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ST. LEO THE GREAT CATHOLIC CHURCH 

HABS No. PA-6692-B 

NOTE: T acony' s street grid does not lie true to the compass. For the purpose of locating 
buildings in this report, the roads running NE to SW (ex. Keystone Street and Torresdale 
Avenue) will be the N-S axes and those running SE to NW (ex. Longshore Avenue and 
Disston Street) will be E-W axes. 

Location: 

Significance: 

Description: 

The parish buildings of St. Leo the Great Roman Catholic Church in 
the Tacony neighborhood, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania are located on 
the northern half of the block bounded by Tulip and Keystone 
streets and Magee and Unruh !venues. 

As the first "standard" Roman Catholic parish in Tacony, St. Leo the 
Great remains an important and viable community landmark, both 
physically and institutionally. The parish buildings include an ideal 
core necessary for the operation of a neighborhood parish: sanctuary, 
rectory, convent, and school. Most of these structures are sited on a 
high-profile location, facing Disston Park to the east across Keystone 
Street. 

The dominant building of this religious ensemble is the sanctuary of St. Leo the Great. It 
stands at the southwest corner of Keystone Street and Unruh Avenue, facing east towards 
Disston Park. The church's designer employed a free interpretation of the Gothic Revival 
common to late-nineteenth-century applications, instead of a more archeological take more 
widespread earlier in the century. A shallow extruded "tower" element centered on the east 
fa<;ade, pointed-arch windows, and engaged buttresses along the lateral walls are some of the 
Gothic vocabulary present in the building. A robust timbered porch extends from the 
church's north wall, facing Unruh Avenue. The church's exterior appears to be little altered 
beyond a new asphalt shingle roof and storm/ safety windows placed in front of the stained 
glass. The church building received major interior renovations and decorative simplification 
in 1983-1984. 

Integral with the church, to its rear (west), is the present convent originally constructed as a 
rectory. It is a two-and-one-half story stone structure connected to the church by a 
crenellated two-story intermediary structure. The coursing and mortar work are identical to 
that of the sanctuary. The roof has been replaced with asphalt shingles and some room air 
conditioners hang from the windows. 

To the church's south, facing east across Keystone Street towards Disston Park stands the 
present rectory, constructed originally as the convent. This building is connected to the 
sanctuaiy building by an enclosed second-story bridge. The rectory is three stories with the 
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third story contained under a mansard roof; a turret extends from the northeast corner of 
the second and third floors. The frame walls of the enclosed porch, turret, and bridge, and 
the porch piers and cornice have been covered in siding. 

The main school building is two stories with a central tower element. The principal 
elevation facing east across the parking lot to Keystone Street and the rear elevation 
extending along Tulip Street are nearly identical. The brick structure has a presence similar 
to many early-twentieth-century educational structures and is accented with cut stone. The 
tower emphatically proclaims the building's religious associations and addresses the Gothic 
sanctuary building with its pointed arch openings and crenellated top. This school building 
has received aluminum replacement windows that do not fully fill the arched window 
frames. A three-story, brick school annex with cut stone banding stands in the southeast 
corner of the property, opposite the church, on Keystone Street. It has also received 
replacement windows. 

History: 

See the historical report for Tacony, HABS No. PA-6692 for more detailed information 
about Tacony's general development. 

Until the founding of St. Leo the Great parish, Roman Catholic church services in T acony 
were held in the chapel of St. Vincent's Orphan Asylum, which was founded by German
Catholic congregations in Philadelphia in 1855.1 The archdiocese authorized the formation 
of Tacony's first parish in 1884 and its first mass was celebrated on May 25-the public 
social hall on State Road was initially used for services.2 Despite oral tradition stating the 
land was gifted by Mary Disston, records show that the Archdiocese of Philadelphia 
purchased the property at the corner of Unruh Avenue and Keystone Street from Mary 
Disston on January 14, 1885, albeit for a discounted $1500 cost. Groundbreaking occurred 
in 1885 and the basement was finished-off for services later that year. The original rectory 
building facing Unruh Avenue was also constructed in 1885 and ultimately made integral 
with the church structure. 

While a "Roman Catholic church" was indicated on an 1888 city atlas, it was not until 
October 1890 that work on the church structure began in earnest.3 Whether Frank R. 
Watson provided the church's plan before groundbreaking in 1885 is not clear, however he 
is the architect on reco.rd for continuation of construction and Nicholas Cavanaugh was 
secured as the contractor.4 Watson was an active Philadelphia architect who specialized in 

1Louis M. Iatarola and Siobhan Gephart, Images of America: Tacony (Charleston, SC: Arcadia 
Publishing, 2000), 95. See also for historic photographs of the church, convent, and early school building. 

2Unless otherwise noted, information related to the St. Leo the Great parish buildings is drawn 
from "A Century of Service: A Pictorial History of Saint Leo Church in Tacony, Philadelphia," 1984, 
Tacony Branch Library, Free Library of Philadelphia, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 

3Baist's Atlas of the City of Philadelphia, Penna, Complete in One Volume (Philadelphia: G. Wm. 
Baist, 1888) and Philadelphia Real Estate Record and Builders' Guide (PRERBG), 15 October 1890. 

4PRERBG, 15 October 1890. 
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religious structures.5 After high school, he trained in the office of Edwin F. Durang-a well
known local architect particularly favored by the Roman Catholic diocese-between 1877 
and 1882. Watson founded his own firm in 1882 and practiced with a variety of partners, 
including Samuel Huckel (1901-1917), until his death in 1940. Given his background in 
ecclesiastical design, it is not surprising that the diocese turned to him for a parish church 
project. Additionally, Watson likely was acquainted with Tacony given that he grew up in 
nearby Frankford. The exterior of the Watson-designed church was completed in 1892 and 
the interiors were finished by the church's dedication on November 24, 1895, although 
additions to the interior decoration were made through the 1920s. 6 

St. Leo's parish did not embark on any building projects until 1906 when ground was broken 
for a convent sited south of the church on Keystone Street and a school building 
constructed south of the rectory building along Tulip Street. The new convent building was 
ultimately used as the rectory and connected to the church by means of a second-story 
enclosed bridge that originally displayed Colonial Revival detailing. The initial four-room 
school building was constructed of brick and completed in 1908-it was expanded in 1917 
with a four-room addition to the south whose stepped-out form anticipated a much more 
ambitious extension to the south in 1925. The resulting building was centered on a bell was 
heated by steam and lighted by electricity.7 A second brick school building with dressed 
stone banding and known as the "school annex" was constructed to the southwest of the 
earlier building in 1953. 

Historian: James A. Jacobs 

Sources: 

Baist's Atlas of the City of Philadelphia, Penna. Complete in One Volume. Philadelphia: G. 
Wm Baist, 1888. 

"A Century of Service: A Pictorial History of Saint Leo Church in Tacony, Philadelphia." 
1984. T acony Branch Library, Free Library of Philadelphia. Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania. 

Iatarola, Louis M., and Siobhan Gephart. Images of America: Tacony. Charleston, SC: 
Arcadia Publishing, 2000. 

Philadelphia Real Estate Record and Builders' Guide. 

Sanborn Map Company. Sanborn Maps for Philadelphia Pennsylvania, vol. 27. New York, 
1928. 

5 All information about architect Frank Rushmore Watson is drawn from Sandra L. Tatman and 
Roger Moss, Biographical Dictionary of Philadelphia Architects: 1700-1930 (Boston: G. K. Hall & Co., 
1985), 832-833. 

6Iatarola, 95, for dedication date. 
7Sanbom Map Company, Sanborn Maps for Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, vol. 27 (New York: 

1928), 2635. 
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