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It is my great pleasure to present to the City of  Pittsburgh Historic Review Commission the nomination of  the 
National Negro Opera Company First Home/William A. “Woogie” Harris House at 7101 Apple Street 
in Lincoln-Lemington to be a City Historic Landmark.  

My name is Dan Holland and I’m the founder and chair of  the Young Preservationists Association of  
Pittsburgh, or YPA.  YPA was established in 2002 as the only organization in the United States committed to 
the participation of  young people in historic preservation.  YPA collaborates with organizations throughout 
southwestern Pennsylvania to present educational seminars, tours, and special events, conduct research, and 
advocate for preservation of  the Pittsburgh region’s history.  The mission of  Young Preservationists 
Association of  Pittsburgh is the participation of  young people in the preservation of  historic resources.  

I would like to first dedicate this nomination to five people who have played instrumental roles in shaping 
Pittsburgh’s history:  William A. “Woogie” Harris, the enigmatic “operator” of  one of  the largest gambling 
operations on the East Coast, but who excelled at his generosity in the black community; Madame Mary 
Cardwell Dawson, who formed the National Negro Opera Company at a time when African Americans in 
opera faced enormous obstacles; Barbara Edwards Lee, Madame Dawson’s niece and who was the Executive 
Secretary to Madame Mary Cardwell Dawson when the National Negro Opera Company was first organized; 
Peggy Pierce Freeman, who also worked with Madame Dawson in the Company; and Noel Jenkins, who is a 
student at City High Charter School and a resident of  Apple Street.  Noel wrote many portions of  this 
nomination, and his mother was the one who informed me that the historical marker outside the house had 
been torn down, inspiring YPA to replace the marker and redouble our efforts to preserve this important house.

The house at 7101 Apple Street is a 7,074 square foot, three-story Queen Anne Victorian that sits on a 38,856 
square-foot lot at the foot of  a steeply sloping hillside behind the house.  The wrap-around porch rests on 
paired columns with stone bases and entrance steps at the center of  the southwest façade.  The house was built 
in 1894 (there is a datestone on the front porch).  

The house has been vacant since at least 2000 and is experiencing advanced decay most noticeably along the 
northwest porch roof  line, porch flooring, and northeast corner of  the house’s roof, around the turret.  The 
rear of  the house also shows advanced damage from vandalism.  The property is accessible through open doors 
or windows.  Inside, the house has been vandalized substantially.

Despite these decaying conditions, the house at 7101 Apple Street contains amazing stories.  First purchased in 
1930 by William A. “Woogie” Harris, brother of  Courier photographer Teenie Harris, his home served as a 
rooming house for a number of  nationally and internationally famous African Americans and sports heroes.  
Among these famous people include Madame Mary Cardwell Dawson, who moved her newly formed National 
Negro Opera Company into the house to hold rehearsals and conduct the business of  the Company.
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Other famous people you might recognize whose development was shaped in this house include Ahmad 
Jamal, who learned piano from Madame Dawson.  Mr. Jamal notes on his website, ÒAt seven years of  age I 
began my studies with a wonderful woman, Mary Cardwell Dawson.  In addition to her great influence on me, 
she was very influential in the careers of  many musical personalities on a local, as well as worldwide basis. One 
of  her students is my life long friend, violinist, Joe Kennedy, Jr.”  (http://www.ahmadjamal.net/main.html) 

Others who occupied Mr. Harris’ house include Lena Horne, Roberto Clemente, and Pittsburgh Steelers Roy 
Jefferson, John Nesby, and Marvin Woodson, all of  whom went on to receive national and international 
acclaim.  

Mary Lucinda Cardwell Dawson was born on February 13, 1894, in Meridian, North Carolina.  Her family 
moved north in the 1910s as part of  the Great Migration of  blacks from the south.  They settled at 146 East 
20th Street in Muhall, a house that still stands today.  After graduating from High School, she entered the New 
England Conservatory of  Music.  It was in Boston where she met her husband, Walter M. Dawson.

After graduating the New England Conservatory, Madame Dawson first went to the Chicago Musical College 
(where she played an instrumental role in the growth of  the National Association of  Negro Musicians) and a 
studio school operated by the Metropolitan Opera Company of  New York to further her studies.  She married 
Walter on June 24, 1927.  Madame Dawson eventually returned to Pittsburgh and became active in the musical 
life of  Pittsburgh in the late 1920s and 1930s. 

In 1931 she organized a local chapter of  the National Association of  Negro Musicians in Pittsburgh, holding 
meetings at her school.  She also directed a huge ensemble of  500 singers, The Cardwell Dawson Choir, who 
won national awards in 1935 and 1937, and then went on to perform at the 1939 New York World’s Fair.

The Dawsons first lived on Frankstown Avenue in East Liberty in a structure that has since been demolished, 
with Mr. Dawson’s electrical repair shop occupying the building’s street level and Mary Cardwell Dawson’s 
School of  music occupying the second floor.  In 1938, Mrs. Dawson was elected president of  the National 
Association of  Negro Musicians (NANM), the nation’s most prominent organization of  African-American 
musicians.

In 1939, Marian Anderson was refused permission to sing in Constitution Hall, in Washington, DC, and this 
outraged many people, black and white.  Madame Dawson realized that opportunities for black performers in 
the world of  white opera production were few, but she sought to change the situation.  It was after receiving 
public acclaim for her production of  Verdi’s “Aida,” at the 1941 annual meeting of  the NANM, that she was 
convinced that African-American singers needed a company that would provide them with the opportunities 
they were deprived of  by segregation. 

It was at the property on Frankstown Avenue that Mary Cardwell Dawson started the National Negro Opera 
Company in 1941 as the first black opera company in the nation.  During that same year, needing additional 
space, Madame Dawson began to rent the house on Apple Street from Woogie Harris.  Madame Dawson and 
Walter Dawson not only lived at the house on Apple Street, she ran the Madame Mary Cardwell Dawson School 
of  Music from there.

The National Negro Opera Company (NNOC) began its illustrious career in Pittsburgh.  On August 29, 1941, 
the company gave its first performance, Verdi’s Aida at Pittsburgh’s Syria Mosque. The production cost an 
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equivalent of  $100,000 by today’s standards and featured several prominent soloists including Diva La Julia Rhea 
as the title role, along with the Cardwell Dawson Choir, and other local musicians and choir members from 
many of  Pittsburgh’s black churches. 

The company immediately won critical rave reviews. “[W]e have rarely heard so impressive a chorus in all [our] 
opera experience,” wrote the music critic for the Pittsburgh Sun-Telegram.  The Pittsburgh Courier’s P.L. Prattis tells 
us that “Tickets at the door did not pay for all of  this.  Donations from all over the land helped to pay.  We must 
continue to pay.  You must see and hear this opera.  It is a stunning retort to your critics."

The Dawsons lived at the house on Apple Street for two years and moved out in 1943 to 1037 Evarts Street, 
NE, in Washington, DC., after Mr. Dawson got a job with the federal government.  The Dawsons’ move to 
Washington, DC, was by no means the end of  the company’s presence in Pittsburgh.  It not only supported a 
local guild in Pittsburgh but also in Baltimore, Chicago, Cleveland, Washington, New York, Detroit, and Red 
Bank and Newark, New Jersey.  For the next twenty years, Mrs. Dawson worked tirelessly to promote African-
American participation in and appreciation of  opera.  She would make frequent return trips to Pittsburgh for 
fundraising missions or to produce operas staged at the Syria Mosque.  

In 1950, the National Negro Opera Foundation (NNOF) was incorporated to help raise funds to sustain the 
NNOC.  The company produced major operas including: Faust, La Traviata, as well as black composer Robert 
Nathaniel Dett’s The Ordering of  Moses which was performed in Pittsburgh in 1946, and was performed more 
often than any other work, Clarence Cameron White’s (another black composer) Ouanga, which was performed 
at the Metropolitan Opera House in New York, becoming the first black opera company there.  In 1955 
internationally renowned contralto Marian Anderson had became the first African American to sing at the 
Metropolitan Opera in New York.  Shortly thereafter, one of  Mary Cardwell Dawson’s protégés, Robert 
McFerrin, Sr., (father of  contemporary musician Bobby McFerrin) became the first permanent African-
American member of  the Metropolitan cast. 

As the 1960s unfolded and many racial barriers began to fall, more black opera performers began performing 
with white opera companies.  This forced the NNOC to cut back on its productions due to this lack of  
performers and dwindling support from the black community.  The NNOC managed to remain active through 
1961, still struggling to pay the expenses it incurred, and with the Dawsons often paying the bills out of  their 
own pockets.  

A fatal heart attack Madame Dawson suffered in Washington, D.C., in 1962 spelled the end of  the NNOC.  
Without an endowment, major government support, or private sponsors, the National Negro Opera Company 
folded soon afterwards.  Madame Dawson died on March 19, 1962.
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Woogie Harris’s Role with 7101 Apple Street

In Pittsburgh during the 1920s through the 1950s, African Americans’ financial network took the form of  the 
numbers (an illegal, underground lottery), which was consolidated and controlled by two prominent figures in 
the community, William Augustus “Gus” Greenlee, who founded the Pittsburgh Crawfords Negro Leagues 
team, and William “Woogie” Harris (1896-1967).  

The rise of  the numbers racket in African American communities across America (not just Pittsburgh) was a 
response to Jim Crow laws that prevented blacks from gaining access to capital, such as from a bank (nearly all 
were white-owned).  In response, African Americans set up their own, informal borrowing networks, often 
capitalized by “underground” operations, such as gambling.  But the capital that was consolidated, however 
illegally, was used for legitimate purposes, such as to open a business, own a home, or for education.  

Profits from the numbers helped Greenlee and Harris establish a number of  legitimate institutions that served 
as cornerstones to Pittsburgh’s black community:  the Pittsburgh Crawfords Negro League team and the 
Crawford Grill (both owned and operated by Greenlee) and the Crystal Barber Shop, which was owned and 
operated by Woogie Harris.  Both men operated their numbers scheme from these businesses, which were 
originally located in the Lower Hill District, but were demolished for construction of  the Civic Arena.  

Woogie’s generosity—and financial success—allowed him to donate space for legitimate causes in the 
community.  One of  those included the National Negro Opera Company, which needed space as it outgrew the 
Dawson’s home in East Liberty.  Woogie had bought the house at 7101 Apple Street in 1930, and eventually 
moved to Penn Hills, but maintained his home on Apple Street for those who needed it, such as Madame 
Dawson and others.  While it’s not clear who rented the house immediately after the Dawsons moved out in 
1943, it is likely that Woogie’s house served as rooming quarters for visiting high profile black celebrities, such as 
Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, Joe Louis, and Duke Ellington (Teenie Harris captured them in his photographs).

Woogie Harris had, in 1958, begun to rent out the house to well-known black and Latino figures such as 
Roberto Clemente of  the Pittsburgh Pirates, singer Lena Horne, and Pittsburgh Steelers Roy Jefferson, John 
Nesby, and Marvin Woodson, all of  whom had some connection to Harris.  

While not much is known about Woogie Harris, the Teenie Harris collection at the Carnegie Museum of  Art 
reveals much about Woogie Harris that is not captured in print or other sources.  Woogie Harris is frequently 
shown with high profile black celebrities.  This indicates his status as a major operator in the African American 
community, even if  his revenue sources came from the underground.

Harris who still owned the Apple Street home at his death in 1967 left the house to his wife Ada B.  She passed 
away in 1975 and caused the house to be sent to orphans court and eventually bought by a Marion E. Slator.  
Vicki Battles, a niece of  Harris, inherited the property after Mrs. Slator’s death in 1988.  The market value of  the 
home around this time was $34,592.50, almost three times its worth when Harris originally purchased it in 1930. 
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Historical Marker Dedications

The house at 7101 Apple Street was identified in the book, African American Historical Sites Survey of  Allegheny 
County, 1760-1960, published by the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission in 1994, as being eligible 
for both City landmark designation as well as listing on the National Register of  Historic Places.  

A historical marker was placed at the site on September 25, 1994, thanks to Mrs. Peggy Pierce Freeman, who 
was an officer in the company, and Patricia Pugh Mitchell of  the Heinz History Center (Historical Society of  
Western Pennsylvania).  Dozens of  people attended the dedication ceremony, led by the Westinghouse High 
School marching band and remarks from elected officials and dignitaries, such as Frank Bolden.  Both Mrs. 
Freeman (in 2006) and Mr. Bolden (in 2003) have since passed away.

The PHMC historical marker stood until winter 2007, when it was ripped down in a car accident. The Young 
Preservationists Association of  Pittsburgh stepped in to apply for a replacement marker.  The marker was 
replaced on May 2, 2007, and a re-dedication ceremony was held on May 3, 2007.  Approximately 75 people 
attended, including a number of  elected officials, historians, PHMC officials, and other dignitaries.  Selections 
sung by the National Negro Opera Company were sung by the Renaissance City Women’s Choir. 

Conclusion

The house at 7101 Apple Street represents the cultural sophistication of  African Americans and the influence of 
Pittsburgh’s black community on the nation in the performing arts, as well as the National Negro Opera 
Company’s role in galvanizing Pittsburgh’s black community in the 1940s and ‘50s.  Consideration must be given 
to Woogie Harris and the wealth he used for the benefit of  the community as well as Mrs. Dawson and her 
Choir’s many awards.  The Company that Madame Dawson created ultimately helped to bring down racial 
barriers in the performing arts, as well as establish a generation of  talented black & white performers.  

It is also important to recognize the preservation efforts that the house’s owners, Mrs. Solomon and Mrs. White, 
have begun.  To lose this home would be a devastating blow not only to the black community but to the entire 
Pittsburgh region. 

It becomes essential, then, to recognize and preserve the historic sites that remain.  Physical sites are invaluable 
educational tools to teach the next generation about the great things that happened in the past.  Where no sites 
exist because they were torn down from urban renewal or neglect, it’s as if  history was erased or didn’t exist at 
all.

Sometimes, the only history we have left is the rapidly fading memories of  the elderly, who possess within them 
not only the stories of  the past, but life’s lessons too.  This makes it all the more important for our organization 
to capture their stories and preserve the physical remnants of  a time that many have forgotten and our young 
people may never know.
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