
ADDRESS: 121 PLEASANT ST 
Name of Resource: Joseph Meehan House 
Proposed Action: Designation   
Property Owner: CDPHI LLC 
Nominator: Keeping Society of Philadelphia 
Staff Contact: Megan Cross Schmitt; megan.schmitt@phila.gov 
 
OVERVIEW: This nomination proposes to designate the property at 121 Pleasant Street and list it 
on the Philadelphia Register of Historic Places. The nomination contends that the property 
satisfies Criteria for Designation A and J. Under Criterion A, the nomination argues that the 
property is significant owing to its association with the life and work of Joseph Meehan, “a 
prominent editor, horticulturalist, landscape gardener, nurseryman, writer and veteran of the 
Civil War.” Under Criterion J, the nomination argues that the property is significant as a 
representation of the “commercial and cultural legacy of the larger Meehan family in Mt. Airy, 
Germantown, and Philadelphia.” Joseph Meehan was the brother of famous botanist, author, 
and publisher Thomas Meehan, who ran Meehan & Sons Nursery in the Mt. Airy section of 
Philadelphia. 
 
The nomination implies that the yard to the west of the house is historically significant because 
Meehan “no doubt began planting on the grounds” when he purchased the property in 1880. 
However, the nomination does not identify any specific features including plants that might 
convey that significance. The nomination states that “the feeling of a bygone era is further 
amplified by the ample landscape of matured trees and plantings that occupy the large 
undeveloped lots on both sides of the dwelling.” The yard to the west was historically associated 
with the Meehan house. Houses stood on the parcels to the east until after 1962. The parcels 
were not historically associated with the subject property and are currently owned by the City. 
 
STAFF RECOMMENDATION: The staff recommends that the nomination demonstrates that the 
property at 121 Pleasant Street satisfies Criteria for Designation A and J.  
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Figure 1. The primary (southeast) elevation of the subject property. Source: Google, 2019. 

 

 

The Joseph Meehan House & Grounds  
– 

Built ca. 1886 
– 

121 Pleasant Street  
Mt. Airy - Germantown 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
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Figure 2. Left: Looking northeast into Pleasant Street with the subject property on left. Source: Bradley 
Maule, 2020. Figure 3. Right: The boundary for the proposed designation is delineated in blue. Source: 
Atlas, City of Philadelphia. Figure 4. Below: An aerial view of the subject property in context. Source: 
Bradley Maule, 2020. 

5. BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION 
The boundary for the designation of the subject property is as follows:  

ALL THAT CERTAIN lot of piece of ground with the buildings and improvements thereon 
erected, SITUATE on the Northwesterly side of Pleasant Street at the distance of 75 feet 
northeastwardly from the northeasterly side of Musgrave Street, CONTAINING in front or 
breadth on Pleasant Street 87 feet 11 inches and extending in length or depth of that width 
northwestwardly between parallel lines at right angles to Pleasant Street on the Southwesterly 
line 72 feet 6 ½ inches and on the Northeasterly line 72 feet 5/8 inches. 

BEING known as No. 121 Pleasant Street. 
 
Map Registry No. 052N170162 
OPA Account No. 222071600 
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  Figure 5. The primary (southeast) elevation. Source: Google, 2019. 

6. PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION 
Situated on the northwest side of Pleasant Street in the Mt. Airy section of Germantown, the 
Joseph Meehan House & Grounds is a detached two-and-one-half-story stone masonry 
dwelling with a side-gable roof and a single-story front porch. Built on a double pile plan with 
a two-story rear el, the building is of a ubiquitous form that emulates houses built in 
Philadelphia since its foundational period. However, upon closer inspection, the modest 
architectural flourishes speak to a quotidian aesthetic of working to middle class houses found 
historically in the larger German Township. The feeling of a bygone era is further amplified 
by the ample landscape of matured trees and plantings that occupy large undeveloped lots on 
both sides of the dwelling.  
 
The primary (southeast) elevation features a façade of finished schist of a random bond, which 
is penetrated by two apertures per floor. The first floor features a two-part mullion window on 
the left and a single pedestrian door on the right with an infilled transom. All of the windows 
are one-over-one replacement fixtures. The first-floor elevation is shaded by a single-story 
porch with a shed roof. The porch is formed by stone pillars at the base that support a concrete 
slab floor. The roof of the porch is supported by three metal units that likely replaced original 
turned wooden posts. The second-floor features symmetrically placed single windows with 
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stone headers. A generous eave of the roof provides some shade to the second-floor façade, 
featuring exposed wooden rafter tails. A large dormer rises from the center of the pitched roof 
and is dominated by a two-part mullion window. The gable-front features a triangle panel 
defined by decorative wood Victorian details. Projecting eaves with exposed wooden rafter 
tails are repeated in the dormer roof. The roof is clad in asphalt shingles. A simple brick 
chimney stack rises from the left side of the roof at center.  
 

 
Figure 6. An aerial view of the subject property, showing the southwest elevation 
in the associated landscape. Source: Bradley Maule, 2020.  

The southwest elevation features two window groupings per floor with one-over-one 
replacement windows throughout the building. The ground floor includes a three-part bay 
window with one window per elevation on the left and a single window on the right near the 
south corner of the building. The second-floor features two single windows in a group above 
the bay window with a like window above the single window on right. The top half-story 
features two single windows that are symmetrically placed. The rear el features two windows 
on the first floor and a single window on the second floor. 
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Figure 7. Top: The southeast and northeast elevations. Source: Bradley Maule, 2020. 
Figure 8. Bottom: The southwest and southeast elevations. Source: Bradley Maule, 2020. 

The northeast elevation of the main block is a blind, stucco-clad wall. The rear el features at 
least one window on the second floor.  
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Figure 9. Joseph Meehan. Source: The Germantown Historical Society.  

7. STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE  
The Joseph Meehan House & Grounds (Figures 1 through 8) at 121 Pleasant Street is a 
significant historic resource that merits designation by the Philadelphia Historical Commission 
and inclusion on the Philadelphia Register of Historic Places. The subject property satisfies the 
following Criteria for Designation, as enumerated in Section 14–1004 of the Philadelphia 
Code:  
 

(a) Has significant character, interest or value as part of the development, heritage or 
cultural characteristics of the City, Commonwealth or Nation or is associated with the 
life of a person significant in the past; and 

  
(j)  Exemplifies the cultural, political, economic, social or historical heritage of the 

community. 
 

The period of significance begins with Joseph Meehan’s ownership in 1880, when he no doubt 
began planting on the grounds, through construction of the house ca.1886 until the time of his 
death in 1920.  
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Figure 10. Left: Joseph Meehan in his Union Army uniform. Figure 11. Right: Joseph Meehan in his 
middle age. Source: The Germantown Historical Society. 

Criteria A & J  
The Joseph Meehan House & Grounds at 121 Pleasant Street in the Mt. Airy section of 
Germantown comprises an unassuming yet significant historic property associated with the life 
and work of Joseph Meehan (1840–1920) (Figures 7, 8, and 9), a prominent editor, 
horticulturist, landscape gardener, nurseryman, writer and veteran of the Civil War, who was 
historically “one of Germantown’s best known residents and a leading horticulturist and 
nurseryman of the United States.”1 
 
Historic Context: Joseph Meehan (1840-1920) 
Joseph Meehan was born in a gardener’s cottage at the Isle of Wight in England on November 
9, 1840. His father, Edward Meehan (1798-1882), worked as a gardener for Colonel and Lady 
Vernon Harcourt. He attended a few years of school and then worked with his father on the 
Harcourt estate. As a teenager he was employed in a number positions as a gardener in Wales, 
the Isle of Wight and, even, for a brief time, at Kenwood Gardens in London.2 In 1859, he 
emigrated to Philadelphia, where he would work for his brother Thomas Meehan (1826–1901), 
the famous nurseryman, botanist, author, and horticultural publisher and City Council member. 
This initiated Joseph’s fifty-two-year career that began in the associated family firm – Thomas 
Meehan & Sons, a concern that flourished to be one of the largest and most successful of 
commercial nurseries in Philadelphia and the United States.3  
 

 
1 “Death of Joseph Meehan, Noted as Horticulturist, Writer and Veteran of the Civil War,” Germantown Guide, 
1 January 1920 in v. 41, p. 203, Jane Campbell Scrapbooks, Germantown Historical Society.  
2 “Death of Joseph Meehan,” Germantown Guide. 
3 Samuel Newman Baxter. “The Passing of an Old Nursery Site,” The National Nurseryman 29 (1922): 339. 
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Just two years after his arrival, Joseph Meehan demonstrated his allegiance to the United States 
by enlisting in the 106th Pennsylvania Infantry on August 8, 1862, serving as a Private in the 
American Civil War (Figures 10 and 26).4 He was discharged in September 1862, after being 
wounded in the Battle of Antietam. With Lee’s invasion of the North in June 1863, Meehan 
reenlisted in the Army and participated in several actions to defend various Pennsylvania 
towns. In a skirmish outside of Carlisle, Joseph was captured by the Confederate troops, but 
was later released at Gettysburg on July 4, 1863, when the rebels lost the battle.5 Meehan’s 
experience in the war made him a life-long Republican and staunch defender of the party’s 
foundational ideals regarding civil rights for African Americans, including equality in 
education.6 
 
He returned to work at the Meehan Nurseries after being discharged and married Emily G. 
Gaul on September 17, 1868 in St. James Church at Kingsessing, not far from Bartram’s 
Gardens, a matrimonial alliance no doubt initiated during one of his horticultural excursions 
in that part of the city.7 Perhaps in anticipation of the marriage, Joseph Meehan purchased a 
newly-built twin from his brother Thomas Meehan on Pleasant Street (123 & 125, no longer 
extant) in March 1868.8 Two years later Joseph purchased the subject property, adjacent to 123 
& 125 Pleasant Street, which then had a 47-foot frontage. Neighboring the property of Charles 
Fleu to the southeast, Joseph purchased an additional 90-feet-front from the Fleu family in 
1880.9 He built the subject building ca.1886 (Figures 13 and 14).10  

 
4 Pennsylvania (State). Civil War Muster Rolls and Related Records, 1861–1866. Records of the Department of 
Military and Veterans' Affairs, Record Group 19, Series 19.11 (153 cartons). Pennsylvania Historical and 
Museum Commission, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. 
5 “Death of Joseph Meehan,” Germantown Guide. 
6 Joseph Meehan, “The Ku-Klux Klan: To the Editor of the Isle of Wright Observer,” Isle of Wright [England] 
Observer 5 June 1886, 6. 
7 Historical Data Systems, comp. U.S., Civil War Soldier Records and Profiles, 1861–1865 [database on-line]. 
Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations Inc, 2009; Ancestry.com. Pennsylvania and New Jersey, Church and 
Town Records, 1669–2013 [database on-line]. Lehi, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2011; “Robert 
Robinson Scott: Botanist, Writer, Patriot,” The Chronicles of Germantown, n.d., 28–29, Germantown Historical 
Society.  
8 Deed: Thomas Meehan, of Germantown in the Twenty-second Ward of the City of Philadelphia, gardener, and 
Catharine, his wife, to Joseph Meehan, of the same, gardener, for $3,000, 5 March 1868, Philadelphia Deed Book 
J.T.O., No. 129, p. 113, City Archives of Philadelphia (hereafter CAP). 
9 Deed: Charles Fleu, of the 22nd Ward of the City of Philadelphia, gentleman, to Joseph Meehan, of the same 
place, gardener, for $2,035, 18 April 1870, Philadelphia Deed Book J.A.H., No. 34, p. 519; Deed Tripartite: 
Milton Flue and Phebe Ann, his wife, Albert Fleu and Catharine, his wife, William Kerbaugh and Susanna, his 
wife, all of the City of Philadelphia, of the first part, Daniel L. Keyser, guardian for Elizabeth Fleu (a minor), of 
the second part, to Joseph Meehan, of Germantown in the 22nd Ward of the City of Philadelphia, nurseryman, for 
$5,000, 26 July 1880, Philadelphia Deed Book L.W., No. 105, p. 404, CAP. On the same day of his purchase in 
1880, Meehan sold off half of the lot towards Musgrave Street (Philadelphia Deed Registry Ledgers, Plan 52N17, 
Plot 22, CAP) 
10 The house does not appear in Hopkins’ 1885 atlas but does in Bromley’s 1889 atlas (G.M. Hopkins, Atlas of 
the City of Philadelphia, 22nd Ward [Philadelphia: G.M. Hopkins, 1885), plate 19; George W. and Walter S. 
Bromley, Atlas of the City of Philadelphia, vol. 7, Twenty Second Ward [Philadelphia: G.W. Bromley & Co., 
1889], plate 13). The 1885 city directory lists Joseph Meehan’s home address as “60 Pleasant, Gtn” and in 1886 
as “71 Pleasant, Mt A” (Gopsill’s Philadelphia City Directory for 1885 and 1886). NB. These house numbers are 
before 1894 and ca. 1910 address number shifts for Pleasant Street. 
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Figure 12. Top: A detail of the 1871 Germantown Atlas by G.M. Hopkins showing the Thomas 
Meehan Nurseries on Germantown Avenue with Joseph Meehan’s first small twin house 
(demolished) to the south. Figure 13. Center: A detail of the 1871 Germantown Atlas, showing 
Joseph Meehan’s place at center. Figure 14. Bottom: First appearance of the subject property 
in Philadelphia atlases in 1889 22nd Ward Atlas by G.W. Bromley & Co. 

Located adjacent and later just a few blocks from the Meehan Nurseries, Joseph Meehan 
contributed greatly to the prominence of the business for fifty-two years as a landscape 
gardener, manager, and lead salesman. While his brother owned the business and became the 
more famous and prominent, Joseph also was an important expert and practitioner of the 
nascent and evolving profession of landscape architecture. His rise is documented in the city 
directories, when in 1892 and 1893 he is listed as “horticulturist.”11  

 
11 Gopsill’s Philadelphia City Directory for 1892 and 1893. 
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Figure 15. Left: Bartram Hall, the mansion of Andrew M. Eastwick (demolished), where Thomas Meehan first 
worked upon arriving in America. Source: The Historical Society of Pennsylvania. Figure 16. Right: William De 
Hart and Joseph Meehan (right) on the steps of Bartram Hall at Bartram's Garden. Source: The Germantown 
Historical Society. 

Historic Context: The Popularization of Native American Plants 
One evolving aspect of the field was the discovery, identification, and employment of native 
American plant specimen as a viable alternative to the practice of importing plants from 
abroad. Beyond pride in one’s own country, native plants are naturally hardier in their original 
environment, requiring less maintenance than many foreign plants, a point even more salient 
today. Though not the originator of the movement nor alone in his efforts, Joseph Meehan was 
an important contributor to the popularization of Native American plants in landscape 
gardening. 
 
Perhaps the earliest pioneer and proponent in the field of native American plant species was 
Philadelphia’s own John Bartram (1699–1777), the eminent American botanist, horticulturist, 
and explorer. Bartram and his agents traveled extensively in the American colonies, collecting 
native plant specimen for documentation and promulgation. He amassed one of the greatest 
collections of native American plants of the eighteenth century, which was housed at the site 
now known as Bartram’s Garden, his eight-acre botanical garden on the west bank of the 
Schuylkill River in the Kingsessing section of Philadelphia. Three generations of the Bartram 
and Carr families continued the garden, which comprised what is said to have been the first 
botanical garden in America. Bartram’s Garden was not only a botanical garden, it also served 
as a commercial nursery, which initially focused on the transatlantic plant trade. While their 
success with international sales continued into the nineteenth century, the Bartrams also 
expanded their business locally as a result of domestic demand for plants originating on this 
side of the Atlantic. However, as result of financial problems, the business closed in 1850, at 
which time Bartram’s Garden was sold to Andrew McCalla Eastwick (1811–1879), a wealthy 
engineer and inventor. Eastwick built a new house on the property (Figure 15), employing 
Bartram’s Garden as his own private park.12 Incidentally, Eastwick appears to have been one 
of Thomas Meehan’s first American employers. This introduced him to Bartram’s Garden and 

 
12 Stephanie Ginsberg Oberle. The Influence of Thomas Meehan on Horticulture in the United States. (University 
of Delaware, 1997), 58. 
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its collection of native American plants, a fact that no doubt motivated Thomas Meehan to 
organize a successful campaign to preserve the garden, when it was under threat after 
Eastwick’s death in 1879.13 
 

 
Figure 17. An envelope with the stamped return address of Thomas Meehan. Source: Ebay.com. 

Another trailblazer in the employment of native American plant species was Andrew Jackson 
Downing (1815–1852), the American landscape designer, horticulturist, writer, and 
tastemaker. After Downing’s death, Calvert Vaux (1825–1895), the prominent British-born 
architect and landscape designer, would also become an advocate, as well as a practitioner, for 
the use of native American plants in landscape design. Other influencers and practitioners 
would join both Downing and Vaux. These men, along with their British counterparts, 
achieved nationwide influence early on. The Philadelphia region was long associated with 
progress in horticulture and landscape gardening, and the Germantown section of the city 
became an important center of that larger milieu, inaugurating in the eighteenth century, but 
gaining even more prominence in the mid-nineteenth century as the area became one of the 
important early American suburbs. The Meehans were a dominant and formative driver of 
horticulture and landscape gardening of that cultural and historic trajectory at Germantown, 
Philadelphia, and beyond. In fact, Joseph Meehan, in addition to his brother Thomas, was a 
leader in commercializing the discovery, identification, and popularization of native American 
plant material for use in landscape gardening. This was so much so that by 1893 it was 
Meehan’s nursery that contained the largest collection of native American plants in the 
country.14  
 

 
13 Stephanie Ginsberg Oberle. The Influence of Thomas Meehan on Horticulture in the United States. (University 
of Delaware, 1997), 58-59. 
14 Harold Davidson, Roy Mecklenburg, and Curtis Peterson, Nursery Management: Administration and Culture 
(Cornell University, 1988), 4. 
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Token of the early industry leaders, established commercial nurseries had a dual function, 
maintaining both retail and design businesses that were often inseparable. Beyond Bartram’s 
Garden and its commercial nursery, one of the best known in the nineteenth century was started 
by Andrew Jackson Downing’s father, Samuel Downing, who operated a nursery, which his 
sons, primarily Charles Downing (1802–1885), a pomologist, horticulturist, and nurseryman, 
continued at Newburgh, New York. While his older brother focused on the retail component, 
Andrew Jackson Downing fostered a business consulting on landscape design, as he had no 
doubt seen his father do more informally. 
 

 
Figure 18. Left: Thomas Meehan. Source: Free Library of Philadelphia. Figure 19. Right: An entrance to the 
Meehan Nurseries. Source: The Germantown Historical Society. 

While the Downings started their nursery much earlier, the Meehans were no different other 
than that their practice became much larger and more profitable. Thomas Meehan & Sons was 
a partnership established in 1896, when John Franklin Meehan (1870–1938), Thomas B. 
Meehan, and S. Mendleson Meehan officially joined their father in the family business. 
Thomas Meehan and his sons were also involved in landscape design as an arm of their 
commercial nursery. Known around the nursery as “Uncle Joe,” Joseph Meehan was integral 
in all aspects of their landscape design business, working first with his brother and later 
imparting his wealth of knowledge upon his nephews.15 He is said to have been “an expert 
landscape architect,” having “planned many beautiful estates in the vicinity of Philadelphia,” 
as well as “imposing landscape effects to the Meehan nurseries.”16 In later years he focused 
more on his writing, but provided expert advice to his nephews in the design and planning of 
extant masterpieces like Pennypacker Mills—the Colonial Revival summer home of 
Pennsylvania’s Governor Samuel Pennypacker (1843–1916), the Vanderbilt Mansion National 
Historic Site at Hyde Park, New York, and the English Garden at the Cummer Museum of Art 
& Gardens at Jacksonville, Florida.17  

 
15 “Joseph Meehan, The Nestor Among Nurserymen,” The Florists’ Exchange, 1 January 1921, 7. 
16 “Joseph Meehan,” The American Florist, January 1921, 1251; American Seedsman, 15 January 1921, 37. 
17  John William Hammond, Margie Coffin Brown, and Brona Keenan, Cultural Landscape Report for the 
Vanderbilt Mansion Formal Gardens, Vanderbilt Mansion National Historic Site, Hyde Park, New York. 
(National Park Service, Olmsted Center for Landscape Preservation, 2011), 59. 
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Figure 20. Wholesale Trade Catalogues for Meehans' Nurseries. Source: The Germantown Historical Society. 

Historic Context:  
The Meehans—a Forgotten Legacy in Germantown 
Thomas Meehan (Figure 18) came onto the scene in Germantown at just the right moment, 
when in about 1854 he entered into partnership with William Saunders (1822–1900), a 
Scottish-born horticulturist and landscape gardener, to open a commercial nursery in what is 
known today as Mount Airy. The partnership was short-lived, as Saunders would go on to be 
head of the Federal Experimental Gardens in Washington, D.C. 18 Nevertheless, Thomas 
Meehan’s entrée to an elite Germantown clientele of wealthy suburbanites was gained by an 
impressive résumé of both education and employment.19 Both Thomas and Joseph Meehan 
were reared in the industry; in fact, the latter was born in the gardener’s cottage of St. Clare, 
an estate where their father, Edward Meehan, was head gardener to Colonel and Lady 
Catherine Vernon Harcourt.20 It was there, at Ryde, on the Isle of Wight, where their father 
worked for half a century, and administered their earliest education and training. Thomas 
Meehan would go on to work in London at the Kew Gardens, the Royal Botanical Garden of 
England, where he would acquire greater expertise. In his day, to have trained at Kew was a 
very prestigious credential for any aspiring young gardener. With this achievement, he would 
ultimately emigrate to the United States in 1848, where he first worked for “two influential 
men in the field, Robert Buist and Caleb Cope”, having met the former in England.21  

 
18 “William Saunders,” The New York Times, 14 September 1900, 6. 
19 Encyclopedia of Pennsylvania Biography (Philadelphia: 1914), 797–800. 
20 General Register Office. England and Wales Civil Registration Indexes. London, England: General Register 
Office. Graham Hart, Ben Laurie, Camilla von Massenbach and David Mayall. 
21 Stephanie Ginsberg Oberle. The Influence of Thomas Meehan on Horticulture in the United States. (University 
of Delaware, 1997), 7 and 9. 
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After several years officially working at St. Clare under his father, Joseph Meehan served in 
various gardening positions in South Wales, at Kenwood Gardens in London, and, lastly, at 
Northwood Park, West Cowes, Isle of Wight. As previously stated, Thomas Meehan sent for 
his brother in 1859, which necessitated his emigration to Philadelphia.22 Two other brothers, 
as well as two sisters, also came to the United States.23 Joseph Meehan lived with his older 
brother for his first few years at Philadelphia.24  
 

 
Figure 21. The Thomas Meehan House, formerly the Hortter House. Source: The Germantown Historical Society. 

The Meehan Nurseries originated with just three acres on Chew Avenue near Church Street, 
which was purchased from George Washington Carpenter, Sr. In addition, a tract on 
Germantown Avenue above Pleasant Street was also part of the operation. Another six acres 
in Ambler were leased from Thomas Meehan’s father-in-law, William Colflesh, Jr. However, 
multiple sites, one separated by six miles, proved difficult to manage, and, in 1870, Thomas 
Meehan gave up the Ambler lease, and purchased the Hong Farm from Archibald McIntyre, 
as well as a portion of the Jacob Hortter Farm (Figure 21), both of which comprised thirty 
additional acres in Mt. Airy adjacent to the Avenue property (Figure 20).25 The Germantown 
Avenue tract (Figure 12) was eventually sold to William C. Royal, a local real estate developer, 
who developed the site. In time the Meehan Nurseries would grow to include more than 70 

 
22 William P. Filby, Passenger and Immigration Lists Index, 1500s–1900s. Farmington Hills, MI, USA: Gale 
Research, 2012. 
23 Stephanie Ginsberg Oberle. The Influence of Thomas Meehan on Horticulture in the United States. (University 
of Delaware, 1997), 7. 
24 1860 U.S. census, population schedule. NARA microfilm publication M653, 1,438 rolls. Washington, D.C.: 
National Archives and Records Administration, n.d. 
25 S.M. Meehan. Meehans’ Monthly, January 1902, 15. 
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acres.26 While founded and owned by Thomas Meehan, his brother Joseph was in his employ 
during the development of what became the famous Meehan Nurseries in the Mt. Airy section 
of Germantown.  
 

 
Figure 22. Left: The green comet milkweed, Asclepias viridiflora, collected by Thomas Meehan after the Battle 
of Gettysburg, where he collected his brother, Joseph Meehan, upon being released from captivity. Source: The 
Botany Collection, Academy of Natural Sciences. Figure 23. Right: Franklinia alatamaha, commonly known as 
the Franklin Tree, at Bartram's Garden. Source: Bartram's Garden 

Toiling in the shadow of his brother, Joseph Meehan proved to be a pioneering American 
horticulturist and landscape gardener, exploring and popularizing the use of native American 
plant material in landscape design. He not only learned about and employed native American 
plants, he was also an exploratory horticulturist, using the grounds of the subject house as one 
of his laboratories.27 While perceptibly a modest Victorian dwelling indicative of a working to 
middle class household, the building and its immediate grounds were together associated with 
these pioneering efforts.  
 
This aspect of Joseph Meehan’s career was discussed by Edwin C. Jellett (1860–1929), 
amateur botanist, gardener, and local historian, in his book Germantown, Old and New; Its 
Rare and Notable Plants:  
 

…we shall [not] neglect to stop briefly at Joseph Meehan’s, on Pleasant Street, 
and at Meehan’s nursery on Main Street, the latter once located at the southeast 
corner of Meehan avenue, where numerous plants now beautifying home, 
streets and gardens were first grown.28 

 
Jellett described the plantings at many spots in Germantown, including both the Meehan 
Nurseries, as well as the Joseph Meehan House & Grounds. He describes at least two important 
native American plants in his book: 

 
26 “Joseph Meehan’s Autobiography Is Released By His Death,” unknown newspaper, 30 December 1920, 
Germantown Historical Society. 
27 Edwin Costley Jellett, Germantown Gardens and Gardeners (Germantown, Philadelphia: Horace F. McCann, 
1914), 49. 
28 Jellett, Germantown Gardens and Gardeners, 49. 
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Among Joseph Meehan’s “wild plants” is a handsome aster, discovered by this 
botanist near Gettysburg, Pa. [Figure 22], a plant which for several years has 
been growing in his garden. As yet the “authorities” have not decided upon a 
name, so we have the pleasure of first presenting it as aster Meehani. 
 
Here also is a specimen of the rare Franklin tree (gordonia pubbescens) [Figure 
23], and with the exception of a like specimen at Meehan’s nurseries, and 
another near Horticultural Hall, also one raised by William De Hart and now 
growing near Lansdowne, it is the finest specimen I know.29  
 

Operating from the mid-nineteenth century through the first quarter of the twentieth century, 
the Meehans, their nursery, and their component personal properties comprised a significant 
portion of East Mt. Airy, which was then, in part, a landscape devoted to the propagation of 
plants, as well as horticultural and gardening pursuits. Beyond his own property, Joseph 
Meehan was involved in various organizations that promoted landscape architecture in the 
public realm, one of which included the Germantown Horticultural Society. His devotion to 
the propagation of native American plants also appeared in his public works.30 One example 
of this can be found in his work at Market Square in Germantown, a place that he endeavored 
to beautify in the years after the Civil War Monument was installed. A description of his 
contributions to this public space is as follows: 
 

Market Square has had a large share of Joseph Meehan’s interest both 
horticulturally and patriotically. On the tablets about the soldiers’ monument 
are the names of many of his former associates in Ellis Post, Grand Army of the 
Republic. The trees and shrubbery received his professional attention in the 
endeavor to make the little park a suitable setting for the monument. On several 
occasions he planted trees in the Square, he himself having grown these trees 
from acorns which he gathered on the Gettysburg battlefield or from seedlings 
obtained on that field.31  

 
In the last year of his life, when he was confined to the subject house, the Germantown 
Horticultural Society honored Joseph Meehan by planting a tree in Market Square.32 
 
 

 
29 Jellett, Germantown Gardens and Gardeners, 49. 
30 “Joseph Meehan’s Autobiography Is Released By His Death,” unknown newspaper, 30 December 1920, 
Germantown Historical Society. 
31 “The Man on the Corner, Joseph Meehan, Patriot and Horticulturist,” unknown newspaper, 1919, Germantown 
Historical Society. 
32 “Joseph Meehan Honored,” unknown newspapers, 10 May 1919 in v. 38, p. 164, Jane Campbell Scrapbooks, 
Germantown Historical Society. 
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Figure 24. Joseph Meehan. “A Grand Old Society,” The Country 
Gentleman, 6 January 1898, 8. 

Another aspect of Joseph Meehan’s significance is rooted in his learned and professional 
horticultural expertise, which he demonstrated as a prominent, paid contributor to many of the 
leading national trade periodicals and publications of the day, including, but not limited to the 
following: American Gardening (New York), The Country Gentleman (Philadelphia) (Figure 
24), Florists’ Exchange (New York), Floral Life (Philadelphia), Forney’s Weekly Press 
(Philadelphia), Gardening (Chicago), Meehan’s Garden Bulletin (Philadelphia), Meehan’s 
Monthly (Philadelphia), The National Nurseryman (Rochester), Prairie Farmer (Chicago), 
Park & Cemetery (Chicago), Practical Farmer (Philadelphia), Tribune and Farmer (New 
York), etc.33 Meehan was not only a writer for these publications, but for many years served 
as an editor in various capacities, including, initially, of the Germantown Independent’s 
horticultural pages and the Nursery Department of The National Nurseryman (Rochester); The 

 
33 “Joseph Meehan,” The National Nurseryman, 1921, 18; and “Death of Joseph Meehan, Noted as Horticulturist, 
Writer and Veteran of the Civil War,” unknown publication, 1 January 1920 in v. 41, p. 204, Jane Campbell 
Scrapbooks, Germantown Historical Society. 
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Practical Farmer (Philadelphia); and The Florists’ Exchange (New York).34 Over the years, 
Joseph Meehan became a leading expert in the fields of botany, floriculture, horticulture, 
landscape gardening, etc., authoring hundreds of articles, consultations, and letters of advice 
that were circulated in papers, periodicals, and publications throughout the nation.  
 
Joseph Meehan’s command of both horticulture and landscape gardening was comprehensive 
and vast, as is shown by the range of his physical and written products, which served to 
promote the practice of landscape gardening and educate both laymen and practitioners. The 
following is a small sampling of his articles written for various publications over the years. In 
1895, he published the following articles in Park and Cemetery: “A Pretty Cemetery in 
England”; “Fern House, Horticultural Hall, Fairmount Park, Philadelphia”; “Flower Beds at 
Girard College, Philadelphia”; “Notes on English Parks”; “The Stags Horn Fern.” In 1899, he 
penned the following articles for Gardening magazine, which represent just a fraction of his 
annual published output: “Beautiful Fall Foliage”; “Covering Shrubs and Trees in Winter”; 
“Gordonia Pubescens”; “Mulching to Retard Blossoming”; “Pavia Macrostaghya”; “Rocky 
Ford Musk Melon”; “Transplanting and Shearing Evergreens”; “Transplanting Magnolia 
Grandiflora”; “Transplanting Sequoia Gigantea”; and “Trees, Shrubs and Herbaceous 
Perennials for Smoky Districts.”35 Between 1914 and 1915, he published the following articles 
in The National Nurseryman: “Increasing Hardiness in Plants”; and “State Flowers.”36 The 
material covered in these examples range from expert knowledge of plant species to public 
interest in landscape gardening, from planting plans and theories to climate specific advice, 
exhibiting the breadth of his expertise. It is also important to note that the articles and 
commentary referenced barely scratch the surface of Meehan’s published works. He also 
influenced publication of the following books: Commercial Plant Propagation by Alfred C. 
Hottess, Assistant Professor of Horticulture at Ohio State University; Germantown Gardens 
and Gardeners by Edwin C. Jellett; and Germantown Old and New, Its Rare and Notable 
Plants, also by Edwin C. Jellett.37  
 
Meehan’s skill as a writer are best summed up by Fairmount Park Gardener Samuel Newman 
Baxter: 
 

As a writer on nursery subjects he had no equal. The best nurserymen and 
gardeners are almost invariably, either not fitted or not inclined to write, and 
many writers are more skilled with the pen than in the practice of the subject: 
“Uncle” Joe embodied a happy combination of both of these types; practical 
first, a writer second.38 

 
34 “Horticultural,” The Practical Farmer, 6 January 1906, 7; “Honor to Joseph Meehan,” The Florists’ Exchange, 
25 July 1914, 220; The National Nurseryman, 1918, 222.  
35 The following articles were published in Gardening magazine in 1899: “Beautiful Fall Foliage”; “Covering 
Shrubs and Trees in Winter”; “Gordonia Pubescens”; “Mulching to Retard Blossoming”; “Pavia Macrostaghya”; 
“Rocky Ford Musk Melon”; “Transplanting and Shearing Evergreens”; “Transplanting Magnolia Grandiflora”; 
“Transplanting Sequoia Gigantea”; and “Trees, Shrubs and Herbaceous Perennials for Smoky Districts. 
36 The National Nurseryman: For Growers & Dealers, 22–23 (1914–1915). 
37 Alfred C. Hottes. Commercial Plant Propagation. (New York: A.T. De La Mare Company, Inc., 1918), 37, 
116, 133, 154, 155; Edwin C. Jellett. Germantown Gardens and Gardeners. (Philadelphia: Horace F. McCann, 
1914); and Edwin C. Jellett. Germantown Old and New, Its Rare and Notable Plants. (Philadelphia: 1904). 
38 Samuel Newman Baxter, “In Memoriam,” The Florists’ Exchange 51 (1921): 28. 
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In his final years Joseph Meehan, even when his eyesight and hearing were failing, continued 
to live in the subject building with his daughter Emily and her husband. He died on December 
23, 1920 at the subject property, which was willed to his daughter and sold in April 1921.39 
His death was reported in newspapers across the country, even as far as the west coast (Figures 
27 through 32).40 
 

 
Figure 25. A final photograph of the Thomas Meehan House prior to its demolition in 1922. 
Source: The Philadelphia Inquirer, 22 November 1922, 17. 

Perhaps two telling signs of Joseph Meehan’s significance and contributions can be the degree 
to which he was regarded by those who had trained under him and worked with him. In 1916, 
the Philadelphia landscape architect Robert B. Cridland placed Meehan’s photograph opposite 
the title page of his famous text book on landscape design, Practical Landscape Design, which 

 
39 Deed: George E. Williams, of the City and County of Philadelphia, and Emily M. (formerly Emily G. Meehan), 
his wife, to Joseph M. Murray, of the same, for $1, 1 April 1921, Philadelphia Deed Book J.M.H., No. 1064, p. 
281, CAP. 
40 “Joseph Meehan Dies,” The Salt Lake Tribune 24 December 1920, 7; “Nurseryman Is Dead,” Oakland Tribune 
24 December 1920, 4; “Joseph Meehan, Horticulturist,” San Francisco Chronicle 24 December 1920, 6; 
“Landscape Writer Dies,” Muskogee [Oklahoma] Daily Phoenix 24 December 1920, 5; “Joseph Meehan,” Daily 
Arkansas Gazette 24 December 1920, 14; “Philadelphia,” The Courier-Journal (Louisville, Kentucky), 24 
December 1920, 4; “Veteran Nurseryman Dies,” The Plain Dealer (Cleveland, Ohio) 24 December 1920, 2; 
“Joseph Meehan,” Seattle Daily Times 24 December 1920, 17; “Landscape Gardener Dies,” East Oregonian 25 
December 1920, 2; “Joseph Meehan,” Arkansas Gazette 24 December 1920, 16; “Joseph Meehan, Writer, Dies,” 
Denver Rocky Mountain News 24 December 1920, 2; “Noted Horticulturalist Dies,” San Antonio Light 24 
December 1920, 14; “Philadelphia,” Omaha World-Herald, 24 December 1920, 2. 
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went through five printings up to 1929.41 Samuel N. Baxter, who became the chief landscape 
gardener for the Fairmount Park Commission and was mentored by Meehan, even named his 
son, Joseph Meehan Baxter, honoring his knowledge and influence. In many ways, the 
Meehans were part of an apostolic succession in Philadelphia’s horticultural and landscape 
legacy, a descendance from the Bartrams and the Carrs to the Meehans and on to Baxter and 
the Fairmount Park Commission (Figure 16).  
 

 
Figure 26. Joseph Meehan in his Civil War uniform set in a 
landscape setting. Source: The Germantown Historical 
Society. 

Conclusion  
While the world known to the Meehans has been largely lost to progress and dense rowhouse 
and suburban development of the first half of the twentieth century, the house and grounds of 
Joseph Meehan remain as a vestigial remnant of a bygone legacy that shaped the field of 
horticulture and landscape gardening in Philadelphia and the United States. The Joseph 
Meehan House & Grounds satisfies Criteria A and J, representing both an important 
horticultural editor, nurseryman, practitioner, and writer; and the commercial and cultural 
legacy of the larger Meehan family in Mt. Airy, Germantown, and Philadelphia.  

 
41 Robert B. Cridland, Practical Landscape Design: The Importance Of Careful Planning, Locating The House, 
Arrangement of Walks and Drives, Construction Of Walks and Drives, Lawns And Terraces, How to Plant A 
Property, Laying Out A Flower Garden, Architectural Features of the Garden, Rose Gardens and Hardy Borders, 
Wild Gardens and Rock Gardens, Planting Plans and Planting Lists (New York: A. T. De La Mare Printing and 
Publishing Co. Ltd. 1916). “Robert B. Cridland, Landscaper Dies,” Philadelphia Inquirer, 19 June 1945, 24. 
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Figure 27. A Biography of Joseph Meehan after his death in 1920 from The Florists’ Exchange 51 (1921). 
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 Figure 28. A memorial for Joseph Meehan, published in The National Nurseryman in 1921. 
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Figure 29. A memorial for Joseph Meehan, published in The National Nurseryman in 1921. 
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Figure 30. A memorial for Joseph Meehan, published in The National Nurseryman in 1921. 
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Figure 31. “Joseph Meehan’s Autobiography Is Released After His Death,” Germantown 
Independent-Gazette, 30 December 1920. Source: The Germantown Historical Society. 
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Figure 32. “Joseph Meehan’s Autobiography Is Released After His Death,” 
Germantown Independent-Gazette, 30 December 1920. Source: The 
Germantown Historical Society. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Nomination to the Philadelphia Register of Historic Places, Fall 2020 - 29  
The Joseph Meehan House & Grounds, 121 Pleasant Street, Mt. Airy - Germantown, Philadelphia, Pa. 

 

 

 
 Figure 33. Joseph Meehan. Source: The Germantown Historical Society. 
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