

centrated areas from extensive water damage 

to the building envelope (rooms 230 and 232; 

Figure T12).  The damage requires intervention 

prior to implementing any programming in the 

space.  

Areas designated as “Move-in Ready with Con-

servation Issues” contain minor damage includ-

ing common deterioration such as peeling paint, 

missing glass panels in a skylight and cracked 

plaster moldings (rooms 220 and 203; Figure 

T13).  The third fl oor map indicates varying 

levels of damage in the corner rooms (rooms 

302, 304, 308, 310).  

Figure T10 (top).  Water 
damage to basement wall 
(Room 1).

Figure T11 (bottom)..  
Cracked marble railing in 
main entrance hall (Room 
200).

Figure T12 (far left).  
Severe water damage in 
second fl oor bedroom 
(Room 232).

Figure T13 (left).  Stained 
glass skylight with minor 
loss in main stairway 
(Room 220).
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Tolerances 

The tolerances specifi ed for Elstowe Manor 

refl ect the high level of intact original fabric.  

As a whole, the estate shows a wide range of 

tolerances; however, the Trumbauer-designed 

structure has been designated as having very 

low or low tolerance to change.  Areas attrib-

uted with a very low tolerance generally retain 

irreplaceable decorative fi nishes—such as gild-

ing, painting, ostrich skin wall coverings, etc.—

and other details such as plaster cornices and 

carved woodwork (rooms 100, 101, 102, 108, 

200, 220, 224; Figure T14 and T15).  Original 

doors and windows also have a high degree 

of integrity and contribute to signifi cance.  

Rooms with a low tolerance level contain fewer 

original fi nishes but have maintained all other 

historic components.  Any space within this his-

toric area assigned a moderate level of tolerance 

has been extensively altered by the Dominican 

Sisters and has lost its original aesthetic (rooms 

19-28, 116, 217).  Potential impact to adjoining 

rooms of low tolerance should fi rst be con-

sidered before any modifi cations are made to 

these spaces.

Spaces assigned to the Dominican Convent pe-

riod of signifi cance are all designated as  hav-

ing high tolerance to change with the exception 

of the chapel (room 2001; Figure T16).  Be-

cause this space conveys the spiritual, intan-

gible values embodied by the Sisters, it has a 

lower tolerance for change.  The chapel also 

exhibits their aesthetic, which is rarely expe-

rienced at the site and warrants preservation.  Other areas of the addition contain less detail 

and are mainly nondescript, uniform, utilitarian spaces able to accept modifi cations to interior 

structure and fi nishes (Figure T17).  The c. 1960 wing exterior has been assigned low tolerance 

and should be utilized to support future programs that require large-capacity housing. 

Figure T14 (top).  Smoking room with original ostrich 
skin wall coverings (Room 102).

Figure T15 (bottom).  Dining room with less detailed 
fi nishes (Room 106).
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Though generally regarded as secondary space, the kitchens in the manor’s basement provide 

an uncommon level of signifi cance (rooms 29-31).  These types of rooms in historic properties 

are typically repurposed and extensively modifi ed, usually for systems housing or staff use; 

however, the relatively unaltered condition of the Elstowe kitchens requires that they maintain 

a very low level of tolerance in order to safeguard these susceptible areas against irreversible 

modifi cation.  

Higher levels of tolerance in the basement are found in the altered central rooms and southern 

addition.  Modifi cations to the historic basement in this area have largely eliminated prior sig-

nifi cance to the Trumbauer design.  

Bathrooms maintain low tolerance levels unless irreversibly and insensitively altered by previ-

ous owners (such as room 217).  Since many contain original fi xtures, the low tolerance desig-

nation offers protection against upgrades.  All remaining original sinks, bathtubs, and showers 

should be preserved and are considered signifi cant contributors to the Trumbauer design.

Figure T16.  Chapel addition (Room 2001).

Figure T17.  Dormitory-style room in western addition (Room 
1100).
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Figure EM17

Figure EM18

2001

200208

211

233 232209

230

215223207

218

217

240

2100

2000

220

224

219

201 202

214222

204 225203 226234
236

229

235238

206205 227

237216

221

210 212

231

228 239299

Legend

Second Floor
Tolerances

High

Moderate

Low

Very Low

300

306

313

307

314

305

312

308

310

304

302

303309

301311

Legend

Third Floor
Tolerances

Moderate

Low



  Elkins Estate Historic Preservation Studio 2008              65

Chelten House remains much as it has for the past 100 years.  Although the Elkins’ were forced 

to rebuild the 1902 Chelten House after a fi re in 1908, the basic form of the building never 

changed and there have been few alterations since that reconstruction.  The Dominican Sisters 

made no additions to the building structure, although they did make some interior modifi ca-

tions to fi nishes and utilities.  None of the changes necessitated major structural alterations.

Copious amounts of woodcarving, molded plaster ceilings, and lead casement windows char-

acterize this Trumbauer designed residence.  Even with its abundance of windows, the space 

maintains a slightly somber feel that compliments its Tudor and Elizabethan style architecture.  

The focal point of the space is the two-story main hall (room 105), which boasts large fi re-

places, a carved stair, leaded windows with stained glass coats of arms, a colonnaded gallery 

and a two-story window bay (see images 1 and 2).  The fi rst fl oor of the main structure contains 

a series of public spaces, including a library (room 103; it later became a chapel), reception 

room (room 104), main hall (room 105), breakfast room (room 107), and dining room (room 

Chelten House

Image 1. Main Hall Stair and Gallery Image 2. Main Hall Bay Window.
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108).  The wing attached to the west of the house contains service spaces, including the kitchen 

(room 112), kitchen storage and pantry (room 115), a porch (room 116), laundry (room 119), 

yard and water closet (room 118).  The second fl oor contains solely chambers and bathrooms, 

except for a large closet (room 216) and sewing room (room 220).  The third fl oor contains the 

attic, storage, and servant living quarters.  A full basement runs under the entirety of the build-

ing, although only the portion under the west wing is fi nished for everyday use.  The Domini-

can Sisters utilized this as space for social gathering.  The basement under the main structure 

houses machinery and utilities, and is not detailed for the purposes of this report.

The fl oor plans included in this section date from Chelten House’s 1902 construction.  As such, 

there are some discrepancies between the structure as built today, and the structures as depicted 

in the diagrams.  The main focus of this project was the creation of a preservation philosophy 

and guidelines for reuse, and as such, time constraints did not permit the team to undertake 

re- measuring and the generation of as-built plans.  The diagrams presented here are repre-

sentational.  No fl oor plans were discovered for the basement or third fl oor.  While there is no 

graphic representation of these fl oors in this section, their survey data appears along with the 

other fl oors in the Appendices.

Period of Signifi cance

The fi rst fl oor of Chelten House does not pos-

sess any additions dating to the Dominican 

Sisters’ period of occupation.  Instead, the 

building retains its Elkins period form.  There 

are, however, some rooms with alterations 

to appliances, building fabric and function.  

These rooms are therefore representative of 

both the Elkins’ and the Dominican Sisters’ 

periods of signifi cance.  In rooms 106, 110, 

111, 112, 116, and 118, for instance, the 

Dominican Sisters altered appliances and 

fi xtures, such as sinks and toilets (see image 

3). They converted room 103, the library, into 

a chapel by changing wall fi nishes and light-

ing, as well as adding speakers and an altar.  

The forms of these spaces still mirror Trum-

bauer’s original design.  In rooms 119 and 

120, however, the degree of intervention is 

high enough that they best represent the Do-

minican Sisters’ period of signifi cance.  The 

Image3. Kitchen 112 with Dominican and Trumbauer 
fi xtures
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Sisters converted one closet, room 120, into a bathroom and added a water fountain in another, 

room 121.  None of the wall fi nishes or fi xtures in room 119 date to the Trumbauer period (see 

image 4).

Almost all of the second fl oor 

spaces retain their Elkins period 

form, fi nishes, and function.  Sec-

ondary spaces, such as bathrooms 

and hallways, were the most likely 

to be changed and are representa-

tive of both Trumbauer’s design 

and the Dominican Convent.  

The Dominican Sisters replaced 

many of the fi xtures in bathrooms 

211 and 215, and added stalls 

and showers in bathroom 206.  

Hallways 208, 213, and 217 had 

either their wall fi nishes, ceilings, 

or fi xtures replaced.  Room 221 

represents the Dominican Sisters’ 

period alone, as they took it from 

a linen closet to a bathroom.

The third fl oor spaces are pre-

dominantly Trumbauer designed.  

Rooms 308, 310, 312, 314, and 

315 contain elements from both 

the Trumbauer and Dominican 

periods of signifi cance.  The 

Convent altered carpeting, wall 

fi nishes and bathroom fi xtures, 

while retaining the rooms’ forms 

and functions.

The fi nished portion of the basement under the west service wing refl ects the aesthetics and 

usage of the Dominican Convent.  The portion of the basement under the main house has 

remained largely untouched since the Elkins’ period, other than some updates to the building’s 

utilities (see image 5).

Image 4. Dominican Period Room 119

Image 5. Elkins Period Unfi nished Basement
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Status of Fabric

The main public spaces on the fi rst fl oor of 

Chelten House remain unaltered except for the 

library (room 103).  As mentioned before, the 

Dominican Sisters converted this space into an 

informal chapel through the addition of fl uo-

rescent lighting, re-paneling, a speaker system 

and carpeting, and through covering over the 

fi replace and attaching a decorative sound-

ing board to the new altar area (see image 6).  

The original fi rst fl oor bathrooms (rooms 106 

and 118) received new fi xtures and changes 

in confi guration.  Changes of use and fabric 

occurred in room 120, where a closet became 

a bathroom, room 121, which gained a water 

fountain, and room 119, where the laundry was 

removed.  Rooms 110, 111, 112, 115, and 116 

all received kitchen-related appliance updates 

while maintaining their original functions.

As discussed above, the bedchambers, stair-

wells, and gallery of the second fl oor remain 

unaltered.  Some hallways and bathrooms, on 

the other hand, required changes in fi xtures, 

fi nishes and confi guration.  The Dominican 

Covent updated fi xtures in bathrooms 204, 211, 

and 215, added stalls and showers in bathroom 

206, and constructed bathroom 221 to accom-

modate increasing occupancy.  Hallways 208, 

213, and 217 had their wall fi nishes, ceilings 

or fi xtures replaced (see image 7).  Compliance 

with fi re and safety codes led to the addition of 

exit signs and emergency lighting.

Third fl oor spaces are largely unaltered, except for rooms 314 and 315, which were once a 

single chamber.  The Convent divided this space with a partition wall (see image 8) and gave it 

two new doorways within a few feet of the original door.  Bedroom 308 contains new casement 

windows and a new closet.  The Convent completely rebuilt several walls in bedroom 310 with 

new fi nishes, baseboards, radiators, and outlets.  Bathroom 304 contains new wallpaper, show-

Image 6. Chapel Sounding Board on Plaster Ceiling

Image 7. Hallway 208 with Alterations



  Elkins Estate Historic Preservation Studio 2008              70

er stalls and a toilet partition.  Trumbauer designed bathroom 312 to serve as a hall bathroom, 

however the stalls and fi xtures currently in the space appear to be from the Dominican Convent 

era.  The open space and hall of the third fl oor (rooms 307 and 316) received emergency light-

ing, exits signs and varying amounts of faux wood paneling.

The fi nished portion of the basement under the west service wing refl ects the aesthetics and 

usage of the Dominican Convent.  It served as a social space and fallout shelter.  This required 

the introduction of new lighting, carpeting and wall fi nishes (see image 9).  The Sisters did 

not use the portion of the basement under the main house.  As such, it remains unaltered from 

Trumbauer’s original design, with minor changes to the building’s utilities.

Image 8. Partition Wall in Room 314

Image 9. Dominican Basement Finishes
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Condition

The fi rst fl oor is in good condition and 

most rooms do not display anything that 

goes beyond aesthetic concerns.  Rooms 

101, 110, and 111 show some signs of 

deterioration that must be addressed.  

Cracks run through the walls of the 

vestibule (room 101), and show signs of 

repeated patching.  Rooms 110 and 111, 

in the kitchen area, need repairs to their 

doorframes, tiles, and holes in the interior 

walls (see image 10).  No rooms on this 

fl oor possess severe conservation issues.

There are further conservation issues on the second fl oor.  Rooms 206, 209, 210, 212, 217, 

and 218 display stains and leaks around bathroom fi xtures, cracking in concrete walls, ceiling 

cracking, peeling paint related to moisture, and structural cracking through moldings (see im-

ages 11 and 12).  No rooms possess severe conservation issues.

While many rooms show minor signs of fi nish cracking and old water stains around fi xtures, 

only three rooms possess any signifi cant conservation issues on the third fl oor.  Sitting room 

309 shows structural cracks in the corners of the exterior walls (see image 13).  Bathroom 312 

needs repairs to fl aking paint and leaks from fi xtures that are deteriorating the walls.  Bedroom 

315 show structural cracks along the top of the baseboards, in addition to other cracking and 

water damage.  No rooms here possess severe conservation issues.

Image 10. Kitchen Doorframe Loss

Image 12. Second Floor Wall Deterioration

Image 11. Second Floor Toilet Staining
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The fi nished portion of the basement displays severe conservation issues, including plant 

growth through windows (see image 14), salt effl orescence through the exterior walls, loss of 

material in the foundation walls (see image 15), water damage and staining.  The conditions 

of the basement under the main portion of Chelten House appeared to be good, although the 

spaces are unfi nished and were not completely examined.

Image 13. Room 309 Cracking Image 14. Basement Window Plant Growth

Image 15. Basement Foundation Material 
Loss



Elkins Estate Historic Preservation Studio 2008                74

105

102

103 108

107

104

112

110

111

119116

109101
201

106
115

118

106120

118

Legend
First Floor
Condition

Move-In Ready

Conservation Issues

Severe Conservation Issues

±

109

202

214

205

212

207 209

203

208

220

218

201

219

206

211 217

213

210

204

215

216

221

±

Legend
Second Floor
Condition

Move-In Ready

Conservation Issues

Severe Conservation Issues



  Elkins Estate Historic Preservation Studio 2008              75

Tolerances

As a whole, Chelten House presents a cohesive portrayal of the Ekins’ period of signifi cance 

and Trumbauer’s original architectural intent.  Any future alterations to the building’s current 

confi guration or fabric would detract from how the building is experienced and interpreted.  

Nonetheless, if alterations become necessary, certain portions of the building would tolerate 

change better than others.  Areas with a very low tolerance to change are exceptional spaces 

that contain irreplaceable decorative fi nishes, such as plaster-molded ceilings, carved ionic 

colonnades, cast concrete fi replaces or stained glass windows.  Original doors and windows, 

bathroom and kitchen fi xtures have a high degree of integrity and contribute to historic sig-

nifi cance.  Rooms with a low tolerance level contain fewer original or decorative fi nishes but 

maintain all other historic components.  Any space assigned a moderate level of tolerance has 

been altered by the Dominican Sisters, resulting in a loss of the Elkins’ aesthetic.  Before modi-

fying these spaces, potential impacts to adjoining rooms of low or very low tolerance should be 

considered.  Areas with high tolerance to change possess almost no original fi nishes.  If interior 

alterations become necessary, these areas should be considered fi rst, rather than damaging areas 

with lower tolerances.  Alterations should not affect interior or exterior spaces beyond these 

rooms; rather, they should remain confi ned to these spaces.

On the fi rst fl oor, the most signifi cant spaces are 

the large public rooms, particularly the main hall 

(room 105), the breakfast room (room 107) and 

the dining room (room 108).  These are the rooms 

with very low tolerance to change; they possess 

exceptional architectural detailing and serve as 

focal points within the building.  The low toler-

ance vestibule (room 101), entry hall (room 102 

– see image 16) and reception room (room 104) 

contain signifi cant amounts of original fabric 

also, and are vital to the experience of the build-

ing.  Historically, visitors to the building passed 

through this series of rooms before entering the 

main hall.  Along the same lines, this report con-

siders hallway 109 and the stairwells as low toler-

ance areas, as they provide connections between 

highly signifi cant, low tolerance areas.  Areas 

with a moderate tolerance are those that have 

been altered by the Dominican Sisters.  While the library-turned-chapel in room 103 would 

normally be considered a low tolerance area for its signifi cance to the Dominican Convent, 

the Sisters removed much of their materials when they left the Elkins Estate.  Without these 

Image 16. Trumbauer Entry Hall
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materials and the context of the Convent, the room lacks a clear identity, as either a library or 

a chapel.  Similar areas are contained within the west service wing and fi rst fl oor bathrooms.  

Rooms 119 and 120, where the Sisters completely altered the building fabric, are the only areas 

considered high tolerance.

Few second fl oor spaces experienced alterations; this report considers all bedrooms low toler-

ance areas, along with hallway 208, which connects them, and bathroom 210, which contains 

original bathroom fi xtures (see image 17).  The gallery and stairwell are vital to the experience 

of the building and the views from both the fi rst and second fl oor.  They also contain excep-

tional woodcarving, colonnades, lead casement windows and stained glass.  As a result, these 

are areas of very low tolerance.  Again, areas with moderate tolerance levels are those altered 

by the Dominican Convent.  These are bathrooms 204, 206, 211 and 215, and hallways 213 

and 217.  There is a single high tolerance space, bathroom 221, which is an addition from the 

Convent’s occupation.

The third fl oor contains two very low tolerance areas.  Unfi nished attic space 301 exposes 

Trumbauer’s roof and wall structural systems (see image 18).  Bedchamber 313 retains its orig-

inal walk-in linen closet and all of its original architectural details.  Most of the other areas are 

low tolerance, such as the stairwells (rooms 302 and 306), the hallways (rooms 303 and 316), 

the social spaces (rooms 307 and 309) and nearly all bedchambers (rooms 305, 308, and 311).  

As with the fi rst and second fl oors, the bathrooms (rooms 304 and 312) are moderate tolerance 

spaces that were previously altered by the Convent.  Bedchambers 314 and 315 are moderate 

Image 17. Bathroom 210 with Original Fixtures Image 18. Third Floor Attic
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tolerance spaces. They could potentially be restored to their original form as a single bedcham-

ber, and they require signifi cant conservation interventions.  The sole area of high tolerance on 

the third fl oor is room 310, where several walls received completely new fi nishes and fi xtures.

The fi nished portion of the basement is a moderate tolerance area that requires repairs.  The un-

fi nished portion under the main structure is a low tolerance area, as it retains its original form 

and requires further investigation.
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Outbuildings

The present-day Elkins Estate property contains several outbuildings.  These are the stables, 

squash courts, gatehouse, garages, greenhouses and powerhouse. There is also a one and a half 

story building of unknown function. The project team’s survey of these areas was much more 

general than that of the manor houses.  This decision stemmed from the fact that most of the 

outbuildings have sustained high levels of modifi cation throughout their histories.  Further-

more, the team concluded that the site historically revolved around the two manor houses, and 

that it would continue to do so in the future.  Nonetheless, this project fi nds these outbuildings 

to be critical elements in both telling the story of the Elkins Estate and the Dominican Covent 

and in preserving the setting and retreat atmosphere. They also represent vital outlets for uses 

that are not appropriate to the manor houses but are nonetheless important to the successful 

functioning of the site.

Rather than go room by room, the outbuilding survey derives general characterizations for 

structures as a whole.  Thus, while portions of a building might contain areas of both low, 

moderate, and high tolerance, these are averaged together to produce a unifi ed graphic repre-

sentation.  As with the manor houses, this section goes through period of signifi cance, status 

of fabric, condition, and tolerances.  The criteria for tolerances differed for the outbuildings, in 

that the manor houses were set aside beforehand as the areas with the lowest tolerances toward 

change.  As with the manor houses, tolerance for change does not necessarily mean that this 

report recommends changes in these areas.  What it does suggest, however, is that if change 

becomes necessary, buildings with high tolerance levels should always be considered before 

buildings with very low or low tolerance levels.  These tolerance assessments focus only on 

interior building fabric; they do not in any way comment upon the exterior appearance of estate 

buildings.
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Period of Signifi cance

Stables

The stables retain their Elkins period size 

and shape; however, certain interior spaces 

are highly altered.  The Dominican Sisters 

transformed portions of the building into 

a laundry (see image 1), maintenance/

grounds-keeping offi ce (see image 2), and 

a series of apartments (see image 3).  The 

building’s central attic space still contains 

hay bins and a carriage elevator, while 

evidence of stalls and tack rooms exists on 

the fi rst fl oor.  Overall, while the exterior 

refl ects the Elkins family and the Tudor 

style found at Chelten House, the interior 

best represents the Dominican Convent and 

subsequent changes in use.

Squash Courts

Similar to the stables, the squash court exterior mirrors the Tudor style of the Elkins period 

Chelten House.  Yet on the interior, the building’s original use is completely lost.  The Con-

vent retained signifi cant architectural details, such as fi replaces embellished with mosaic tile 

art, wood benches with ornate joinery, and dark wooden ceiling beams.  Still, these spaces are 

interrupted by new partition walls, utilities and lighting systems.  The space reads like a confer-

ence center, and in fact contains offi ces and a new kitchen.  As such, the building holds signifi -

cance for both the Elkins and Dominican periods.

Image 1. Dominican Convent Laundry

Image 2. Maintenance and Groundskeeping Image 3. Dominican Convent Apartments



  Elkins Estate Historic Preservation Studio 2008              81

Gatehouse

Once again, the gatehouse is an outbuilding 

that represents both the Elkins and Domini-

can periods of occupation.  The exterior 

form remains unchanged (see image 4), 

including the presence of a rear guesthouse.  

The interiors appear to contain original 

wood fl ooring and spatial organization, but 

the Sisters did make slight alterations to ac-

commodate the increased number of people 

who living in the building.  Kitchens were 

updated, sinks added in rooms and closets 

added and removed.

Garages

The garages are the only outbuildings that 

appear to retain their original Elkins’ period 

form and function (see image 5).  They con-

sist of a small, one-room house attached to 

a three-bay garage.  The interior spaces are 

currently vacant and the garage doors may 

not be original.

Greenhouses

The greenhouses (see image 6) date from 

the period of the Dominican Sisters.  They 

retain their original forms and functions.

Image 4. Gatehouse

Image 5. Elkins Period Garages

Image 6. Dominican Convent Greenhouses
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1 ½ Story Building

 It is unclear as to what period this 

one-and-a-half story stone building (see 

image 7) originally dates, although this 

study presumes it was part of the power-

house and agricultural complexes from the 

Elkins period.  Nonetheless, due to interior 

alterations by the Dominican Convent, the 

building now possesses signifi cance for 

both periods of occupation.

Powerhouse

The powerhouse holds particular importance 

for both periods of signifi cance at the Elkins 

Estate.  During the occupation of the Elkins 

family, this served as the agricultural heart 

and power center for the estate.  Later the 

Dominican Convent retrofi tted the spaces 

and added additions to the north that more 

than doubled the size of the original building.  

The powerhouse then became a modernized 

assisted living center, with new interiors and 

utilities (see image 8).

Image 7. 1.5 Story Stone Building

Image 8. Assissted Living Center
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Status of Fabric

Stables

In addition to the Tudor exterior fi nishes, the stables retain a few key Elkins period elements, 

such as the carriage elevator (see image 9) and the stable room.  Spaces surrounding the entry 

courtyard generally retain some degree of wood paneling, original doors, wall tiling, patterned 

concrete fl oors and stained wood and beam ceilings.  Otherwise, the Convent altered much of 

the space by converting it to apartments, and changed the use with the addition of a laundry 

and storage for maintenance/grounds-keeping.  The addition of utilities and fl uorescent lighting 

accompanied these alterations.

Squash Court

At the squash court, the Dominican Convent divided what was once a series of several large, 

open spaces into a number of small offi ces and kitchen space.  With this came new wiring, new 

light fi xtures, new carpeting and new bathroom fi xtures.  Even with the preservation of the 

well-crafted fi replaces, benches and beams, the space remains vastly altered in both appearance 

and experience.

Image 9. Carriage Elevator
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Gatehouse

The changes within the gatehouse are subtle 

enough not to drastically affect the Elkins 

period fabric.  The movement of sinks (see 

image 10) and closets within the space do 

not detract from the fact that the rooms retain 

their original confi gurations.

Garages

The garages are unaltered since the Elkins 

period, save for the three garage doors.

Greenhouses

The greenhouses are unaltered since the 

departure of the Dominican Sisters, who built 

and maintained the structures.

1 ½ Story Building

It is unclear to what degree the Dominican 

Convent altered this building.  Its essence, 

however, appears to remain unchanged. 

Powerhouse

The powerhouse is possibly the most altered struc-

ture on the property.  The Convent removed much 

of the interior in order to accommodate its reuse 

as an assisted living center.  Of particular note 

is a chapel, inserted in the southernmost wing of 

the original building, that demonstrates the infl u-

ence and importance of religion to the site during 

the Dominican Sisters’ period of occupation (see 

image 11).  New additions to the north completely 

changed the compound’s form.  Other than the 

exterior of the original powerhouse, the only re-

maining Elkins period elements appear in the extant 

fi replaces, boiler room, and the sky lit attic space (see image 12).

Image 10. Sink in Gatehouse

Image 11. Dominican Chapel in Powerhouse

Image 12. Elkins Powerhouse Attic
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Condition

Stables

The stables display a variety of conservation issues, including water damage, loss of interior 

wall fabric, deterioration of interior wood stains and cracking and loss of wall fi nishes.  The 

presence of chemicals in the maintenance and groundskeeping spaces contributes to staining 

and deterioration through chemical reaction.  Bathrooms and kitchens in the apartment show 

moisture-related problems.

Squash Court

It is clear that the squash court is the most recently renovated building on the Estate.  The Do-

minican Convent kept this offi ce space in pristine condition, so this report considers it move-in 

ready.

Gatehouse

Several cracking and moisture-related issues place the gatehouse on the list of buildings in 

need of minor repairs.

Garages

Portions of the garages have been allowed to deteriorate due to a decrease in use.  In particular, 

the one-room house requires repairs to fi nishes, windows and doors (see image 13).

Greenhouses

Due to the recent lack of use and inadequate protection from the elements, the greenhouses 

are overgrown and in a state of disrepair (see image 14).  While still structurally sound, plant 

debris, water damage, rust and plant-related deterioration are rampant.

Image 13. Condition of Garage House Image 14. Condition of Greenhouses
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1 ½ Story Building

The building is assumed to possess a degree of disrepair similar to that of the gatehouse and 

other apartment spaces on the property.

Powerhouse

Thanks in part to its previous use as an assisted living center with minor medical responsibili-

ties, the powerhouse interiors are in good condition. Most of the interior materials and utilities 

are modern, and the well-sealed building shows no signifi cant signs of deterioration.
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Tolerances

Stables

The stables possess many low tolerance spaces that should be preserved in some capacity, such 

as the hay chutes, horse stalls (see image 15) and carriage elevator (see image 16).  However, 

as the Convent previously altered much of the space for use as apartments, the building’s over-

all tolerance for change is moderate.  The Convent apartments do not possess a distinguished or 

characteristic quality, so that any necessary changes to the stables should occur in these spaces.

Squash Court

The squash court is already a highly altered space.  

As such, its tolerance to interior change is moder-

ate.  The structure could also tolerate reinstitution 

of its original form in the spaces containing deco-

rative fi nishes.  The characteristic Elkins features, 

such as the fi replaces with mosaic tiles, the wood 

benches with ornate joinery and the wood ceiling 

beams, constitute areas with very low tolerances to 

change (see image 17).  The only acceptable change 

in these areas would be to reopen the space and 

remove the modern-day partition walls.

Image 15. Stable Stalls

Image 16. Stable Elevator Mechanism

Image 17. Squash Court Original Finishes
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Gatehouse

The gatehouse’s tolerance level is moderate.  This building contains spaces without particular 

architectural or historic distinction, which have also experienced minor alterations by the Do-

minican Convent.

Garages

The garages date to the Elkins’ period and remain intact in form.  Nonetheless, due to the de-

terioration in the one-room house and the openness of the fl oor plan in the garages, the struc-

tures’ tolerance level is moderate.

Greenhouses

The greenhouses played a small role in the occupation of the Dominican Convent and contin-

ued the practice of agriculture on the southern portion of the estate.  However, they currently 

lie in a state of deterioration and are in need of repair.  Due to this and their slight role in the 

estate’s overall history, their level of tolerance is moderate.

1 ½ Story Building

The alterations conducted during the Dominican period qualify this structure’s moderate toler-

ance level.

Powerhouse

The powerhouse underwent a high level of alteration during the Dominican Sisters’ period of 

occupation.  With the exception of the chapel, these changes were functional in nature and did 

not express any particular values or beliefs.  As such, these modern spaces possess a high level 

of tolerance.  The only spaces with low tolerance are the original boiler room, attic and the 

Dominican chapel, as it represents both the Sisters and their beliefs.
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Elkins Estate Outbuildings
Elkins Park, PA
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Landscape

General Observations of the Elkins Estate Landscape

The Elkins Estate landscape holds aesthetic, historic, and ecological values.  As a whole, these 

values converge to create an atmosphere unique to the landscape with spaces of peace, refl ec-

tion, and interaction with nature.  When mapped to identify areas tolerant to change, more 

concrete information emerges to show where preservation efforts should be concentrated.

The aesthetic values of the Elkins Estate come from the balance of the landscape’s man-made 

and natural features.1  Different levels of signifi cance emerge from the way in which this oc-

curs.  In determining tolerance level, we fi rst consider whether a particular man-made feature 

in the landscape disrupts the balance due to unsympathetic design, location, or scale.  Although 

experiencing the landscape involves all senses, this report focuses on the visual sense, since it 

is through vision that we perceive shape, size, color, distance and spatial location.2  At the same 

time, the sense of permanency in visible features in the landscape assures us that they could 

survive with appropriate care. 

Gardens and natural features disrupt the landscape, while also contributing a certain level of 

aesthetic value.  Gardens are the result of a deliberate attempt by owners to apply a personal 

aesthetic to the site.  Reordering of vegetation to create patterns is visible on many locations at 

the Elkins Estate and adds to the aesthetic value of the landscape.

Past events or fi gures, details of their circulation, past land use and the development of gardens 

all leave traces of historic value within the landscape.  The movement of past owners on a site 

warrants a detailed examination, since remaining evidence indicates how the property was his-

torically used.3  Evidence includes informal trails and paths or formal paved roads.  When and 

where these routes appear on the landscape provides much about their intentions for particular 

land use.  For example, the allee that connects the gate house to Elstowe Manor was used as a 

1  Meinig, D. W. “The Beholding Eye: Ten Versions of the Same Scene.” In The Interpretation 
of Ordinary Landscapes: Geographical Essays, edited by D. W. Meinig and John Brinckerhoff 
Jackson. New York: Oxford University Press, 1979.
2   Llobera, Marcos.  “Reconstructing visual landscapes” In World Archaeology 39(1): 51-69. 
2007.  p.52-53
3  Ingold, T. “The Temporality of the Landscape” In World Archaeology 25(2):152-174. 1993.
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main entrance for the owner of “the Needles”—an early country estate demolished for the con-

struction of the new manor house.  Although “the Needles” was demolished almost a hundred 

years ago, the road and tall trees remain and give a clear sense of how the approach to the site 

was experienced.

The control of movement, as opposed to facilitation of movement, has equally valuable historic 

information.  Movement is controlled and mostly pronounced in the construction of bound-

ary walls where a clear line between an owner and visitor is drawn.  The entrances, as a space 

through which people enter and exit the landscape, play an equally important role in under-

standing the history behind the use of the landscape. 

The gardens on the Elkins Estate provide historic value in addition to their aesthetic values.  

Gardens were an integral part of the early Elkins Park landscape.  For example, when one 

garden site gave way for the construction of a new building, another tract of land was desig-

nated for a garden.  The development of gardens, just like routes, provides evidence of the use 

of vegetation to create a particular aesthetic and the changes they incurred over time.  A diary 

written by Elkins family gardener Richard Rothe provides an understanding of the past dynam-

ics of ecological features on the landscape; it also offers insight into landscape maintenance 

and the relationship of the Elkins family and their gardener.4  Understanding historic value and 

the development of gardens are critical components in assessing the landscape signifi cance of 

the Elkins Estate.

In addition to aesthetic and historic values of the landscape, the age value that has manifested 

over time through layering of different historic periods imbues the physical landscape with its 

feel and fabric.5  In considering age value, therefore, we have to recognize the temporality of 

the landscape.6  Although derived from historic value, age value remains separate, since tempo-

ral existence differs from the chronology of historic events.  It is an age value of the landscape 

that results from ‘becoming’ permanent. 

The sense of time in the Elkins Estate landscape is most visible through its vegetation.  Age 

could be inferred by the size and density of woods.  The process of aging is unidirectional—

or irreversible--and therefore, once interrupted, it cannot be restored.  Any disruption in such 

layering may alter the experience of the landscape in a dramatic way. 

The appreciation of landscape could only be achieved, just like any other historic site, with 

the convergence of sensory and cognitive experience.7  The tolerance level map quantifi es this 

4  Elaine Rothschild and Suzanne Hilton (eds), “Richard Rothe, Gardener to the Elkins.” In 
Old York Road Historical Society Bulletin.  Volume XLVII:. 33-53. 1987.
5  Ingold, T. “The Temporality of the Landscape” In World Archaeology 25(2):152-174. 1993.
6  Ibid.
7  Tilley, Christopher, “A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments.” Ox-
ford, U.K.: Berg Publishers, 1994.
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While the tolerance map is based on aesthetic and historic values, it requires physical features; 

therefore, the character areas map was developed prior to assigning any value to the landscape.   

Several landscape surveys were conducted, with particular attention to the patterns formed by 

individual characteristics of the landscape.8  They can be categorized as follows:

 • Topography of a valley with surrounding local high points (see fi gure 2)

  • Waterways

  • Plant species, age, and distribution 

  • Land Use 

  • Roads, paths, trails, and entrances for circulation 

  • Small features such as benches, sculptures, and small-scale sculptural elements 

  • Spatial organization of buildings 

  • View sheds

Based on spatial organization and distribution of individual characteristics of the landscape, 

patterns specifi c to the Elkins Estate emerged (see fi gure 3).

The character areas of the Elkins Estate include the following:

 • Valley (see fi gure 4)

 • Boundary Tree Zone (see fi gure 5)

 • Lawn (see fi gure 6)

 • Gardens (see fi gure 7)

 • Roads (see fi gure 8)

 • Boundary Walls (see fi gure 9)

 • Archaeological Sites (Former House Sites) (see fi gure 10)

The overall signifi cance of the landscape depends largely on how each small-scale character 

area maintains its integrity.  In a larger context, these character areas come together in a partic-

ular spatial order to form the Elkins Estate landscape.  Therefore, the integrity of the landscape 

depends not only on individual characteristics but also on the relationships formed between 

them and manifested through their relative location and size. 



Elkins Estate Historic Preservation Studio 2008                97

¯

Legend
Buildings

Routes

Contour
Elevation

262.889 - 272

253.778 - 262.889

244.667 - 253.778

235.556 - 244.667

226.444 - 235.556

217.333 - 226.444

208.222 - 217.333

199.111 - 208.222

190 - 199.111
500 ft0 1000 ft

The Elkins Estate Topography

Figure 2



Elkins Estate Historic Preservation Studio 2008                98

500 ft0 1000 ft

¯ Character Areas

Open Entrance

Features

Garden

Lawn

Gated Entrance

The Cedars Site, 
Demolished

The Needles Site, 
Demolished

Woods 

Valley
Informal Garden

Formal Garden
Neglected 
Woods/Meadow

Lawn

Lawn Dumping Ground

Boundary Tree Zone

Woods 

Allée

Buildings

Routes

Reservoir

Tyler School of Art

Woods

Chelten House

Elstowe Manor

Stable House

Squash Court

Gate House

Power House

Figure 3



  Elkins Estate Historic Preservation Studio 2008              99

Figure 4. A view of the Valley on the Elkins Estate
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Figure 5 (top). Tree Bounday on the Estate
Figure 6 (center). Open lawn on the Estate
Figure 7 (bottom). Formal gardens on the Estate
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Figure 7. Roads on the property

Figure 8. Property boundary walls
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Figure 10. Potential archaeological site
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appreciation for landscape and is intended to be used as a guide by any owner of the site as a 

measure to ensure responsible maintenance and stewardship of the landscape.  When looking at 

the Elkins Estate landscape, assessing both aesthetic and historic values is encouraged in order 

to appeal to the senses and memory and cognitive processes.  Age value was considered but not 

quantifi ed on the map, since it is derived from historic value, which is represented separately, 

and the precise age of trees has not been determined.  Instead, basic information on their den-

sity and distribution is conveyed in the map (see fi gure 1).

Threats to the Landscape of the Elkins Estate

Some of the Elkins Estate’s most signifi cant qualities—ample, open frontage and available 

entrances—leave the property highly susceptible to adverse change through division and devel-

opment of the land.

Of the 42 total acres, approximately twenty are vulnerable to development.  The southern 

parcel’s eight acres are in urgent danger, and the four acres surrounding the powerhouse are 

in high danger.  The 5.5 acres around Chelten House along with the 2.5 acres neighboring the 

Stable House are in moderate danger.

The boundary areas are especially vulnerable to development, except in places with streams 

and slopes where construction requires additional costs and regulations.  High-risk locations 

in danger of a potential change in land use include the areas bordering Ashbourne Road to the 

north, Penrose Avenue to the west, and Beech Avenue to the south.  However, the area border-

ing Juniper Avenue has less chance of development due to its slope and stream.  

The entire eight acres of Beech Avenue frontage (the southern parcel) is most vulnerable to de-

velopment.  It spans approximately 1,300 feet along the road and is relatively fl at with no exist-

ing buildings.  A parking lot to the west of Cedar Lane (the Estate’s southern entrance) belongs 

to the Tyler School of Art.  The Tyler school covers about eight acres of land.

The entire Penrose Avenue frontage is also in danger.  It stretches approximately 1,100 feet 

from the intersection of Ashbourne Road and Penrose Avenue to the boundary between the 

Tyler School of Art and the Elkins Estate.  The Tyler school fronts about 900 feet of Penrose 

Avenue.  Since the Tyler school property already contains developed spaces which include 

modern buildings, this side of the estate is particularly vulnerable to development.

Ashbourne Road contains two entrances to the estate—one toward Chelten House and on at the 

main gate to Elstowe Manor.  Since the main gate is a character defi ning area, it is less likely to 

be sold.  However, the frontage at the other entrance stands the possibility of alteration.  Juni-

per Avenue hosts the least amount of developable space and includes approximately 550 feet of 

frontage. 
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The powerhouse and its immediate surroundings (of approximately four acres) are also vulner-

able to further modifi cations or development.  The building, located south of the waterway, is 

isolated from the core group of buildings to the north.  A high potential for change exists in this 

location for both the building and land.  

Any one of the above spaces could be developed individually or within the framework of a 

larger plan—all of which threaten the site’s integrity.  

Threat Scenarios

Threat scenarios were designed to acknowledge the potentially developable areas within the 

Estate boundary and discourage the implementation of these scenarios in order to protect all 

contributing features of the Elkins Estate.  All scenarios compromise the historic site’s integrity 

and should not be incorporated into the management plan.  

Development of the powerhouse area, which consists of four acres and potentially forms 1. 

two lots. 

  • This area extends toward Juniper Avenue for connection to the 

   town road.  If  developed, new construction would need to border

   the township roads, which would require building along Juniper

   Avenue.  Under this scenario is the possibility of a new road to 

   connect Cedar Lane and Juniper Avenue.

2. Exchange between Tyler School of Art property and the Southern Parcel.

  • Eight acres in this area can be divided into four lots.

3. Parcel off Chelten House and immediate frontage and connect the two Estate roads leading 

to the manor house from the north and south.  

  • The two roads could be connected along the south side of Chelten

   House for better circulation between the two entrances.  The area

   covers approximately 5.5 acres equaling two lots.

4. Parcel off the Stable House and its immediate frontage that includes approximately 2.5 

acres and equals one lot. 
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Programming
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Programming: Elkins Park

Preservation is the key consideration for any programming concept implemented at Elkins Es-

tate.  More important than simply reusing the site is reusing the site in a way that supports and 

encourages the preservation of its history, architectural fabric, and landscape qualities.  It is this 

project team’s position that any programming formats that ignore, degrade, and/or negatively 

affect the site’s integrity should not be implemented and alternative uses further researched.  

Understanding that reusing the site will require a certain level of fl exibility in the preservation 

guidelines in order to allow for the development of feasible programming options, this report 

established which areas within the site can tolerate change in order to support programs requir-

ing adaptations.  It should be well understood, however, that any future owners and site man-

agement policy must allow the building fabric and landscape setting to shape the programming, 

rather than the converse.  The site comes fi rst, and any successful reuse will preserve as much 

content as possible so that the site may continue its existence as a prime example of the early 

twentieth-century country retreat home. 

A series of development attempts have been proposed for the Elkins Estate since its arrival 

on the real estate market.  With the protective nature of its previous owners, the Sisters of St. 

Catherine de’ Ricci, along with the aid of Cheltenham Township, the Estate has managed to re-

sist development—though it still presents the  challenge of implementing a large-scale, preser-

vation-minded program for use of the estate grounds and buildings.  Food for Life, the likely 

future owner of the Elkins Estate, proposed the following programming suggestions for future 

reuse of the site.  Food for Life, a non-profi t Pennsylvania institution, states their mission as 

“creat[ing] complete environments for rehabilitation and recovery that will mutually benefi t 

both client and society by moving individuals to self-suffi ciency and independent living.”1  In 

correspondence with this mission, the organization views the reuse of the Estate as a way in 

which to establish a new directive by encouraging preventative health as a way to join the ef-

forts they already make for clients in recovery.  With preservation in mind, as well as Food for 

Life’s mission and plans, the project team created the following programming analysis of the 

site.  The goal of this study was to establish ways in which Food for Life’s desired programs 

could develop with the lowest impact possible.

The programming possibilities are quite extensive, and although some aspects seek to serve 

1  Food For Life Website http://www.ffl pa.org/home/index.php?option=com_content&task=vie
w&id=5&Itemid=6)
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the welfare and health of individuals, other elements of the program aim to satisfy community 

needs as well as the general maintenance and funding necessary for the site itself.  Along with 

the individual requirements of each program (which are explicated below), there are general 

issues all programming must address before utilizing the site.  All areas of future reuse will 

experience an increase in the number of people visiting and/or staying overnight.  Compared 

to its previous use as a private residence, and then as a private religious retreat, the reuse of the 

Elkins Estate will considerably increase traffi c—both automobile and pedestrian—throughout 

Parking• 

New Paths & Roads for Parking• 

Reception Areas/Check-In• 

Restrooms• 

Meal Preparation/Dining/Catering• 

Housekeeping –full-time, trained staff• 

• Cleaning Staff

• Specifi c Cleaning Guidelines

• Laundry/Maid Service

• Storage

• Elevators

 • Guest

 • Service

• Increased Utility Usage

• Increased Traffi c

 • Coordinated Traffi c/Entry Routes

• Offi ces

 • Events Coordinator 

 • Site manager

• Grounds keeping

 • Staff

 • Equipment

• Storage

• Road Widening

• Path Widening

 • Large Groups/Parties 

• ADA Accessibility

much of the site.  The following list is comprised of common factors that any general reuse of 

the site will require addressing:

After handling the general issues and requirements needed to establish the reuse of the site, a 

more careful examination of programming possibilities can develop.  The remainder of this 

programming analysis looks at six different possibilities for any future owner to consider.  

However, as previously stated, the six categories stem from Food for Life’s suggested plans.  

First is a description of the program, including its advantages and complications, and how it fi ts 

into the existing buildings and landscape.  Following the description is a chart for each pro-

gram area that breaks down the broad elements of that program: what is required in general to 

establish those elements, possible locations on the Elkins Estate in which to implement those 

elements, and fi nally how those elements will affect the site.

The order of the programs represents a preference, starting with the most preferred use for 

activities that occupy the site regularly and can generate income, but which could be very low-

impact with the proper planning.  There is also a preference for activities which maintain the 

site’s ambiance, its structural and landscape integrity, and which promote the general upkeep 

and care of the site.  There are multitudes of ways in which to implement the various programs, 
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and as mentioned before, low-impact and preservation-oriented techniques are necessary; how-

ever, management should also consider how many activities could occur at one time without 

causing damage to the site.  Even if all of the programs have preservation-based plans, not all 

of the programs should happen simultaneously.  With the six discussed here, it would be an am-

bitious goal to have all of the elements begin immediately.  Thus, careful steps for implementa-

tion are necessary in order to prevent any avoidable degradation.

Yoga Retreat and Wellness Center

Food for Life’s mission statement explicates that their non-profi t projects serve the greater 

well-being of their clientele.  Because they have focused mainly on recovery aspects, such as 

homeless shelters and halfway houses for various communities, they hope to begin preventa-

tive health efforts through the establishment of a yoga retreat center at the Elkins Estate.  A 

yoga retreat center, however, creates varying degrees of impact on the site, all of which need to 

be considered in the preservation, adaptation and future reuse of the Estate.  The main locations 

of retreat activities will be in Elstowe Manor, as it has the most fl exibility in rooms to allow 

for large group sessions and a large capacity to accommodate overnight guest.  Chelten House, 

however, will serve as an alternate space for rotation of classes and guests depending on other 

programming events simultaneously occurring.

Yoga Classes

Yoga classes range in size as well as in duration and instruction.  Because there are a multitude 

of styles of yoga, their instruction practices should be examined before implementing a session 

and designating its location on the site.  Though most yoga involves little more than an instruc-

tor, space, and mats for those participating, some yoga types involve other factors.  Bikram 

yoga, for example, involves performing various positions in a room heated to 95-100 degrees 

Fahrenheit.  This sort of practice would not be well-suited to the historic fabric of the Elkins 

mansions, thus if it is to be offered, it would need to be in a location where architectural ele-

ments would not be affected by high levels of heat and humidity.

Temperature is a concern for all yoga sessions, even if it is not artifi cially heating a space to 

100 degrees.  Muscle fl exibility and comfort is more easily achieved in warmer spaces, thus 

how the larger spaces in the Elkins property and to what degree they are heated should be care-

fully measured.  Room designation for yoga sessions will also depend on the number of partici-

pants, with larger groups using the main fi rst fl oor areas of Elstowe Manor, and smaller, private 

sessions using secondary rooms within Elstowe.  With warmer weather, some yoga sessions 

may utilize the outdoor spaces of the Elkins Estate; however, this requires a relatively fl at area, 

or the construction of a platform.  If the latter is the preferred choice, location and materials 

must be carefully considered and maintain cohesion with the landscape and not interfere with 
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historic landscape qualities such as the viewshed and various vegetation.  

Locker Facilities

As with any physical fi tness activity, participants often desire locker areas for storage of per-

sonal belongings and to prepare as well as relax before and after activities.  Though in this 

case, some yoga participants may have accommodations to return to after their session, others 

may need a place to change immediately before or after classes and use restroom facilities.  Be-

cause the yoga sessions will take place on the fi rst fl oor of Elstowe Manor, the locker areas will 

be best located in the basement, out of the way of the general public view of the site.  Design 

and construction of locker facilities will have to address plumbing issues and their affects on 

the rest of the site.  There is a considerable amount of historic content in the basement, mainly 

relating to the kitchen facilities, and any reconstruction in these areas requires respectful han-

dling.  

Accommodations

In order to establish an overnight yoga retreat option, the organization will naturally need to 

provide accommodations.  The current fl oor plates of both Elstowe Manor and Chelten House 

resemble a dormitory-like arrangement, with numerous beds in large rooms, which share re-

stroom facilities equipped with showers and toilet stalls.  Many of the bedrooms, and some of 

the restrooms, still contain original architectural fabric, thus the conversion of some of these 

spaces into luxury suites will require careful design and construction.  Any changes to the orig-

inal bedrooms of the mansions have the potential to be high-impact, and thus need appropriate 

consideration as to their necessity.  In areas such as the later, west wing additions to Elstowe 

manor, more leeway in construction changes is available as the historic content of these spaces 

is less signifi cant than the areas within the original mansion context.  Accommodation renova-

tions will again depend on the number of clients management is looking to serve at any given 

time during a retreat, as well as the type of services they want to offer.  Obviously not everyone 

in attendance will require luxury suites, however, many may want a private bathroom, and the 

shared facilities may be a deterrent for potential guests looking to book a retreat.  The distribu-

tion then of bathrooms across individual rooms would indeed be a high-impact undertaking and 

will require sensitive design.

The amount and to what degree varying services are provided will again be up to management 

to determine.  The overall ambiance, whether it is to be a simple, basic retreat, or a luxurious 

escape into individual health and wellness, will establish how management handles elements 

such as room service, housekeeping, amenities, in-room complimentary products, and décor.  

Whether staying overnight or not, cleanliness will be a consideration for management, both in 

locker areas as well as yoga rooms and guest rooms.  
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Dining

As the retreat does not intend to provide individual kitchens to guests, it must instead provide 

dining options.  These may range from casual and informal café-style dining to fi ne dining at-

mospheres.  Menu selections, service style and catering all have various options, however, once 

again, site designation of dining areas will depend on how many people need to be served and 

in what manner they prefer or are expecting as a participant of a retreat.  Food for Life is plan-

ning to employ a full catering service rather than installing professional kitchens; any future 

owner of the Elkins Estate should consider this option as remodeling the kitchens would not 

only be costly, but could also degrade the integrity of the existing, historic kitchens.  The cur-

rent fl oor plan of Elstowe Manor has designated areas in the basement for dining, but this large 

‘mess hall’ set up may be undesirable for those paying a large fee for the retreat.  Other options 

may include placing fi ner dining options on the fi rst fl oor, specifi cally in areas that open up to 

the outdoor environment, as well as providing limited casual dining areas in small side areas.  

Circulation will be a major issue to address as the food preparation facilities are in the base-

ment and should remain there as the kitchen areas have a high degree of integrity (specifi cally 

layout, cabinetry, extant furnishings and wall and fl oor tiling).  Room service will also need 

consideration, as there is currently only one elevator in Elstowe Manor, which would have to 

serve both clientele and service employees.  Whether the separation of activities is necessary 

depends again on the atmosphere management is looking to establish for the retreat.  

Events

Weddings

Elkins Estate is an ideal location for weddings, as it possesses both picturesque interior and 

exterior settings.  Because there is a great deal of space on the site, it could accommodate most 

wedding sizes depending on the client’s requests.  The most plausible outdoor wedding sites 

would be around the ponds on the grounds as well as the area immediately north of Chelten 

House, which has a grass courtyard.  Other outdoor locations include the formal gardens near 

the squash courts with the necessary facilities, such as restrooms, located within the building.  

The chapel in Elstowe Manor would be most appropriate for larger wedding ceremonies, and 

the library or other lavish rooms on Elstowe’s fi rst fl oor could accommodate smaller wedding 

parties.  Accommodations can also be part of a wedding package, including bridal and groom 

suites as well as guest rooms for the bridal party or out-of-town guests.  

The cost of hosting a wedding at the site would depend on several factors including the space 

chosen for the ceremony as well as the reception, the amount of guests in attendance, rooms 
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booked for overnight stay as well as the necessary décor and menu provided.  Since on-site 

food preparation will not be offered, site managers will need to develop a partnership with lo-

cal caterers.  As other programming will be ongoing, site managers will also have to coordinate 

the proper location assignments in order to allow weddings to remain private, while still main-

taining other activities on site.

The impact from wedding events would be high.  The weddings could affect the daily routine 

of retreat guests if they take place on possible yoga grounds and in desired conference rooms.  

Minor alterations to the chapel addition may be necessary to unify the space; however, this area 

has a moderate tolerance level, and any modifi cations should not eliminate the character-defi n-

ing features.  Other rooms used to support weddings may need minor conservation work.  The 

space inside the stables could be converted into a reception hall, which would alter its original 

use.  When considering use options, managers must address the impact on the landscape caused 

by foot traffi c and the requirements for maintaining outdoor safety, especially in close proxim-

ity to water features or when serving alcoholic beverages.

Corporate Events

Corporate events and holiday parties also contribute to the income-generating programs possi-

ble at the Elkins Estate.  These events could take place in rooms within the two main buildings, 

Elstowe Manor and Chelten House.  Elkins family names would distinguish the rooms, and 

corporations would be able to rent the room of their choice to hold meetings and luncheons.  

The dining room, the library and the front and back living rooms in Elstowe Manor would 

become key meeting rooms.  Because Chelten House is a smaller facility, only small-scale cor-

porate events should be held.  During the summer months, the estate could host events outside 

on the lawns under tents.  Catering would be available if desired, regardless of whether it is an 

indoor or outdoor site rental.

In terms of impact, the level would be medium, mainly focusing on the updating of certain 

areas in order to provide the necessary equipment a corporation may need.  Installing wireless 

technology would be minimal, but upgrading the site’s power capacity may be necessary to 

create the most effi ciency.

Fundraisers and Charity Balls

Events such as fundraisers, charity balls, or dinner galas would occur in Chelten House and El-

stowe Manor.  Similar to corporate events, the size of the function would determine the rooms 

rented.  These medium to large events would require the assistance of a valet to park cars in 

designated lots.  Additional lighting would have to be placed throughout the site in order to 

establish safe paths of travel for those not using the valet and walking through the site.  The 

impact again would be similar to corporate events and weddings, depending largely on size. 
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Establishing guidelines and security would be required to ensure the safety of guests within the 

site, and protection of the site itself.

Theater Events

Theater events could occur in one of two manners, either by having a simple lawn production 

in which guests bring blankets and sit on the lawn, or by establishing a more permanent am-

phitheater outside with tiered seating built into the landscape.  Any landscape alteration of this 

magnitude is tolerable only on the southern parcel.  Local and touring theater groups would be 

encouraged to perform on the site.  The outdoor amphitheater should be set back into a corner 

of the site in order to maintain the viewshed from the main buildings.  By having the amphi-

theater tucked into a corner, it would also limit traffi c and activity in the site’s historic core and 

would not interrupt paying retreat guests with loud noise or music.

A zoning permit would be required since this would alter the current non-conforming use zon-

ing and add zoning that would allow low-level noise to come from the site for theater events.  

Out-of-town theatergoers would be encouraged to stay at the retreat overnight at a discounted 

rate.  Facilities such as restroom would need to be located near the theater site as well as a pos-

sible snack bar to service those in attendance.

Though the buildings on site would suffer no impact from theater events, the landscaping obvi-

ously would.  By using the southern parcel however, the impact is less signifi cant as it does not 

affect the viewshed from the main buildings.  Noise levels and times of occurrence, whether 

during the day or later in the evening, would need to be addressed by the Township and neigh-

boring community.

Music Events

The guidelines for music events would be similar to the guidelines for theater events.  The 

tiered seating structure would be constructed on the southern corner of the site and be open to 

both retreat guests and the general public.  Local musicians would be encouraged to perform 

here with certain noise restrictions so as not bother retreat guests or Estate neighbors.  The 

music genre would be classical, traditional, folk, and jazz.  Pop, rock, R&B, and other louder 

forms of music would not be permitted, as these might compromise the tranquility of the yoga 

retreat.  These events would be restricted to the amphitheater and not be held in the interior of 

the buildings. 

Upscale Day Spa

The inclusion of a day spa would provide the site with a steady source of income throughout 

the year, assuming it would be open to the public.  Priority would go to retreat and wedding 
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guests, however, public use would ensure its constant use and funding.  Retreat and wed-

ding guests would be encouraged to visit the spa for facials, massages, hair styling, and other 

spa services.  Because a spa could have potential issues with plumbing availability as well as 

moisture issues (i.e. steam rooms), the west wing addition of Elstowe Manor is the only loca-

tion recommended for such activities, as its interior is highly tolerant to change.  However, it 

is advised that site management prohibits the installation of high-impact uses, such as steam 

rooms and pools. 

Community Use

Exhibits

The site’s historic signifi cance warrants educational exhibits on the architectural and social 

context of the Estate.  The site could support permanent exhibits located throughout the build-

ings and grounds and/or temporary displays in a single designated space.  Both forms would 

promote the values of the site by displaying historic photographs and written signage, which 

would offer information on Trumbauer, the Elkins family, the Dominican Sisters and the devel-

opment of Elkins Park and the country estate.

Exhibitions can take the form of either temporary or permanent displays, meaning that space 

and facility requirements differ depending on the form.  Temporary exhibits require dedicated 

space within a building, such as Elstowe Manor or Chelten House, and fl exible arrangements 

to allow for changing resources.  Rooms that serve display functions would need guidelines to 

prevent damage to walls or other surfaces.  Because displays would change periodically, it is 

advisable that a permanent rail system or a specifi c number of hooks be used for displaying any 

paintings or photographs to prevent unnecessary holes and wall patching.  In general, furniture 

is preferred over more permanent display fi xtures, as they lessen the impact on historic fabric.

Permanent displays would have a greater visual and physical impact on the site.  This type of 

display could be offered throughout the buildings and grounds with certain areas opened to 

the community; closed areas (in rooms in Elstowe Manor or Chelten House) would be acces-

sible only by retreat guests.  Certain pieces of furniture purchased at auction by Food for Life, 

signage and paintings/photographs are items that would likely be displayed within the main 

spaces.  Signage could also be placed at points of interest in the landscape and would be acces-

sible to all guests.  Again, establishing guidelines would minimize the impact on historic fabric.

While temporary exhibits encourage more frequent visitation from the local community and 

increase the amount of information communicated, permanent exhibits would appeal to the 

changing clientele attending retreats.  In general, exhibits offer the community the opportunity 

to learn about the site’s signifi cance and provide local historians and scholars a space to display 
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research.  The surrounding historical societies and colleges would benefi t from collaborating 

with Food for Life to create the exhibits.

 Because the exhibits would be open to the community and retreat guests, necessary facilities 

would include restrooms, a reception desk, and possibly a gift or book shop for purchases.  

Because it is important to remember that ancillary programs support the Food for Life mission, 

a portion of the proceeds from admissions or purchases on the grounds should be allocated 

toward the nonprofi t’s broader goals.  

Educational Programs

Educational programs offer a more interactive experience than displays.  History programs, 

courses, workshops, and research seminars would enable schoolchildren and adults to utilize 

the estate’s assets by working within the historic spaces and landscape.  Because the main 

houses contain historically signifi cant intact areas not common in late nineteenth- and early 

twentieth-century buildings, these houses have great learning potential.  Specifi cally, programs 

should highlight the service areas (kitchen, basement spaces, and servant quarters) as unique 

learning tools.  Holding educational programs in signifi cant spaces would require the protec-

tion of original fabric.  These protective measures should not be invasive or damaging, and 

furniture supplied for these programs should not have historic value.  However, the craftsman-

ship and architecture of Elstowe and Chelten house have great educational value that can only 

be appreciated fi rsthand.  

Less signifi cant areas could host permanent classroom facilities, such as the portions of El-

stowe Manor’s basement beneath the chapel.  Day programs for schoolchildren may require 

dining facilities, which also belong in one of these secondary spaces.  For programs lasting 

several hours, rooms in Elstowe Manor and Chelten House could accommodate the children or 

adults.  The basement of Elstowe Manor is currently equipped to function as a dining hall for 

large groups not requiring onsite food preparation.

The landscape also provides a signifi cant learning opportunity for those interested in horticul-

ture.  However, any programs that would in any way alter the landscape would be restricted to 

the southern parcel.

Parking for school groups would need to be addressed.  The site should construct bus parking 

and loading/drop off zones on the southern parcel to avoid any alteration of signifi cant land-

scape features close to the main buildings.

Tours

Offering educational tours of the site would have a relatively high impact on original mate-
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rial.  To mitigate this impact, site management should construct any necessary facilities in less 

signifi cant areas on the southern parcel.  Reception and waiting areas would be necessary to 

organize groups, and restrooms would be mandatory.  Within the main houses, physical barriers 

or other protection (such as plexi-glass coverings) may be necessary to prevent damage to the 

original material.  Tour groups increase wear on carpets and fl oorings and can cause damage 

to woodwork – particularly in doorways – and hardware.  To prevent excessive deterioration, 

tours should be limited in size and frequency.  Existing paths may require widening to increase 

accessibility and to prevent unnecessary destruction of the plants.  Groups would be required to 

use only designated paths.  

Small Non-Profi t Fundraisers

A relatively low impact function, fundraisers would serve several purposes in promoting the 

site.  Fundraisers would establish needed connections between the estate and immediate com-

munity, generating local interest in the site’s preservation.  Both Food for Life and community 

organizations could use the space to raise awareness and funding for their respective programs.  

Most facilities are currently available and include restrooms, a large open space, and suffi cient 

seating for up to a few hundred people; however, parking remains an issue when accommodat-

ing high volumes of people.

Community Meetings and Rental Space

Community meeting and space rentals have requirements similar to fundraisers, and they are 

low impact.  Allowing community organizations to meet on the grounds would foster local 

partnerships and generate support for both site and stewards.  The meeting space could also 

serve as a rental area for local residents to hold small events, such as celebratory parties for 

birthdays, anniversaries, holidays, graduations, etc.  With moveable furniture and versatility, 

the allocated space could function for both types of uses.  

Memberships

Launching a membership program would allow Food for Life to maintain a relationship with 

local community members and familiarize people with the previously closed landscape.  The 

program would also regulate access while providing members with a safe environment in 

which to walk, run, or relax.  Management should not permit activities that threaten the land-

scape, such as bringing pets or playing sports outside of designated areas.  Food for Life would 

also need to establish guidelines to limit times and areas of access to prevent interference with 

other programs and events.  Though members would gain general access to the landscape, spe-

cial programs offers would provide exposure to the main building interiors.
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Requirements for use of outdoor space by members include providing benches, maintaining 

and possibly expanding the network of paths, improving exterior lighting and providing access 

to existing restroom facilities within a secondary building.  The facilities for special programs 

would be similar to the requirements for educational programs.  Because members would 

generally come from the local area, minimal parking would be necessary to support this type of 

use.

Assisted Living Facilities

Assisted living is a viable option for certain buildings on the Elkins Estate, provided that Food 

for Life, or any other owner or site administrator, meets the minimum physical plant stan-

dards set forth in Chapter 205.7-50 of Title 28 of the Pennsylvania Code of Health and Safety: 

“Physical Plant and Equipment Standards for Long-Term Care Nursing Facilities.” 

The recommendations in this section of the programming guidelines take into account several 

assumptions.  The fi rst assumption is that the complex of buildings known as the powerhouse, 

the garages and the greenhouses are the only buildings used in association with the nursing 

home facility.  Although there are other buildings on the property that could conceivably be 

used for this purpose, including Elstowe Manor itself, this use may irreversibly and negatively 

affect the historic fabric of those buildings.  However, because the Dominican Sisters previous-

ly used the powerhouse as senior housing for elderly members, such alterations have already 

been made, and further impacts on historic fabric would be minimal.

A second assumption is that a proposed senior housing program will fall under the category of 

“Long-term Nursing Facility,” as defi ned in the Pennsylvania Code, as opposed to an “Older 

Adult Daily Living Center” or a “Domiciliary Care Home for Adults.”  The two latter uses 

have their own sets of standards set forth in the Pennsylvania Code and so will have different 

requirements regarding location and building characteristics.

A third and fi nal assumption is that, because the Dominican Sisters were previously operating 

the powerhouse as a residence for elderly sisters and because they erected the residential addi-

tion to the powerhouse in the 1960s and were using it as such until recently, the current build-

ing meets the codes and standards for such a use.

A fi rst requirement that the powerhouse will have to meet if it is to be used as a nursing home 

facility is for single and multiple resident bedrooms to have the approved amount of fl oor space 

per resident.  This may be anywhere from 80-100 square feet per resident for single bedrooms 

and 65-80 square feet per resident for multiple person bedrooms.  The bedrooms located in the 

powerhouse facilities appear to meet these standards.  They are spacious and accessible, and 

each bedroom is equipped with its own bathroom.  In addition, there is access to fresh air and 
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sunlight through large windows and handrails attached to walls and doors for increased acces-

sibility.  Handrails are also located along the walls of hallways to assist in mobility.  There are 

a number of bedrooms in the building which do not meet these accessibility standards, but it is 

assumed that these bedrooms may be used either for resident staff accommodations or convert-

ed for use as administrative offi ces.

There appear to be ample facilities for dining in the powerhouse complex.  There are several 

large rooms on the fi rst fl oor, at least one of which previously served as a dining room, and 

there is a kitchen located on the fi rst fl oor.  These facilities allow for both dining in a group set-

ting in which residents are either served by wait staff or eat cafeteria style, and for meals to be 

delivered to specifi c rooms in the case that a resident is ill or immobile.

In addition to living and dining facilities, the powerhouse would need to be equipped with suf-

fi cient medical equipment and space to use such equipment.  According to the Pennsylvania 

Code, there must be at least one room in which a resident may be isolated due to contagious 

medical issues or the necessity for privacy.  There should also be several examination rooms 

set aside and ample access to medical apparatus and emergency equipment.  All bedrooms 

should be equipped with an alarm system that would allow residence to call for emergency 

help if necessary.  There appears to be plenty of space in the powerhouse and its associated 

buildings to store the necessary medical equipment that should be on hand at a long-term nurs-

ing care facility, but that may not need to be immediately accessible at all times.

According to Title 28, Chapter 205.27 of the Pennsylvania Code, there must be “a minimum of 

15 square feet of fl oor space per bed for recreation or lounge rooms provided for the fi rst 100 

beds and 13 1/2 square feet for all beds over 100.  There shall be recreation or lounge rooms 

for residents on each fl oor.”  The project team did not take measurements of any spaces, so the 

exact size of the powerhouse’s larger rooms are not known.  However, several of these rooms 

could easily be used as gathering places for recreation and socializing.  In addition, the dining 

room may function as both an eating place and a gathering space.  Rooms in easily accessible 

adjoining buildings could convert into lounges or entertainment rooms.  There appear to be 

large rooms suitable for lounges on each residential fl oor.

The codes recommend that a long-term nursing care facility have space and equipment for 

residents to exercise and receive physical therapy.  There is a large room adjoining the pow-

erhouse building and its modern addition that served as a chapel under the Dominican Sisters’ 

ownership.  The historic value of this room is unknown, but all religious items and furniture are 

currently being removed, leaving a large empty space with high ceilings and many windows.  

With proper renovation and minimal alteration to the exterior of the building, this room would 

make an excellent space for exercise and physical therapy. 
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The powerhouse will also need to have laundry and housekeeping facilities.  It is unknown 

whether there is currently a room or rooms in the building that outfi tted for washing machines 

and dryers or for the storage of housekeeping supplies.  Several closets in the building could 

serve the latter purpose, but the basement would most likely require alterations in order to ac-

commodate the large-scale laundry facilities needed for a nursing home.

The powerhouse has several other features that would be benefi cial to a long-term nursing care 

environment.  The fi rst is the ample outdoor space that surrounds the building.  Directly in 

front of the powerhouse is a wide lawn surrounded by trees and landscaping.  This lawn faces 

away from the remainder of the Elkins property and would afford residents privacy even if the 

rest of the Estate hosted another function at the same time.  There is a slight problem with this 

however: the only access for the lawn crosses over the driveway and small parking lot in front 

of the powerhouse building.  Appropriate signs and traffi c direction would need to be installed 

in order to make this a safe and usable area.

The powerhouse is also in close proximity to a number of greenhouses on the Elkins property.  

Although they are currently in a state of disrepair and would require major renovation, when 

repaired they would provide an excellent source of social and physical activity for those resi-

dents interested in gardening and outdoor activities.  The greenhouses may also provide a small 

portion of the food needed to support the residents of the nursing facility.

It is also an advantage that the powerhouse, serving as the residential facilities for nursing care 

patients, has several associated buildings located nearby, many of which can support the nurs-

ing care program.  The one and a half story house that lies between the powerhouse and the 

greenhouses could be used as a residence for staff doctors, nurses, or counselors.  The small 

cottage attached to the garage could serve the same purpose.  The garage space itself provides 

ample accessible storage space for items that the facility does not use on a regular basis.  An-

other option would be to renovate the inside of the garage space and connect it to utilities in 

order to accommodate exercise or social activities.

One issue that needs consideration if the powerhouse is to convert to a new use is its capacity 

for parking.  At present there is a driveway leading up to the powerhouse building and a small 

parking lot located at the entrance.  Most likely, parking for residents will not be an issue.  One 

or more shuttle buses or vans may need to be stored for bringing residents to and from excur-

sions or doctor’s appointments.  However, it is unlikely that many of them will drive or need 

access to a vehicle on a regular basis.  Parking needs will be a concern for staff and visitor ve-

hicles.  The small parking lot in front of the building will probably not accommodate the num-

ber of vehicles arriving at the facility on a daily basis.  More parking will need to be created or 

visitors and staff will have to park elsewhere on the property and either walk or be driven to the 

powerhouse facilities. 
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Daycare Center

The site must comply with Chapter 3270: Child Day Care Centers, under Articles IX and X, of 

the Public Welfare Code (62 P. S. § 901—922 and 1001—1087), adopted on April 3, 1992, and 

effective on April 4, 1992.2  Chapter 3270 defi nes a child day care center as “the premises in 

which care is provided at any one time for seven or more children unrelated to the operator.”3  

For the purposes of this study, the focus is on how the daycare use will affect the physical site, 

dealing with issues of occupancy and use rather than independent site issues, such as staffi ng 

requirements.

The required day care space depends upon the number of children the facility plans to host.  In 

turn, the number of groups the site can host depends upon space limitations.  While Chapter 

3270 does not explicitly limit the number of groups a site can host, it does list maximum group 

sizes and square footage requirements per child.

Group sizes vary depending on age level, but the maximum size for children grouped with 

similar age levels is 30, with two staff persons.4  The maximum size for children grouped with 

mixed age levels is 20, with two staff persons.5

Childcare facilities are required to “provide indoor child care space for individual and group 

small muscle activity…Indoor child care space is measured within permanent stationary parti-

tions or walls.  The allowable number of children in a space is determined by dividing the total 

square feet in a space by 40…Measured indoor space excludes space occupied by halls, bath-

rooms, offi ces, kitchens and locker rooms.”  This means that 30 children require 1,200 square 

feet of indoor activity space.  The regulations also stipulate that separate space must be pro-

vided if children are sleeping or resting.6

2  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, Authority.  http://
www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html (accessed November 13, 
2008).
3  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.4.  Defi nitions, 
http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html (accessed November 
13, 2008).
4  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.51.  Similar 
age level, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html (accessed 
November 13, 2008).
5  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.52.  Mixed 
age level, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html (accessed 
November 13, 2008).
6  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.61.  Measure-
ment and use of indoor child care space, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/
chap3270toc.html (accessed November 13, 2008).
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Naptime is one of the few times when indoor space capacity may be exceeded, thus a smaller 

space may be used to accommodate the same number of sleeping children.7  Other overpopula-

tion exceptions for indoor space include: program activity limited to two time periods daily not 

exceeding 1/2 hour each, the space is not occupied by children of the infant or young toddler 

age levels, the number of children present in the overpopulated space is not more than twice 

the capacity of the space, when a facility serves meals.8  If the facility is serving food, it must 

have at least one refrigerator.9  If the facility cares for children for four or more consecutive 

hours, then it must provide meals and snacks, and it must have enough space and enough re-

frigerators to store this food.10

In addition to space for small muscle activity, Pennsylvania state law also requires facilities 

to “provide outdoor or indoor play space to be used for large muscle activity which includes 

running, jumping, climbing and riding…Outdoor or indoor play space shall be measured at 65 

square feet per child.”  There are exceptions to the space rule, dependent upon the age of the 

children.  Again, this means that 30 children require 1,950 square feet of large muscle activity 

space.  Additional diffi culties for the site include requirements for making this space safe and 

for not allowing this space to “be used simultaneously for other business, commercial, social or 

another purpose unrelated to the child care being offered.”11  Thus, any outdoor play space at 

the Elkins Estate must be set aside for the sole use of the day care center.  Any unsafe areas in 

or near the outdoor play space will require fencing or natural barriers to restrict children from 

the areas.12  There is no way for a day care center to avoid using outdoor space, as state law 

compels them to take children outdoors daily, weather permitting.13

7  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.61.  Measure-
ment and use of indoor child care space, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/
chap3270toc.html (accessed November 13, 2008).
8  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.61a.  Over-
population of indoor child care space—statement of policy, http://www.pacode.com/secure/
data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html (accessed November 13, 2008).
9 Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.107.  Refrigera-
tor, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html (accessed Novem-
ber 13, 2008).
10  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.161.  Food & 
§ 3270.162.  Meals, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html 
(accessed November 13, 2008).
11  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.62.  Measure-
ment and use of play space, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.
html (accessed November 13, 2008).
12  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.63.  Unsafe 
areas in outdoor space, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html 
(accessed November 13, 2008).
13  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.114.  Outdoor 
activity, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html (accessed 
November 13, 2008).
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When thinking about the outdoor space at the Estate, one problem specifi c to the site is the 

presence of ponds and streams.  Chapter 3270 states that “an in-ground swimming pool acces-

sible to children shall be fenced with a locked gate…an aboveground swimming pool which 

is not in use shall be made inaccessible to children.”14  It is unclear whether state inspectors 

would want barriers placed around the Elkins water features, or if barriers would be unneces-

sary so long as children are kept to restricted areas.

Some indoor and/or outdoor space will be needed to accommodate state required play equip-

ment and materials, including, but not limited to, toys and equipment for large muscle de-

velopment.15  The installation of any outdoor equipment will require changes to the historic 

landscape of Elkins Park as some equipment mountings require embedment into the ground.  

Furthermore, state law commands that the equipment “be mounted over at least 6 inches of 

loose-fi lled, impact-absorbing materials.”16  Some indoor play equipment for climbing may 

also require direct mounting to the building structure.

Additional parking spaces will be necessary for pick-up and drop-off points.  Day care facili-

ties must fi nd “safe pedestrian crossways, pick-up and drop-off points and bike routes…in 

the vicinity of the facility.”  At specifi c times of day, vehicular routes around the facility will 

experience new and increased traffi c patterns.  This must be communicated to the local govern-

ment (required by law), and to other programs at the Elkins Park site.17  Some coordination and 

planning will be required between organizations.  Furthermore, the Estate may need to provide 

reserved parking spaces for vehicles owned or operated by the day care center or the school 

district.18

Interior building fabric may require alterations to accommodate state regulations.  State law 

does require mechanical systems to be present to keep indoor temperatures between 65° F 

and 85° F in a childcare space.19  Natural or mechanical ventilation must be present, and any 

14  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.115.  Water 
activity, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html (accessed 
November 13, 2008).
15  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.101.  Type of 
play equipment, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html (ac-
cessed November 13, 2008).
16  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.102.  Condi-
tion of play equipment, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.
html (accessed November 13, 2008).
17  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.171.  Pick-up 
and drop-off points, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html 
(accessed November 13, 2008).
18  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.172.  Con-
sent, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html (accessed No-
vember 13, 2008).
19  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.70.  Indoor 
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window or door openings need screening.  Doors and windows above the ground fl oor need 

modifi cation so that they open 6 inches or less.20  Additional lighting may be required to illumi-

nate “rooms, hallways, stairways, outside steps, porches and ramps.”21  Some stairs, ramps, and 

porches will need handrails and nonskid surfaces.22  Finally, regulations require that any paint 

containing more than .06% lead require removal.23

For bathroom facilities, the number of interior sinks and fl ushing toilets required depends on 

the number and age of toilet-trained children.  For instance, for every 30 school-age children 

there must be at least one sink, and for every 20 school-age children there must be at least one 

fl ushing toilet.  They must be at proper heights for the children, or easily reached by platforms 

or steps.  They do not have to, however, be on the same fl oor as the childcare space.  Any 

areas used for infant and toddler diapering need a source of running water for hand washing, 

although the system does not have to be a sink directly connected to a sewage system.24  Ad-

ditional regulations exist for sites that provide night care.  These include additional storage 

spaces and at the presence of at least one bathtub or shower for each 15 children.25

In one sense, a day care center may serve as a good steward, as Pennsylvania law requires them 

to keep their facilities in good repair.26  On the other hand, the presence of young children on 

the historic property means that there will be wear and tear on the building fabric.  Further-

more, historic fabric may need alterations to accommodate the needs and safety of the children.  

Keeping these facts in mind, it is the recommendation of this report that any childcare facilities 

be concentrated in areas with minimal amounts of intact historic fabric, or in areas that have 
temperature, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html (accessed 
November 13, 2008).
20  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.72.  Ventila-
tion, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html (accessed No-
vember 13, 2008).
21  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.78.  Lighting, 
http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html (accessed November 
13, 2008).
22  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.80.  Stairs, 
http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html (accessed November 
13, 2008).
23  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.77.  Paint, 
http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html (accessed November 
13, 2008).
24  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.82.  Toilet 
areas, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html (accessed No-
vember 13, 2008).
25  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.208.  Storage 
space & § 3270.210.  Bathing, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap-
3270toc.html (accessed November 13, 2008).
26  Title 55, Pennsylvania Code, Chapter 3270.  Child Day Care Centers, § 3270.76.  Building 
surface requirements, http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/055/chapter3270/chap3270toc.html 
(accessed November 13, 2008).
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already had their original fabric altered.  The needs of the day care necessitate a site with easy 

indoor and outdoor access, with readily available pick-up and drop-off points, and with acces-

sible bathroom facilities.  A ground fl oor location would be ideal, as it would remove many 

safety hazards to the children, and negate the necessity to alter windows and doors.  Outdoor 

play space should be relatively free of hazardous features, such as ditches and water features.

Considering these requirements, daycare facilities would be ideally located in the ground fl oor 

of the southern wing addition of Elstowe Manor.  It is suitable for place to make any necessary 

physical adjustments, it possesses spaces for pick-up and drop-off, and it can easily access out-

door play areas.  It is also out of the way of the various programs running in Elstowe Manor.

Film Production

The desire to use the Elkins Estate as a fi lm set recognizes its high integrity in aesthetic, his-

toric and use values.  However, because of its integrity, guidelines for those wishing to fi lm on 

the site would be necessary in order to prevent any unnecessary damage to the site.  Though 

fi lming on site is potentially lucrative from rental fees, it should be noted that this program 

could not be depended upon as a constant source of income or use.  This occasional program-

ming option supplements other programming uses.

The preferred clients are small-scale productions, as the actual construction of additional sets 

on site would be prohibited due to the potentially harmful impact of heavy equipment.  Be-

cause other programming exists on the site, fi lming would have to work around these activities 

and would not allow site managers to shut down the entire site for extended periods.

Documentary Films

The long history of the estate is well suited for the creation of a documentary fi lm, or fi lms that 

could highlight its historic and aesthetic values.  There are several benefi ts to creating docu-

mentary fi lms on the Elkins Estate.  First, it helps pull together written and visual information 

in a coherent form, which is more approachable to the public.  In this regard, the visual docu-

mentary could signifi cantly complement the written assessments of the condition and history 

of the site and assist in advancing its preservation.  In addition, the fi nal product could be used 

as a marketing tool to draw attention to the site.  The process could also be an effective way to 

engage the community by highlighting the context and environment of the site, which may not 

be wholly conveyed in the written component due to the scope and size (as well as the inherent 

limit to the medium). 

The production of documentary fi lms is recommended above other types because the produc-

tion could be done with minimal interruption to physical components of the site.  In most cases, 
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a documentary fi lm does not require modifi cation of existing buildings or the construction of 

supporting structures.  In addition, it does not require intense high traffi c movement that would 

frequently pressure historic fabric.

Most parts of the site could be used for the creation of a documentary.  The parts of Elstowe 

Manor designed by Trumbauer, most of Chelten House and the stables retain their historic and 

aesthetic fabrics.  The landscape surrounding the buildings can stand on its own or complement 

the buildings.

There are numerous examples of documentary fi lms that focus on individuals and families.  

The examples of documentaries portraying on a site or a building are well suited to the Elkins 

Estate buildings and landscape.  The production of a documentary fi lm could be done through 

partnerships with local TV networks, documentary production companies, or various fi lm 

departments at universities in the greater Philadelphia area.  Funding sources could be avail-

able from non-profi t organizations and foundations, documentary fi lm institutions, and other 

government agencies.

Non-Documentary Films

The approaches to the use of the site for the production of non-documentary fi lms vary greatly 

depending on the genre.  However, some genres may not be suitable for the site, such as war 

and sports themed movies that require particularly large spaces with supporting facilities.  

Other genres, including crime, horror, romance, and comedy could utilize any existing building 

and its surroundings as long as no modifi cations are necessary.  Before production starts, clear 

guidelines for use need to be established and enforced.  It is very important from the begin-

ning to create a manageable program of use for each fi lm production crew.  If the enforcement 

of the rules exceeds the ability of the owner, they should either hire a separate organization to 

oversee the process or abandon the idea of fi lm production on site all together.  Sets portraying 

characteristic features of the property could be constructed elsewhere, which would allow for 

restricted fi lming of exteriors to convey the feeling and atmosphere of the Estate.
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Programming Case Study: Yoga Retreat and Wellness Center

Though many stereotypes exist in regards to yoga and those who participate in its teachings, 

one cannot deny the value in exercise and relaxation that yoga can offer.  Yoga is defi ned as the 

integration of the body, mind, and spirit, leading to a harmony between man and his environ-

ment.  In order to achieve this harmony, emotion, action and intelligence must be in balance.  

This is accomplished through exercise, breathing, and meditation.1  In early 2008, a market 

study on yoga and its place in American culture found that yoga has become a $6 billion a 

year industry, with 6.9 percent of Americans maintaining active practice, and another 8 percent 

of Americans indicating extreme interest in its practice.  Of those who actively participate in 

yoga, 52% do so to improve their overall health.  Yoga has also seen an increasing value as a 

medical therapy option, with 6.1 percent of Americans receiving recommendations from medi-

cal professionals to begin yoga.  “Yoga is no longer simply a singular pursuit but a lifestyle 

choice and an established part of our health and cultural landscape,” says Bill Harper, publisher 

of Yoga Journal.2

With these statistics in mind, and in accordance with their mission statement, Food for Life has 

purchased the Elkins Estate in Cheltenham, Pennsylvania with the goal of establishing a yoga 

retreat on the premise.  Food for Life, a non-profi t Pennsylvanian organization, has devoted 

itself to the rehabilitation of individuals through social services such as halfway houses, job-

readiness training, individual and group counseling, adult basic education and a variety of other 

options in aiding personal recovery.3  As a new direction, Food for Life is aiming to imple-

ment a yoga retreat as a form of preventative care, rather than solely focusing on recovery and 

rehabilitation.  It is their belief that by establishing better commitment to personal health early 

on, individuals can create a proactive lifestyle, rather than a reactive lifestyle to life’s stresses.  

The Elkins Estate, a forty-two acre park-like former residence and religious retreat, has several 

buildings on the property, including two large turn of the century mansions.  The site, Food for 

Life hopes, will provide a wide range of offerings, including a senior care center, day care cen-

ter and wedding and event locations.  The yoga retreat, however, comes fi rst and foremost in 

the programming agenda.  It will restore the estate’s identity as a retreat, while fulfi lling Food 

for Life’s social service goals and creating a fl ow of income to maintain and preserve the large 

site.  
1  What is Yoga: Defi nition of Yoga and the Six Branches of Yoga; http://www.abc-of-yoga.
com/beginnersguide/whatisyoga.asp
2  2008 Yoga in America market study; yogajournal.com
3  http://www.ffl pa.org/home/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=14&Itemid=27
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In order to create a yoga retreat at the Elkins Estate, one must consider several factors as to 

how the retreat will run.  Most importantly, though, because of the site’s historical, archi-

tectural, and landscape integrity, preservation must play a part in every decision.  The yoga 

retreat and its components will mainly center in the Elstowe Mansion, as it the larger of the 

two houses on the estate, and can provide a variety of accommodations and spaces for classes, 

dining, and relaxation.  With other programming being an obvious necessity for meeting costs, 

however, activities and accommodations can rotate within Chelten House as the need arises.  

Both houses, however, have a great deal of architectural detail, materials and a high level of 

craftsmanship which represent the grandeur of residential country retreats for the local Phila-

delphian entrepreneurs during the turn of the century.  Because of the quality of the estate man-

sions, demolition is not an option in much of house, and any addition of walls, or preferably 

removable partitions, plumbing, electrical and lighting systems must be extremely sensitive to 

the existing, and often original elements.

Food for Life’s goals for the retreat’s overall appearance and level of service will determine the 

capacity, rates, included services, services with a fee, etc.  Under the assumption that this is a 

retreat offering overnight accommodations and serving the sole purpose of providing yoga and 

wellness experience, the following concepts should be considered.  Food for Life should also 

be aware that in creating a space for personal welfare improvement, acknowledging the es-

tate’s qualities and existing structure can further emphasize a mission of harmony and growth.  

A low-impact, respectful and sensitive plan that works with the site and its fabric, instead of 

against it and making it something it is not, would show a commitment on Food for Life’s part 

to environmental preservation, both of buildings and of landscape.  A complete redesign, de-

struction, and/or compromise of the estate’s fabric would be in direct contradiction to the yoga 

ideal of synchronization between man and his environment.

When client purchases a retreat package, accommodations, classes, and meals are typically 

included.  Nonetheless, the simplicity or extravagance of these included items varies accord-

ing to what the facility, and its management, is capable of supplying.  At Elkins Estate, site 

management could create a range of accommodations to serve both limited as well as unlim-

ited budgets.  The main house has several sleeping quarters that could convert into private 

suites, to serve those seeking a luxurious experience, as well as to serve those who are after a 

more secluded and solitary personal understanding.  Preserving the unique and lavish quality 

of the mansions’ original bedrooms would be advantageous for Food for Life, as they could 

charge more for the atmosphere such historic rooms can provide.  As a result, however, any 

redesign of the space needs to be minimal.  For a solitary-type retreat, staff can provide room 

service so as not to interrupt individual meditation.  Instead, suites can be fi tted to include din-

ing areas.  For the more modest budget, the west-wing addition of Elstowe manor will offer 

dormitory-style accommodations, which would contain single bedrooms and shared restroom 

facilities.  Because the west wing is also the space most tolerant of change to its interior layout 
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and features, the establishment of a day-spa in this area is a defi nitive possibility.  This might 

benefi cially increase the amount of income generated on site, as it can be open to the public in 

addition to retreat guests.

The yoga classes provided in a package retreat would include a morning and evening session, 

as well as a meditation instruction session, all of which would be group activities.  Yoga classes 

and styles vary, thus depending on the number of staff, many options could be offered.  A stan-

dard yoga class runs for approximately one hour, but can range from 45 minutes to two hours 

depending on the session (www.theyogapractice.ca).  For an additional fee, private instruction 

will be offered for single participants, couples, or small groups if desired.  An additional ser-

vice available for purchase would be in-room spa options, such as a massage or facial.  Locker 

rooms and changing areas will be available for use before, during, and after class sessions, 

reducing a participant’s need to rush to and from accommodations.  Free time during a retreat 

may be spent walking the grounds of the park as well as exploring the public areas of the re-

treat center and experiencing the majesty of the estate’s former residential history.   

Dining options would focus on a central cafeteria-style set up, with a fi ner dining option avail-

able for sit-down service, as well as an area for providing quick snacks on the go.  Because the 

basement of Elstowe Manor is already set up for large dining service, this area can continue 

this use; however, the site would provide a more sophisticated option upstairs, in the former 

dining room.  As this area opens up to the outside, service on the patio will be an option during 

warmer months.  While some yoga retreats specialize in and provide only vegetarian and vegan 

menus, the Elkins Estate retreat will provide menus that would cater to a multitude of individu-

als’ tastes, with a focus on healthy options.

As other programming will take place along with a yoga retreat and wellness center, the fol-

lowing fl oor plans indicate the compromise of space planning that will go on in Elstowe Manor 

as much of the program options indicated by Food for Life’s intentions utilize this building the 

most.  The other major activities to take place in Elstowe Manor include weddings and events, 

community uses and a day care (see fi gure 1).

The basement level of Elstowe Manor will serve as dining facilities for the majority of pro-

gramming activities.  Yoga retreat guests, participants in educational and community events 

and guests staying for wedding and corporate activities will all utilize the open dining space 

on this fl oor.  Because historic kitchen environments exist here as well, food preparation will 

be limited to the coming and going of catering services, and not actually having on-site food 

creation.  If tours operate at the Elkins Estates, they will come through the basement as well, 

since the kitchens and general layout of the basement spaces remain intact.  Secondary spaces 

will serve as storage for all programming as well as housekeeping and maintenance areas (see 

fi gure 2).
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Figure 1

Figure 2
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The fi rst fl oor indicates the addition of a day care program, which is in the lower level of the 

southern addition to the house.  This area will strictly serve daycare purposes and will also 

have its own entrance and pick up and drop off area at the southern-most end.  The rest of the 

fi rst fl oor again serves the yoga retreat and wellness center, weddings and events, and commu-

nity programming to the extent of tours and educational programming.  The library will main-

tain its use as an educational area, providing a collection of resources on health and wellness, 

and the game room can serve its original purpose for guests.  Areas with high architectural 

integrity will require safeguards in order to prevent damage to furnishings and details.  Any 

activities in these rooms should be done so by a limited number of participants.  The addition 

of dining is also possible in the former dining room and, during warmer months, on the many 

patios.  Rentals of the large former art gallery and chapel area, as well as side rooms such as 

the library will be possible, but mainly their use will cater to guests of the retreat.  The west 

wing addition will provide accommodations for retreat and wedding guests and will potentially 

house the day spa.  Site management will obviously have to coordinate the various events that 

may take place on any given weekend, shifting the uses among the many rooms depending on 

demand (see fi gure 3).

The second fl oor serves mainly as accommodations for the yoga retreat and wellness center, 

but it will also provide suites for bridal parties and guests.  Community use in this area will be 

restricted to limited tours through the general spaces, preferably during times of fewer over-

night bookings.  Again, the west wing serves only as accommodations and tours will not move 

through this area, as its architectural integrity is limited and particularly of little interest if reno-

vations occur in this area (see fi gure 4).

Finally, the third fl oor will serve just as the second fl oor does, as accommodations to guests.  

Tours will again be limited through this area, however if it is unoccupied, possible temporary 

exhibits could highlight the area’s former use as servants’ quarters.  If bookings are generally 

low, this fl oor could serve as offi ce space for the programming management. 

This is of course a very broad assessment of what will go into the actual establishment of a 

yoga retreat at Elkins Estate in addition to other possibilities for reuse.  Price range will vary 

and will not only depend on the accommodations and class offerings, but also what is needed 

to maintain the site.  Utilities, landscaping and preservation costs will require Food for Life to 

create affordable pricing to keep clients in attendance and money coming in, but also be sus-

tainable for the site’s operation.  While daily yoga classes are often offered everywhere, from 

the local gym to the area community center, overnight retreats are less available, and even less 

so are retreats at an historic site.  It would be benefi cial for Food for Life to maintain a preser-

vation-oriented strategy as an additional way to draw in clients and emphasize the opportunity 

to fi nd exercise, peace, and wellness in an historical and picturesque setting.  The Elkins Estate 

also offers the advantage of open space just outside Philadelphia, providing an escape for indi-

viduals that is not a far hike into the mountains, or an extensive trip into the desert.  
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Figure 3

Figure 4
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Comparables
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Comparable Site Factors

In this section, research and analysis of comparison sites provides a better understanding of the 

potentials for adaptive reuse and programming at the Elkins Estate.  This study required two 

methods of analysis.  The fi rst method explored sites that possessed a similar set of characteris-

tics, including period of construction, location, architect, and owner.  To compare estates of this 

historic genre, researchers developed a specifi c classifi cation—the country retreat.  This desig-

nation applies to estates like those constructed during the nineteenth century for Philadelphia 

entrepreneurs seeking refuge just outside the city boundaries, and it includes the Elkins Estate 

and comparable sites.  The area’s once ubiquitous typology has virtually disappeared, and as a 

result, greater signifi cance is placed on those that remain.  The second approach to comparables 

research involved selecting sites based on programs that correspond with those proposed by the 

Elkins Estate’s future owners, Food for Life.  With the understanding gained through compa-

rable site research, this team hopes that Food for Life, or any future owner of the site, considers 

the positive and negative impacts placed on historic estates that are adapted to meet program 

requirements.

Elkins Estate Lynnewood

(Widener Estate)

Grey Towers Castle

Factors
Elkins Park, PA Elkins Park, PA Elkins Park, PA Glenside, PA

Size 42 acres 36 acres 138 acres

Construction Date 1896/1898 1898 1893

Building Stock Two Main Houses 
plus Outbuildings

Main House plus 
Outbuildings

Main House plus 
Outbuildings

Architect Horace Trumbauer Horace Trumbauer Horace Trumbauer

Commissioned by William and George 
Elkins

Peter Arrell Brown 
Widener

William Welsh Har-
rison

Buildingn style(s) Italian Renaissance 
and Elizabethan/Tu-

dor

Palladian Late Gothic Revival/
English Medieval

Landscape Setting Park-like Setting 
within Urban/Subur-

ban Context

Park-like Setting 
within Urban/Subur-

ban Context

Suburban University 
Campus

General Condition Excellent Poor- Potential for 
Future Demolition by 

Neglect

Excellent

NHR/NHL/NPS None None NHL
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The historic comparison sites—Lynnewood Hall and Grey Towers Castle—are both former 
country retreats of Philadelphia businessmen designed by Elkins’ architect, Horace Trumbauer.  
Lynnewood Hall, commissioned by Peter Arrell Widener, and Grey Towers Castle, originally 
owned by William Welsh Harrison, differ in style from the Elkins Estate; however, all three 
share a relatively close construction period as well as a signifi cant sense of grandeur.

Lynnewood Hall—a Palladian-style mansion modeled after the Prior Park estate in Bath, Eng-
land—sits just north of the Elkins Estate.  Originally comprised of 110 richly decorated rooms, 
the house served as a residential retreat to P.A.B. Widener.  Widener was a former butcher, who 
after securing a meat contract with the United States Military, took his earnings and invested 
it in streetcars with William Elkins.  Both men greatly benefi ted from the business and com-
missioned Trumbauer to design retreats for them in Montgomery County, which at the time 
remained a relatively unpopulated area just north of the Philadelphia city line.  Widener con-
structed his estate in 1898 and included lavish formal gardens, stables, greenhouses, and a polo 
fi eld.  Although originally 300 acres in size, the property has since diminished to thirty-six.  
Much of the land had been sold to allow for residential development.  Today, the once-grand 
country manor has lost much of its original detailing and, under private ownership, remains in 
a state of disrepair (see fi gures 1 and 2).1

Grey Towers Castle was the retreat estate of William Welsh Harrison, a sugar mogul who com-
missioned Trumbauer to create a castle-like residence on his property (located just west a few 
miles west of the Elkins Estate) in Glenside, Pennsylvania.  Like the Elkins Estate, Grey Tow-
ers Castle consisted of a late nineteenth-century retreat house with several outbuildings.  Much 
of the interior grandeur of the castle remains intact, since the property has transferred owners 
only once since Harrison.  Arcadia University purchased the property in 1929, following Har-
rison’s death, and relocated their Jenkintown campus to the Grey Towers Castle property in 
1962.  In 1985 it was designated a National Historic Landmark, and a support group known as 
the Society for Castle Restoration was formed to aid in the structure’s preservation.  Today it 
houses the Arcadia University’s President’s offi ce as well as other administrative offi ces and 
student residences.  The building is available for limited tours, particularly to prospective stu-
dents, as the castle is a point of pride for the university (see fi gures 3 and 4).2

1  http://www.encyclopedia-titanica.org/articles/wideners.pdf
2  http://www.arcadia.edu/prospective/default.aspx?id=579

Figure 1. Lynnewood Hall, date unknown. http://www.
encyclopedia-titanica.org/articles/wideners.pdf

Figure 2. Lynnewood Hall, 2008.Source: http://
upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/thumb/e/e4/
LynnewoodHall_front.jpg/300px-Lynnewood-
Hall_front.jpg
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These sites represent two vastly different models of stewardship and emphasize the importance 
of preservation planning and proper program implementation.  As an ideal example of the 
adaptive reuse of a historic site, Grey Towers Castle offers insight into fi nancial viability, space 
requirements, and potential uses.  It has also been identifi ed as a possible partner for university 
programming at the Elkins Estate.  Such an arrangement would allow for classes, exhibition 
space and research opportunities for students and faculty in exchange for preservation resourc-
es, which could include contributions to an endowment or other fi nancial support.

Figure 3. Grey Towers, 2007. http://farm1.static.fl ickr.
com/148/395410766_4551617cf6.jpg?v=0

Figure 4. Grey Towers Interior ‘Mirror Room,’ 2008. http://www.arcadia.edu/im-
ages/confserv_mirrorfl oor.jpg
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Comparable Site Programming

Cavallo Point Dunsmuir Castle on the 

Hudson

Van Vleck

Yoga Retreat Classes Avail-
able to Guests

Classes Avail-
able to Guests

Classes Open to 
Public

Weddings/

Events • • • •
Accommoda-

tions • • •
Conferences • • • •
Community 

Outreach: The-

ater, Activities, 

Concerts

• • •

Historical 

Education Pro-

gramming

• • •
Film Set Op-

portunities • •
Daycare/Senior 

Care
Funding Private/Public/

Non-Profi t: Fort 
Baker Retreat 
Group, Eq-
uity Community 
Builders and the 
Ajax Capital 
Group with the 
NPS and the 
Golden Gate 
National Parks 
Conservancy

Non-Profi t: Dun-
smuir House and 
Gardens, Inc.

Private: Castle 
on the Hudson

Non-Profi t: The 
Montclair Foun-
dation
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The study analyzed four sites—with qualities similar to the Elkins property—for their methods 

of adaptive reuse and program implementation.  Cavallo Point, Dunsmuir House and Gardens, 

Castle on the Hudson, and Van Vleck House and Gardens each offer a combination of pro-

grams in yoga, weddings and events, conferences, community outreach, education, and fi lming.  

These programs—that also include senior care services—are anticipated in the future reuse of 

the Elkins Estate.  Organizations such as the Historic Hudson Valley network and its affi liates 

were also considered when analyzing the programming at these sites.  This non-profi t organiza-

tion maintains seven major sites within the Sleepy Hollow area of New York State.  With the 

support from the Westchester Arts Council (funded by the Westchester County government), 

public funds from the New York State Council on the Arts, and a major grant from the National 

Endowment for the Humanities, the sites collaborate to create program variety in their commu-

nity and educational offerings.1

Because no public entity will own the Elkins Estate, this report recommends that an organi-

zation be established to oversee both the publicly and privately used facilities.  Seeking col-

laboration with neighboring Philadelphia historic sites can help to avoid competition, increase 

the site’s community exposure, as well as helping to identify local needs.  For example, Food 

for Life is looking to offer rental options for wedding ceremonies and receptions.  The greater 

Philadelphia area has an abundance of sites (both historic and non-historic) that host these 

events.  However, the Elkins Estate appeals to those seeking a more open area within a park-

like setting, which is scarce in the dense, urban city.  Understanding its own strengths and 

weaknesses and collaborating with other sites would allow the owners of the Elkins Estate to 

implement a realistic and fi nancially sound set of programming options.

Though all comparable sites offer multiple programs, each emphasizes one type of use with 

secondary, supporting programs.  Cavallo Point, a former military fort constructed in the 

early 1900’s, offers retreats as a multi-use facility.  Situated on ten acres of coastline near the 

Golden Gate Bridge in California, Cavallo Point has developed an extensive plan for utilizing 

the site’s twenty-four Colonial Revival buildings.  It functions mainly as a lodge and vacation 

destination, offering guests a full-service health and wellness spa and yoga experience, nature 

ventures such as hiking and kayaking in the immediate area and educational opportunities for 

understanding the site’s history as a military post.  The site’s community programming includes 

holiday festivals, cooking classes, and lectures on a broad range of topics pertaining to the site 

and other issues.  A unique partnership among private, public, and non-profi t institutions makes 

funding possible.  These partners divide the various aspects of site management amongst them-

selves, including hotel and lodging management, educational and historical guidance, and the 

sponsorship of research and improvements in environmental technologies (see fi gures 5 and 

6).2

1  http://www.hudsonvalley.org/
2  http://www.cavallopoint.com/about.php
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 Most similar in physical characteristics to the Elkins Estate is Dunsmuir House and Gardens.  

Although it is of a different architectural style, the Neo-Classical mansion was built at the same 

time as the Elkins’ manor houses.  It occupies fi fty acres in a suburb of Oakland, California.  

Dunsmuir offers a similar park-like escape in a dense area; however, Dunsmuir focuses mainly 

on its historic fabric and community involvement.  Like the Elkins Estate, Dunsmuir possesses 

a variety of outbuildings and strives to fi t programming into all these structures.  This includes 

rental spaces for community uses, cultural, educational and entertainment activities, and tours 

of the entire property.  In order to preserve the impeccable condition of both the buildings 

and grounds, tours are limited to specifi c times of the month.  Monthly programming, which 

includes holiday festivals and children’s activities, are offered, and in the past, the site gained 

additional funding through its use as a fi lm location.  The majority of its funding, however, 

comes from fundraising efforts by the non-profi t organization, Dunsmuir House and Gardens, 

Inc, which owns and operates the site (see fi gures 7 and 8). 3 

3  http://www.dunsmuir.org/history.htm

Figure 5. Cavallo Point, 2008. http://www.cavallopoint.com/about.php

Figure 6. Cavallo Point Healing Arts and Spa, 2008. http://www.cavallopoint.com/spa.php  
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Offering retreat accommodations an an historic site presents the challenge of maximizing space 

while still maintaining architectural fabric and ambiance.  While not a yoga retreat, the luxury 

hotel known as Castle on the Hudson is a former country retreat like the Elkins Estate and it 

shares the same construction period as the Elkins mansions.  However, like Grey Towers Cas-

tle, this former residence models itself after European castles.  With forty-fi ve rooms, the hotel 

is able to offer individual suites that capitalize on the historic character of the house, including 

original woodwork and furnishings, as well as fi replaces and turret alcoves.  The hotel belongs 

to the National Trust for Historic Preservation’s Historic Hotels of America program.  Hotel 

guests enjoy pool and spa activities, tennis, and yoga instruction.  Tours of the surrounding ar-

ea—historic Tarrytown, New York—are available for interested guests.  Castle on the Hudson 

Figure 7. Dunsmuir House and Gardens, 2008. Oakland Conven-
tion and Visitors Bureau

Figure 8. Wedding at Dunsmuir House and Gardens, 2008. Copy-
right: Jonathan Mandel, Checkerbox Photography
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also features a fi ve-star restaurant, Equus, which specializes in the pairing of its gourmet food 

with its extensive wine collection of over 900 labels from around the world.  As with many ho-

tels, the site offers wedding packages for ceremonies, receptions, and guest accommodations, 

as well as corporate party packages for the holiday seasons or fundraising events.  Though the 

Elkins Estate will not become a luxury hotel, Castle on the Hudson embodies the collaboration 

of modern conveniences expected in a get-away experience and the implementation of a reuse 

program that rehabilitates and preserves historic fabric.  Castle on the Hudson should serve as a 

model for historically sensitive, large-scale adaptation.4 

Finally, the Elkins Estate’s greatest asset could potentially lie within the surrounding com-

munity and the daily use of the site as an educational and entertainment resource.  The Van 

Vleck House and Gardens in Montclair, New Jersey offers the local community a variety of 

classes, which include outdoor yoga, garden lectures and tours for children and their guardians.  

The house, like Elkins Estate, is a former nineteenth-century retreat.  Just outside New York 

City, this Mediterranean-style villa surrounded by lush gardens projects a feeling of openness 

within its dense surroundings.  The gardens of the Van Vleck property are a signifi cant resource 

for environmental and horticultural researchers.  The Elkins Estate has the same potential to 

provide opportunities for research.  The Van Vleck House also reaches out to community non-

profi t groups by renting the secondary fl oors in the main house for offi ce use, as well as the 

ground fl oor for events and fundraisers.  As a non-profi t organization, the Montclair Founda-

tion owns and maintains the property, and though the site is strictly a daytime facility, its tours, 

educational programming, and daily activities, such as yoga classes, makes it a popular historic 

site within its suburban and urban context (see fi gure 10).5

4  http://www.castleonthehudson.com/index.cfm
5  http://www.vanvleck.org/

Figure 9. Castle on the Hudson and its Interior, 2008. http://www.locationsmaga-
zine.com/accimages/3616.jpg
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 The goal of this analysis is to fi nd suitable options for reuse of the Elkins Estate and to identify 

which are the most realistic of these potential programs.  Site management needs to consider 

the site’s assets and liabilities prior to the implementation of any program.  Failure to consider 

these aspects—and to research comparable and successful sites—could result in poor preserva-

tion practices and adverse impacts on the Estate’s historic signifi cance.

Figure 10. Van Vleck House and Gardens Yoga Classes, 2008. http://vanvleck.org/
images/whole%20garden%20shot.JPG 
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Recommendations
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After extensive research into the history of the Elkins Estate and the current issues surrounding 

its reuse, the project team created a general preservation philosophy for the site.  This philoso-

phy led to a series of recommendations regarding the incorporation of preservation into future 

reuse, programming, and development plans.  This preservation philosophy contains fi ve key 

elements:

 1. Acquire historic designation for the Elkins Estate:  The Township or the local commu-

nity should pursue either local or national designation to afford the site some level of pro-

tection.  The Dominican Sisters considered putting a preservation easement on the property 

as a condition of sale, but the option remains impractical at this time. Recognition of the 

property as a cultural landscape as defi ned by the National Park Service may also help with 

its future management and preservation.

 2. Development or renovations imposed on the property must take into account the site’s 

architectural and historic integrity.  This requires that no alterations be made to the exterior 

building envelopes, and that any interventions conform to the Secretary of the Interior’s 

Standards for Historic Properties.  In addition, while bathrooms previously altered by the 

Dominican Sisters may be carefully modifi ed, the construction of new bathrooms should 

be prohibited.  Managers of the site should implement strict use and treatment guidelines 

for clients leasing buildings, maintenance guidelines for staff caring for the buildings and 

landscape, and architectural guidelines for building alterations and additions.

 3. The site must be made available for neighborhood use through affordable park mem-

berships:  Involving the community in a membership program will help to encourage 

both property reuse and preservation efforts.  If more people are familiar with the site and 

recognize its importance, they will be more inclined to see that it is well maintained and 

preserved.  Over time, this provides a level of stability and continuity to the property, espe-

cially during periods of change in use and ownership.

Preservation Philosophy
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 4. Preservation efforts must incorporate the occupancy of both the Elkins family and the 

Dominican Sisters of St. Catherine De’Ricci.  A balance must be struck between preserving 

the feeling of the Elkins-period property, when the site served as an opulent vacation home, 

and preserving the feeling of the Dominican Sisters’ retreat—a welcoming space that en-

couraged introspection and spiritual healing.  This study fi nds that both eras are important 

to telling the site’s story, and their histories should fi nd representation within the Estate’s 

future use.

 5. Maintain and protect historic viewsheds within the site:  Such protection involves en-

suring the continuation of open spaces and the park-like setting of the property.  It discour-

ages development on the site unless the Estate’s new owners purchase the Tyler School of 

Art property.  It is important that landscapes of the past be maintained for the future.
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The fi rst and potentially most important step in preserving the Elkins Estate as an intact his-

toric site that incorporates both buildings and landscape is to acquire an historic designation 

for the property.  The two most likely designations available to the property are inclusion on 

the National Register of Historic Places and designation as a local historic landmark or district.  

Each option has distinct advantages and disadvantages and each offers a different degree of 

protection to historic resources.  Whether or not the site achieves this designation, the property 

should be acknowledged and publicized as a Cultural Landscape and documented and pre-

served as such.

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES

Both Chelten House and Elstowe Manor have already been recognized by the Township as 

properties eligible for the National Register of Historic Places.1  This report argues that the 

most comprehensive way to designate the Elkins Estate is as a National Register Historic 

District, which affords the same protection as a National Register designation, but applies to 

multiple buildings.

The National Register of Historic Places was established by the National Historic Preservation 

Act of 1966.  According to the National Park Service Website, 

“The National Register of Historic Places is the of-

fi cial list of the Nation’s historic  places worthy of 

preservation…[it] is part of a national program to 

coordinate and support public and private efforts to 

identify, evaluate, and protect America’s historic and 

archeological resources.”2

The Bureau of Historic Preservation, through the Pennsylvania State Historic Preservation Of-

fi ce (SHPO), administers the Register in Pennsylvania.  They are responsible for reviewing any 

and all applications for National Register districts and submitting complete nomination forms 

1  Montgomery County Planning Commission, Cheltenham Township Comprehensive Plan, 
Land Use (Current) (Montgomery County Planning Commission, 2005) 60.
2  http://www.nps.gov/history/nr/about.htm

Recommendations for Historic Designation
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to the National Park Service Headquarters in Washington, DC.  Any National Register nomina-

tion process should start with contacting the Pennsylvania SHPO.

The following is a defi nition of a National Register Historic District taken from “Historic 

District Designation in Pennsylvania,” a booklet by Michael R. Lefevre and published by the 

Pennsylvania SHPO to provide guidance on the processes and possibilities of historic district 

designation:

“The National Register of Historic Places considers 

a district as a geographically defi nable area, urban or 

rural, possessing a signifi cant concentration, linkage, 

or continuity of sites, buildings, structures, or objects 

united historically or aesthetically by plan or physical 

development.”3

The Elkins Estate fi ts this description on a number of levels.  It is a geographically defi n-

able area with a signifi cant concentration of buildings that share both an historic and aesthetic 

connection.  The fact that well-known Philadelphia architect Horace Trumbauer designed the 

entire estate and that it retains much of its original landscape adds to the site’s overall cohesive-

ness.  These qualities make it an ideal candidate for a National Register Historic District. The 

property also satisfi es several of the National Register criteria for designation:

A. Association with events that have made a signifi -

cant contribution to the broad patterns of our his-

tory;

B. Association with the lives of persons signifi cant 

in our past;

C. Embodiment of the distinctive characteristics of a 

type, period, or method of construction, or represen-

tation of the work of a master, or possession of high 

artistic values, or representation of a signifi cant and 

distinguishable entity whose components may lack 

individual distinction;

D. Has yielded, or may be likely to yield, informa-

tion important in prehistory or history.4

3  Lefevre, Michael R. “Historic District Designation in Pennsylvania.” Harrisburg: Pennsylva-
nia Historical and Musuem Commission, 2007. Pg.28.
4  National Park Service. “The National Register of Historic Places Brochure.” http://www.nps.
gov/history/nr/publications/bulletins/brochure/#evaluating.
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The Elkins Estate satisfi es three of these four criteria.  It is associated with the creation of a 

railroad suburb of Philadelphia, Elkins Park, which can be seen as an event that made a sig-

nifi cant contribution to a broad pattern of history.  It is also affi liated with both William L. and 

George W. Elkins—two prominent Philadelphia businessmen who both had a major impact 

on the history of the city.  It represents the work of a master architect, Horace Trumbauer, and 

is a clear example of one facet of his architectural repertoire: the country retreat mansion.  A 

property need only satisfy one of these criteria to be eligible for designation.  The Elkins Estate 

is clearly a convincing candidate.

Any individual or group can be responsible for completing the nomination process for a Na-

tional Register district.  Examples of past nominators include property owners, historical 

societies, preservation organizations, local governments, and concerned citizens.  Nomination 

forms can be downloaded for free from the National Park Service website and will need to be 

supplemented by photographs and detailed documentation of the site.  Completing the forms is 

a lengthy and often intimidating process, involving a great deal of archival research on the his-

tory of a property and its signifi cance.  However, it is also a rewarding process that brings with 

it in-depth knowledge of an important place and the honor of being recognized as nationally 

important.

Once a property has been nominated for inclusion on the National Register, the Pennsylvania 

SHPO is obligated to notify the owner of that property.  The nomination will not go forward if 

the owner, or a majority of multiple owners, objects to the designation.  This is an important 

fact to remember, as those members of the community who choose to take on the nomination 

process for the Elkins Estate will most likely have little contact with the future owners of the 

site.5

Inclusion on the National Register of Historic Places brings with it certain protections and 

ownership benefi ts.  The most obvious benefi t is the recognition that a property is nationally 

important and played a role in the development of this country.  In addition, owning a nation-

ally listed property gives one access to federal grants for the rehabilitation of that property and 

tax credits that owners may apply to restoration or rehabilitation of the property.6  These ben-

efi ts are meant to encourage owners to approve of designation of their historic resources.

Unfortunately, nomination to the National Register of Historic Places does not afford an his-

toric property a great deal of protection.  What protection it does give is mostly associated 

with Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act, which calls for the systematic and 

thorough examination of any properties affected by undertakings funded by the federal govern-

5  “National Register of Historic Places Fundamentals.” National Park Service Website. http://
www.nps.gov/history/nr/national_register_fundamentals.htm
6  “Historic Preservation Tax Incentives.” National Park Service Website. http://www.nps.gov/
history/hps/tps/tax/index.htm



  Elkins Estate Historic Preservation Studio 2008              147

ment.  The Advisory Council on Historic Preservation must evaluate National Register or Na-

tional Register eligible properties that fall within this category, decide how the project should 

proceed, and determine if the impact on historic structures can in any way be minimized.7

While this measure of protection has been hugely benefi cial to many historic properties across 

the country, it would provide relatively little protection to the Elkins Estate, were it to be nomi-

nated.  It would shield the Estate from insensitive alteration or demolition only if those projects 

were in some way federally funded or licensed.  Because the most pressing danger to the estate 

is possible development and alteration by future owners using private funds, inclusion on the 

National Register would essentially provide no enforceable defenses.

LOCAL HISTORIC DISTRICT DESIGNATION

Pennsylvania’s Historic Districts Act of 1961 grants municipalities the authority to create his-

toric districts as a means of protecting their signifi cant historic resources.  It is an act

“Authorizing counties, cities, boroughs, incorpo-

rated towns and townships to create historic districts 

within their geographic boundaries providing for the 

appointment of Boards of Historical Architectural 

Review; empowering governing bodies of politi-

cal subdivisions to protect the distinctive histori-

cal character of these districts and to regulate the 

erection, reconstruction, alteration, restoration, 

demolition or razing of buildings within the historic 

districts.”8

The process of designating the Elkins Estate as a Local Historic District would begin with 

many of the same steps as that of designating a National Register property.  These steps include 

an evaluation of the signifi cance and integrity of the site and extensive graphic documentation 

of its most important components.  Other preliminary steps include identifying contributing 

and non-contributing resources in the district and delineating district boundaries.  An overall 

survey of the site must be undertaken and a Pennsylvania Historic Resource Form completed.

7  “National Historic Preservation Act of 1966.” The National Conference of State Historic 
Preservation Offi cers and Interagency Resources Division. National Park Service, Department 
of the Interior. November 2, 1992. Pg. 18.
8  “The Historic District Act.” Act of June 13, 1961, P.L. 282, No. 167 as amended. Common-
wealth of Pennsyvania.. http://www.portal.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt?open=512&objID=3770
&&SortOrder=100&level=2&parentid=3741&css=L2&mode=2&in_hi_userid=2&cached=true
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Upon completion of the survey, the municipality (in this case Cheltenham Township) must 

draft a Historic District Ordinance.  The purpose of the ordinance is, among other things, to 

describe the boundaries of the district and explain its signifi cance, to establish a Board of 

Historical Architectural Review (BHAR), to describe the duties of the BHAR, to explain what 

actions may be reviewed by the BHAR, and to develop a clear set of standards and guidelines 

by which the BHAR will make decisions.9  Developing an historic district ordinance is a com-

plicated process, but there are several resources available through the Pennsylvania Bureau of 

Historic Preservation to support communities interesting in enacting such legislation.

According to the PA Historic Districts Act, the BHAR must consist of at least fi ve members, 

one of whom must be a registered architect, one a licensed real estate broker, and one a build-

ing inspector.  The remaining members should be knowledgeable about and interested in 

historic preservation and historic district protection.  The purpose of the BHAR is to review 

any proposed alterations to structures within a local historic district.  An alteration may be new 

construction, an addition, reconstruction, restoration, or demolition.  A request to perform any 

such act must be submitted to the BHAR, which in turn uses the guidelines set forth in the 

Historic District Ordinance to issue a Certifi cate of Appropriateness, which allows the project 

to go forward, or a denial, which requires that the applicant resubmit with different plans or not 

go forward with their original plans at all.10

Once the Township drafts its Historic District Ordinance, it must be sent to the Pennsylvania 

Bureau of Historic Preservation for fi nal review and approval.  If approved, the municipality 

must then host a public hearing to introduce and explain the Historic District Ordinance.  The 

Township should provide community members with advance notice of the hearing and the op-

portunity to review the ordinance ahead of time.  If a majority of concerned community mem-

bers approves of the ordinance and the creation of the district, the ordinance is approved and 

the district created.11

Cheltenham Township has both the resources and the interest to begin the process of mak-

ing the Elkins Estate a local historic district.  Several members of the community have shown 

interest in being a part of this process, and it is quite possible that there are many more with 

similar sentiments.  Such designation would prevent future owners of the property from mak-

ing insensitive alterations to existing buildings or constructing new development on the proper-

ty.  One of the few disadvantages to this designation is its lack of control over building interi-

ors.  The PA Historic Districts Act allows district ordinances to direct only changes made to the 

exterior of buildings that affect its appearance as seen from a public street or path.  Despite this 

drawback, the local historic district remains a powerful preservation tool that has the potential 

to provide serious protection to the Elkins Estate. 
9  Ibid.
10  Ibid.
11  Ibid.
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THE ELKINS ESTATE AS A CULTURAL LANDSCAPE

Whether or not any type of historic designation is obtained for the Elkins Estate, this report 

fi nds that it qualifi es as a cultural landscape, and that any future owner or site manager should 

preserve it as such.  The National Park Service defi nes a cultural landscape as 

“a geographic area, including both cultural and natu-

ral resources and the wildlife or domestic animals 

therein, associated with a historic event, activity, 

or person or exhibiting other cultural or aesthetic 

values.”12

They assign cultural landscapes to four categories:  historic sites, historic designed landscapes, 

historic vernacular landscapes, and ethnographic landscapes.  As a collection of buildings and 

natural resources designed and executed by Horace Trumbauer, an infl uential American archi-

tect, the Elkins Estate qualifi es as an historic designed landscape. 

As a cultural landscape, it is important that the Elkins Estate have an overall planning model 

under which its cultural and natural resources are documented and protected.  The creation of a 

Cultural Landscape Report (CLR) for the property would be an integral step towards the pres-

ervation of the Elkins property as a cohesive historic estate.  The CLR documents the history 

of a cultural landscape, evaluates its signifi cance and integrity, and fi nally uses that informa-

tion to suggest treatment and management options for the site.  CLRs are often created with the 

help of architects, landscape architects, preservation planners, historians, and botanists, among 

other professionals.  Including a wide range of expertise ensures that important aspects of the 

site will not be overlooked, and that they will be preserved and treated in a mutually supportive 

manner.  More information about cultural landscapes and the process of developing a Cultural 

Landscape Report is available from the National Park Service.

A CLR provides an essential planning tool when allowing for future changes to the historic El-

kins landscape and structures while still preserving the property’s integrity as a representation 

of one of Horace Trumbauer’s country retreat estates.  The project team recommends that any 

future owner of the site take the necessary steps to create such a report.

12  Birnbaum, Charles A. “Preservation Brief 36: Protecting Cultural Landscapes.” Washington 
DC: Technical Preservation Services, National Park Service, Department of the Interior, 1994. 
http://www.nps.gov/hps/tps/briefs/brief36.htm
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The preservation project team does not feel that it is appropriate to divide the Elkins Estate 

property.  Parceling off the land is a real threat to the property for several reasons.  First, it dis-

rupts the historic viewsheds that make it a signifi cant open space within the community.  Sec-

ond, it alters how the buildings and landscape are experienced and interpreted.  Third, parceling 

allows for some loss of control as to how the property is developed, maintained, and used.  An 

acceptable alternative to parceling would be to lease specifi ed sections of the property.  These 

leases should contain preservation easements to serve as enforceable guidelines on the lessee.  

We feel that Cheltenham Township would be willing to accept responsibility for enforcing such 

easements, as they have preservation guidelines already in place through both their Compre-

hensive and Open Space Plans.  

THE SOUTHERN PARCEL 

Currently, there is a great deal of pressure to develop the Southern Parcel of the Elkins Estate 

(see fi gure 1).  This parcel comprises the southernmost part of the site and is currently un-

developed.  However, several developers have shown an interest in building townhouses or 

condominiums on this part of the property.  We feel that an acceptable alternative would be to 

put residential development across the street on a lot that is part of the future sale of the Tyler 

School of Art property.  We suggest that the future owner of the Elkins Estate purchase this 

property as well and delegate any new parking and development to the Tyler property.  This 

recommendation releas-

es the Estate buildings 

and landscape from the 

pressure of potentially 

aggressive and destruc-

tive changes. 

Recommendations for Development and Adaptive Reuse

Figure 1. A view of the 
southern parcel of the 
Elkins Estate. Provided by 
Food for Life, Inc.
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We strongly recommend that the southern parcel not be sold off for development purposes in 

fear of the negative effects development would have on the site.  The southern parcel is crucial 

for supporting high-impact public and private recreational uses such as music concerts and the-

ater events.  Having a piece of land that is separate from the main buildings is important to any 

retreat or hotel and provides a private area for holding noise-producing events.  

Additional open space would also prove useful for holding other events at the property.  Wed-

ding receptions could take place under tents in the southern parcel.  The parcel also provides 

desirable open space in the otherwise dense residential area and greatly contributes to the park-

like quality of the Estate. Acquiring the Tyler property is an important condition of this option, 

which prioritizes preservation of the historic and architectural integrity of the Elkins Estate.  

If the Estate’s owners purchase the Tyler property, they could delegate parking to the loca-

tion represented by the yellow circle in Figure 2 .  This separate parking area would allow the 

Elkins Estate to remain uncluttered by automobiles.  It would eliminate the visual interference 

created by cars, trucks, and buses that might otherwise be permitted to park along the interior 

roadways of the site.  A concentrated parking area would also increase pedestrian safety by 

restricting vehicles to designated locations at the property’s periphery.

In terms of development on the Tyler site, the former Tyler School buildings would be best 

used for educational purposes.  Educational buildings and a possible visitor’s center could be 

located within the yellow circle (see fi gure 3).  Classes on religion, yoga, and other spiritually-

centered topics could be taught in these buildings.  Georgian Terrace, the original Trumbauer-

designed building on the Tyler property, could be used as a community and visitor coordination 

center for the site.  Visitors to the Elkins Estate would park at the former Tyler site and proceed 

to Georgian Terrace for information.  Tours of the site would also leave from Georgian Terrace.

The parcel of land located across Beech Avenue can accommodate plans for residential de-

velopment.  This parcel is included in the sale of the Tyler property.  The development site is 

Figure 2. Possible parking area on Tyler School property located within yellow circle
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located within the yellow circle of fi gure 4.  Proposed development would include roughly 

twenty-one townhomes, which should incorporate the architecture of the Elkins Estate.  This 

development would not block any of the viewsheds from the Elkins site.  The landscaping 

would be similar to that used on the historic property.  Fences, trees and other natural buffers 

would separate the Tyler property development from the Elkins Estate.  Since this residential 

development will take place on a parcel across from the Elkins site, events and guests of the 

yoga retreat will not disturb residents of these townhomes.

Figure 3. The Tyler Property development scenario: the former Tyler School buildings (within yellow circle) 
maintain their use as educational buildings and the center Georgian Terrace becomes the visitor’s center for the 
Elkins Estate site.

Figure 4. Location of Potential Development on parcels just south of Tyler Property.
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To summarize this option for the site, the northwestern buildings would continue to serve an 

educational function, the central portion of the property would be the visitor and community 

center, east of the visitor center would be the additional parking lot, and the remaining southern 

property would accommodate the new townhouse development (see fi gure 5).

A second and less desirable option is to develop the southern parcel of the historic property.  

There are two sides to this parcel, the west side, which is located behind the Powerhouse, and 

the east side (according to the picture shown).  If development or parking went on the east-

ern portion, it would potentially interfere with the historic viewshed of Elstowe Manor, while 

the powerhouse building would block the view of development on the western portion.  This 

land could be used for one of the following: additional parking or residential development 

that would not block the historic viewsheds from Elstowe Manor.  Only the parcel behind the 

Powerhouse would be able to tolerate development or parking.  The preferred location of this 

option is located within the yellow circle in fi gure 6.

PARKING

Parking should be discouraged on roads around the Elkins Estate.  Lawn parking, however, 

would be allowed on the southern parcel if this parcel were not developed.  If the Tyler prop-

erty were not purchased, it would be best to limit the parking options to secluded locations on 

the site and develop the southern parcel parking behind the Powerhouse for parking purposes.  

In addition to using the southern parcel as a parking area, small parking lots could be placed 

throughout the site in several noninvasive locations.  This report recommends small parking 

Figure 5. Overview of Option 1 development scenario
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lots on the site regardless of whether or not the Tyler property is purchased.  These lots do not 

disturb critical viewsheds.  They are located on the western side of Chelten House, behind 

the Gate House, and behind the Stables to protect the views from Chelten House and Elstowe 

Manor (see fi gure 7).

If the Tyler property were purchased, it would be best to create ample parking for the entire site 

by expanding the existing Tyler parking lot.  These alterations to the site are located within the 

yellow circles in Figure 8.

Figure 6. Preferred location of possible development on the Elkins Estate property.
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Figure 7. Potential loca-
tions of small parking areas 
located throughout the site.

Figure 8. Map showing 
potential parking locations 
on Southern Parcel and 
Tyler Property



  Elkins Estate Historic Preservation Studio 2008              156

CONCLUSION

The development recommendations above are intended to maintain the architectural integrity 

of the site and to protect historic viewsheds.  To reiterate, we strongly recommend against 

parceling off any of the Elkins Estate property for development purposes.  Residential develop-

ment should be limited to the parcel included with the Tyler property sale, if purchased, and 

nowhere else within the current Elkins Estate boundaries.  

We have indicated where the least invasive locations for development are on the site and have 

offered alternative measures that can be taken to protect the site from development, while still 

generating additional revenue.  Purchasing the Tyler property would be necessary for these 

alternative measures.  By purchasing the Tyler property, the buyer of the Elkins Estate could 

lease the property to outside organizations while holding preservation easements.  Selling the 

additional parcel across from the Tyler property to a private developer would also yield addi-

tional income.  

The Dominican Sisters maintained the overall feeling and architecture of the site throughout 

their ownership.  This stewardship should be rewarded by maintaining the same atmosphere 

in years to come.  This project team recognizes that economics, whether out of necessity or 

hopes of gain, frequently come at the cost of preservation efforts.  However, any future owner 

of the Elkins Estate should have preservation as one of their highest priorities, as much of the 

property’s value comes from its diverse landscape, exceptional buildings, and rich history.  It is 

the hope of this report that a future owner will recognize the site’s importance and use it for the 

benefi t of the greater public.
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Landscape Recommendations

1. Any parceling off of areas within the site will ruin the viewsheds and destroy the very  

 fabric that makes the site valuable for the community and owner.  The value of the  

 landscape retains signifi cance only with the protection of all its components.

2. Since development threats are highly possible and the resulting damage to the land- 

 scape irreversible, we strongly urge Food for Life to consult with land conservation  

 experts to identify other methods for generating income that do not require land divi- 

 sion.

3. A very cautious approach should be taken when adapting high integrity areas, which  

 include Elstowe Manor, Chelten House, the stables, squash court and the landscape  

 surrounding these buildings.  The historic entry ways including the landscape of Vir- 

 ginia Lane, Cedar Lane, and the road connecting Elstowe Manor and the gate house  

 are critical components of the historic Elkins Estate landscape.  The waterway and two  

 ponds unify the site and have also been identifi ed as an important, high integrity area.  

4. Clear specifi cations for occasional programs that require landscape use need to be   

 developed.  The tolerance map should be consulted when creating these specifi cations  

 to avoid any unnecessary and irreversible damage to the landscape.

5. The areas of acceptable use need to be outlined to provide an avenue for activities that  

 require frequent movement, a sudden increase in pedestrian, animal, or vehicular traffi c,  

 or the introduction of temporary structures.  This will help alleviate pressure placed on  

 high-integrity areas.  The southern parcel should be reserved for temporary, high-im- 

 pact activity to limit damage to the historic core.

6. All of the above activities require regular maintenance to be carried out with vigilance  

 and sensitivity. Necessary and timely maintenance should take precedence over land- 

 scape programs.  Constant care should be taken to maintain the balance between or- 

 ganic and inorganic fi xtures on the landscape. We recommend staffi ng an on-site gar- 

 dener/manager, as has been done by past stewards. 
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7. Any landscape maintenance should aspire to improve and support the ecological value  

 of the site. Balanced, healthy, sustainable ecosystems are the goal, along with maintain- 

 ing the integrity of the historic estate landscape. The damaged area on the eastern side  

 of the site could be restored as a meadow.

8. An inventory of existing plants and fi xtures is highly recommended.  The list would  

 serve as a reference and inform any necessary replacements of vegetation.  It will also  

 provide valuable historic information regarding the landscape.  We suggest partnering  

 with a local arboretum to obtain these records.

9. The site’s association with its past owners—specifi cally the Elkins family and the Do- 

 minican Sisters—poses an opportunity to highlight certain features within the landscape  

 using markers and other unobtrusive fi xtures that blend into the vegetation.

10. We discourage restoring the landscape to certain period in the Estate’s timeline; period  

 restoration would undermine the long and layered history of the landscape and could  

 eliminate remaining evidence of prior owners—an aspect that lends signifi cance and  

 integrity to the landscape. 
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Conclusion
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Conclusion

This preservation plan presents a feasible and holistic approach to the preservation and adap-

tive re-use of the Elkins Estate, now and into the future.  After four months of documentation 

and analysis, the team presents here recommendations for preservation, reuse, development, 

and expansion that allow the site to become self-sustaining while ensuring the protection of 

its signifi cant tangible and intangible qualities.  While a guiding assumption of the plan is the 

reuse of Elkins Estate by Food for Life, these recommendations should constitute a manage-

ment strategy for any future owner/steward of the site, and they are intended to encourage a 

preservation-centered approach to the site’s adaptive reuse. 

Change is inevitable, and often it is necessary for survival.  In acknowledgement of this, and in 

hopes of protecting against any threats to the site’s signifi cance, this report recommends several 

safeguards for the property against intrusive new development, disruption of viewsheds and ir-

reversible changes to historic architectural and landscape fabric that would adversely affect the 

site’s interpretation.

It is the hope of this report that the preservation and reuse plans articulated here can fi nd a 

place within the future plans of Food for Life and Cheltenham Township, and that these recom-

mendations enable them to pursue their institutional missions while ensuring the protection 

and interpretation of this historic place’s public values.  New partnerships, such as the ones 

forming between Food for Life and Cheltenham Township, can create new networks of support 

for the Estate.  Furthermore, there exists here a hope that these organizations will reach out to 

the community at large, both to draw on their enthusiasm and support, and to draw local and 

regional attention to the site’s cultural and historical signifi cance.  The time has come to put not 

only fi nancial investment into the property, but also the personal investment of future genera-

tions.

In the past, the Elkins Estate benefi ted from a legacy of extraordinary stewardship—by the El-

kins and other estate owners, by the Dominican Sisters, and by the surrounding township.  By 

implementing the recommendations proposed here for the buildings and landscape, it is hoped 

that Food for Life and its partners can reconstitute and continue this legacy.
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Appendix A: 
Evolutionary Maps in GIS
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Appendix B:
Township Information
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Appendix C:
Manor House Floor Plans



ELSTOWE MANOR

First Floor Plan

Scale:  1/32” = 1’



ELSTOWE MANOR

Second Floor Plan

Scale:  1/32” = 1’



ELSTOWE MANOR

Third Floor Plan

Scale:  1/32” = 1’



ELSTOWE MANOR

Basement Plan

Scale:  1/32” = 1’



CHELTEN HOUSE

First Floor Plan

Scale:  1/16” = 1’



CHELTEN HOUSE

Second Floor Plan

Scale:  1/16” = 1’
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Appendix D:
Survey Data
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Appendix E:
Programming Charts
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