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ABSTRACT 
 

 

 

The grand architecture of Wheeling, West Virginia has long been forgotten. 
Constructed in the late 19th century by wealthy factory owners, the Victorian and 
Gothic Revival buildings have remained abandoned ever since wealthy residents left 
for opportunities outside of West Virginia.   Wheeling is a fraction of what it used to 
be. The city at its economic height in the late 19th century was known as one of the 
richest cities per capita in the United States.  Wheeling is in desperate need for a new 
identity, but what should this identity be?  

Wheeling’s population in the 1920’s and 30’s reached a population of just over 60,000 
people. That number has dwindled every year falling to 24,000 people in 2016. Can 
adapting the old grand architecture in Wheeling to focus on contemporary needs that 
will make the city more attractive for business be enough to bring the city back to 
life? The search of a new identity for Wheeling needs to start by looking to the past. 
There needs to be an emphasis on historic structures and adapting them to the 21st 
century because the infrastructure and space is there and offers a unique opportunity 
for investors. There also needs to be new construction on vacant lots where 
dilapidated buildings have been torn down. The new construction should emphasize 
the city’s new identity, while also referencing the industrial past.  The existing and 
new buildings should be used for what the city needs the most, housing and business. 
Today, there is a lack of housing and business in the downtown area. With the 
creation of these functions in Wheeling, excitement and vibrancy will be brought to 
the downtown area. Community participation is an integral part for realizing this 
vision. City government, community members and local business owners should have 
common goals and ideals put into place so that they are all on the same page and 
working together. Through case studies and research, ideals and common goals will 
be set into place to give a new identity to Wheeling, West Virginia.  

This paper will explore Wheeling’s industrial past and try to establish a new vision 
that will make the city successful.  Emphasis is placed on creating a sustainable city, 
focusing on social, economic, and political equity. With adaptive reuse of historical 
buildings and the creation of new businesses and jobs, the city will be brought back 
from the deep sleep it has been in and regain its individuality 
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A SEARCH FOR IDENTITY: 
HOW TO REINVENT THE POST-INDUSTRIAL PAST TO LEAD 
TOWARDS A VIBRANT FUTURE
 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Wheeling, West Virginia is a small city, about 
sixteen square miles in size, that sits along the 
Ohio River. Wheeling was established in 1795 
while it was still a part of Virginia. The trading 
along the Ohio River made Wheeling a 
prominent place to settle, and became a larger 
economic influence when National Road 
reached Wheeling in 1818. The city was loyal 
to the federal government during the civil war 
and thus a new state was formed in 1863, West 
Virginia. Wheeling was named the capital of the 
state due to its support of the federal 
government during the war. In the late 19th 
century factories popped up all along the banks 
of the Ohio River, these factories were involved 
in the iron and steel industry. The major 
industry that thrived was cut iron nails, and 
Wheeling became known as the nail capital of 
the world. Through the industrial economy and 
the working population, Wheeling became the 
richest city per capita in America at the end of 
the 19th century.1 The economic wealth was 
displayed by great architecture and grand 
mansions that were owned by the wealthy 
factory owners.  

The historic and grand architecture in Wheeling 
dates from that late 19th and early 20th 
century as it was the most profitable period in 
Wheeling’s history. The population reached its 
highest number of just over 60,000 people in 
1930. The styles of the buildings built during 
this prosperous time were comprised of several 
architectural styles, including Greek Revival 
and Late Victorian. The craftsmanship of the 
buildings is something to marvel.  

I fell in love with the details that went into the 
facades, they have this presence about them 
that makes you not want to look away. The 
grand architecture embraces the pride the city 
once had about its appearance and housed the 
cities ideals and identity within them. The 
Wheeling Historic District was listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places in 1979.  

 

 

The story of present Wheeling is different from 
its thriving industrial past. Today, most people 
do not look at Wheeling as a desirable place to 
live. There is not much work in the downtown 
as there are greater opportunities elsewhere, 
so the city is mostly overlooked. When the 
factories, workers, and wealth left, Wheeling 
was left searching for a new identity. Like most 
“rust belt” cities that once thrived because of 
industrial based jobs and work, these cities are 
now left to rethink what the future holds for 
them. Wheeling is now trying to figure out its 
next steps. What does the city want to 
become? The grand architecture and buildings 
still exist, but they are underutilized and 
sometimes vacant. How can the existing 
architecture become the source for new 
functions and ideas to reinvent the city? The 
central business district still houses 
opportunities for employment, but at a fraction 
of what once was. The waterfront was recently 
updated and renovated which created 
excitement in the area, but that space is limited 
in use throughout the year. There needs to be 
a solution to bring Wheeling back to life and 
into the 21st century.  

A main focus for Wheeling’s future success 
needs to be placed on its existing 
infrastructure. The old historical buildings in 
the central business district that displays the 
city’s wealthy past need to be adapted for a 
new identity. One of the greatest architectural 

Figure 1 
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thinkers of the 19th century, Eugene 
Emmanuel Viollet Le Duc, states “To restore a 
building is not to preserve it, to repair, or 
rebuild it; it is to reinstate it in a condition of 
completeness that could never have existed at 
any given time”2 This means that we should 
retain the historical significance, but utilize the 
convenience of modern technology. Meaning 
that buildings should retain their historical 
character and also include new elements that 
represent what buildings can be in the 21st 
century. Where buildings have been torn down 
and left empty lots need to be looked at for 
opportunities involving new construction. The 
new construction should set a precedent for 
what Wheeling proclaims its new identity to be, 
while also referencing the past as much as 
possible. What functions should the adapted 
historical building and new construction house.  
At present, there is a lack of places to work and 
live in the downtown area, which makes it feel 
dead. Creating jobs and providing places for 
employees to live will help reinvigorate the 
downtown area, therefore, these projects 
should focus on business and housing. The 
downtown should be used at all times of day 
creating a vibrant and exciting environment. 
There is a new American Dream, according to 
architect and historic preservationist Paul 
Knapp, which “consists of meaningful work in a 
real, authentic community which embraces and 
energizes them, and lets them be a part of 
something bigger than themselves.”3 

Can adapting the old grand architecture in 
Wheeling be enough to bring the city back to 
life? There are some who would say tear down 
the buildings and remake the city and give 
Wheeling a whole new identity, leaving the past 
in the past. However, I believe you must look 
to the past for ideas to then adapt to new urban 
conditions, and not just forget what was there 
before and start all over. Adapting the old 
buildings and giving them new functions and 
identities will bring excitement and vibrancy to 
the buildings and the overall downtown area. 
As I am from Wheeling, I think the creation of 
a new identity is vital to the city’s success. I fell 
in love with the grand architecture in Wheeling 
at an early age and it is what made me excited 
about buildings and led me to this quest of 
figuring out why the old buildings that I love 
have been mostly forgotten. I believe Wheeling 
can become successful again and that starts 
with research. What successful strategies and 
tactics did other post-industrial cities utilize? 
What tactics did they use that did not work? I 

do not think one person can solve this problem 
that is happening throughout the country, and 
I think there needs to be a large emphasis on 
the communities of these cities. How do you 
get them involved and engaged? Something 
that Jane Jacobs implies is that “Cities have the 
capability of providing something for 
everybody, only because, and only when, they 
are created by everybody.”4  The city relies 
mostly on its inhabitants, among other factors, 
for its success. Creating excitement among 
Wheeling’s residents will get them involved and 
bring excitement to the area. What will create 
this excitement? I think the preservation of the 
historic architecture and giving those buildings 
new functions will bring the excitement that is 
needed to the downtown area.  

For this thesis, I want to focus on restoring the 
existing buildings located in the downtown area 
while also looking at empty lots that have 
historical significance. Historic preservation 
projects have gained popularity over the years 
throughout the United States and other parts 
of the world. Approaching a project of this 
nature encompasses many challenges and 
question. For example, what buildings should 
be restored? What functions should the 
buildings contain? What will bring the most life 
and excitement to the downtown area? These 
are just a few of many questions that I want to 
answer during this thesis project. There should 
be an emphasis on the younger population. The 
population in Wheeling is aging, the median 
age for the city is 45.2 as compared to 37.2 in 
the united states.  At present, there are not 
enough opportunities or jobs to attract young 
professionals to the area. Wheeling needs to 
retain the younger population and have more 
jobs focusing on the “creative class”, which is 
those who have jobs in knowledge based fields, 
such as engineering, research, education, and 
medicine.  The need for jobs in Wheeling should 
influence how restored buildings could be 
programmed, for optimum use to support new 
opportunities. That situation might answer the 
question to what functions the restored 
buildings should have. Wheeling also needs to 
increase its walkability. This needs to be an 
extremely important focus. Right now, if you 
don’t have a car then there is not much access 
to the downtown area. The next step after 
research needs to be to determine what 
buildings or areas need to be the focus, and 
what functions need to be put into place to give 
Wheeling the attention and excitement that it 
deserves. The buildings that are being restored 



4

A SEARCH FOR IDENTITY: HOW TO REINVENT THE POST-INDUSTRIAL PAST        
 

need to be executed in the most energy 
efficient and sustainable way. The historic 
buildings were built with great care have good 
bones to them. Good bones meaning that the 
building has a solid foundation, tons of natural 
light, quality materials, coherent design, and 
many amazing architectural details. However, 
we have the benefits of modern technology so 
there is opportunity make these old historic 
buildings extremely energy efficient and 
sustainable.  

The following sections of this paper will follow 
the concepts listed above through case studies 
and how they can be considered by Wheeling. 
Concepts like sustainability, walkability, 
historic preservation, and adaptive reuse will 
be analyzed by examples and then translated 
into how they fit Wheeling. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Using a multi-disciplinary approach to research 
this paper considers how to create new ideas 
for Wheeling by considering issues of 
sustainability on an urban scale, and how that 
can have an impact on what a city can become 
and how its viewed throughout the community. 
Specific cities that have had success in creating 
a new identity from their industrial past are 
analyzed and discussed. One of the cities of 
importance is Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania due to 
its similarity and closeness to Wheeling. 
Another city of importance is Portland, Oregon. 
There is also an opportunity to learn from 
unsuccessful cities. Cities like St. Louis and 
Detroit that are still in decline and are looking 
for a way to bring back an era of success that 
made them prominent cities in the United 
States. Another method will be to talk with the 
city officials in Wheeling and find what plans, if 
any, are in existence to tackle the problem that 
the city is facing. What do they think is 
important and why? Maybe the most important 
research method is interviewing the 
community. What do they want to see happen 
in the future? What projects do they think will 
bring the most life to the downtown area? In 
the following chapters of this paper I will break 
down these research methods. I start with my 
case studies showing how some post-industrial 
cities were brought back to life and how some 
cities are still struggling like Wheeling. After 
the various case studies, I will use literature to 
help me and the reader understand what is 
happening in Wheeling, and why it is 

important. The literature will aid my argument 
while also showing the other side. The next 
chapters will contain my conclusions from the 
interviews that I will conduct with city 
government, young professionals in the area, 
and other community members. After all that 
information is on the table, I will conduct my 
plan for Wheeling. I will describe my project in 
detail using site research, diagrams, and other 
analyses that will aid me in concluding what 
Wheeling should become in the future.  

 

MEANINGFUL WORK/ AUTHENTIC 
COMMUNITY 

One city that is close to Wheeling is Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania. Pittsburgh is only 60 miles away 
making it only a hop, skip, and jump away. 
Why is this important? Like Wheeling, 
Pittsburgh was once in economic decline 
because of the leaving of industries and was 
left to search for a new identity. If one is 
looking for a model on how to reinvent or 
reinvigorate an area that is in dismay over 
industry leaving, look no further than to 
Pittsburgh. The city was once the steel capital 
of the world, gaining the nickname the “Steel 
City” which it is still referred to as today, but 
it’s more of a sentimental nickname. The city 
grew to an industrial powerhouse because of 
nearby natural resources, particularly coal, oil, 
and gas and good transportation connections 
via rivers, canals, and railroads. In the 1870s,  

 

Pittsburgh was called the “‘Forge of the 
Universe,’ turning out half the glass, half the 
iron, and much of the oil produced in the United 
States” 5  

Starting around 1985 all the industry started to 
leave Pittsburgh. Companies like Gulf Oil and 

Figure 2 



5

     A SEARCH FOR IDENTITY: HOW TO REINVENT THE POST-INDUSTRIAL PAST        
 

Westinghouse closed their headquarters in 
Pittsburgh and moved away, taking their jobs 
with them. Families left the region and went 
south and west in quest of jobs. Pittsburgh 
looked to be on the brink of becoming a “Rust 
Belt” city. However, amongst all the economic 
decline and the loss of jobs, Pittsburgh was 
announced as the nation’s most livable city in 
1985. This was due to the quality of life 
Pittsburgh still possessed. “In essence, the  

 

Most Livable City designation was and is a 
measure of quality of life, and Pittsburgh was 
exceptional.”6 

The city left its industrial past behind to look 
for a new identity. They switched their 
economy from industry based to knowledge or 
technology based. Strong emphasis was placed 
on creating a diversified economy to take 
“maximum advantage of emerging economic 
trends toward advanced technology and 
international marketing and communications 
systems”7. Pittsburgh gives us an example of 
how to build on current assets and respect past 
strengths while also embracing the future. The 
city did not want to try to recreate the past, 
they focused on what assets they already had. 
The strengths on which to base an economic 
recovery was a strong downtown, a 
concentration of university and corporate 
research, a dedicated and trained workforce, a 
growing core of high-value, high-tech 
manufacturing and specialty companies, and 
an extraordinary range of high-quality 
recreational and cultural amenities. All the 
industrial jobs that were lost were replaced by 
the initiative to switch to a more technological 
based economy. “All those lost manufacturing 
jobs (and more) were replaced over three 
decades by jobs in research, medicine, finance, 
and services and in new fields such as robotics, 
information technology, and green industries.”8   
Perhaps the factor that contributes to 
Pittsburgh’s success is its quality of life. The 
city has made it a point to increase the biking 
paths around the river, which includes 25 miles 
of such paths, there has been investment into 
new sports stadiums, and all those mentioned 
items combined with the city’s rich history, 
makes Pittsburgh a great place for people to 
want to live.  

I think Wheeling has a lot to learn from 
Pittsburgh. As mentioned earlier, one of the 
main focuses of Pittsburgh is its quality of life. 

Wheeling does not have that in its current 
state. There are only a few opportunities for 
jobs and only a handful of businesses that are 
in the downtown area.  However, one similarity 
between the two cities is that of the investment 
into new sports stadiums. Wheeling is home to 
a professional hockey team, the Nailers, and 
their stadium just got a much-needed upgrade 
in 2016. The upgrade is very like PPG Paints 
Arena in Pittsburgh, home of the Pittsburgh 
Penguins. This is not surprising because the 
Nailers are the Penguins minor league affiliate. 
The stadium renovation brought some 
excitement to the downtown area, but it was 
not sustained because the arena is used only 
for a part of the year, with some events 
happening there sometimes throughout the 
year.  If the new arena is not the answer, then 
what is? 

I think Wheeling needs to steal a play out of 
Pittsburgh’s playbook, and that play is the 
addition of more businesses. These businesses 
should focus on technology and knowledge. 
Like Pittsburgh, Wheeling is located on a major 
waterway and has all the amenities in place to 
make it successful. There is a college located in 
the downtown, it is not as prestigious as the 
ones in Pittsburgh, but it is up and coming. The 
college is now undertaking a project renovating 
an old factory building into student housing to 
combat the rising number of students that are 
going there, and this is just one of their 
projects as they have renovated a handful of 
old buildings in the downtown area. With more 
of the younger population already coming to 
Wheeling to go to school, then there should be 
an opportunity for them to stay there after 
graduation and work. This is where new 
businesses come in and set up shop, and that 
creates a circulation and will help the 
downtown be more vibrant and exciting. These 
graduates will need a place to live in the 
downtown area, but as of now there is not a lot 
to choose from. That brings in another dynamic 
into Wheeling’s future success. There needs to 
be a strong emphasis on housing projects. 

 

SUSTAINABILITY 

Sustainability can have many definitions. For 
this paper, I want to establish what my thought 
and definition of sustainability is. Not just as a 
definition for me but also a proposed thought 
for how Wheeling should approach this topic. It 
all starts with a shared vison for the city. 
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Sustainability is not limited to one project or 
building; it should be thought of on a city scale. 
Sustainability is about making decisions and 
changing the current course. It all starts with 
the people that currently inhabit the city. There 
needs to be a vison on what the city wants to 
achieve and what they hope to accomplish. It 
can lead Wheeling into finding its new identity.  

Wheeling was a city that focused on industry, 
which was not the best advocate for the 
environment. A shift towards a sustainable city 
will be a big change for Wheeling. The city 
would then have a new sense of place. 
Community members and all the people around 
the city will be encouraged to work together, 
and in the end, become a more integrated and 
involved community. This leads back to the 
shared vison of the city. When you have many 
people working on a common goal, then it is a 
lot easier to achieve what you are trying to 
achieve.  

 

The city currently has plans for increasing 
sustainable features. The focus of Wheeling is 
on green infrastructure. The city is trying to go 
away from gray infrastructure. Gray 
infrastructure is pavement, hard surfaces, 
streets, etc., it is basically anything 
constructed out of asphalt, concrete, and other 
hard surfaces. Green infrastructure is the 
process of focusing on natural processes for the 
same infrastructure. An example of green 
infrastructure the city wants more of is bio-
swales. These examples of sustainability deal 
with the problem of storm runoff. The city 
members I have spoken to always brought up 
the problem of storm water run-off. The city 
wants to implement all new construction and 
even existing buildings to adopt rain water 

catchment systems to reduce this. They said 
they could offer fee reductions for property 
owners who want to do this. Another option the 
city spoke about was the use of porous 
pavement. The main reason the city wants to 
implement green infrastructure is for the lower 
maintenance costs and overall giving them a 
better cost-benefit ratio.  

How can sustainability create a new sense of 
place? This can be achieved by protecting 
important environmental and cultural features. 
We need to design with natural processes and 
not against them. There needs to be a 
connection with the cities fabric and its 
bioregion. This can be achieved through 
different ways. The first is education. Education 
is an important topic when talking about 
sustainability. When the community is 
educated on what is going on with the 
environment and how it can be stopped and 
how they can have an impact, great change can 
be achieved. There will be some who do not 
care, but the majority will, thus creating a 
community that will help give wheeling a new 
sense of place. This new sense of place is 
meant to inspire the community members, city 
government, and planners.  

Sustainability can be hard to follow with its 
many definitions and wide range of terms that 
are sometimes confusing to comprehend if you 
have not studied or been around them. There 
needs to be a plan set out where it easy to 
understand. I think keywords are a good 
approach to getting out what Wheeling wants 
to achieve through sustainability, and help with 
what the focus will be. There are different 
terms for doing this, but the terms I’m 
choosing to use is people, plant, and profit. The 
three P’s originated as a business phrase and 
transformed into a term that is associated with 
design. These can be broken down further into 
different terms. Society, which focuses around 
the dimension of human life, including 
government, schools, healthcare, and public 
safety. Nature, which encompasses the 
ecosystems and environments well-being, 
natural resources, and natural beauty. 
Economy, which is related to the production of 
goods, including employment, money wages, 
and infrastructure. This is my definition of 
sustainability and the areas we need to focus 
on to create that sense of place. The three P’s, 
people, planet, profit need to be at the center 
for decisions that are made for the city, and 
they also need to be used to educate the 
community on what sustainability means and 

Figure 3 
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why it is important for the future of Wheeling. 
The three P’s originated as a business term and 
transformed into a term that is associated with 
design.   
 

WALKABILITY 

Wheeling is in desperate need to become a 
more walkable city. Why is this important? As 
it is today, wheeling is mostly a 9-5 city where 
employees working in the city drive into work, 
park their cars and go into their workplace. 
There is no emphasis on the ability to walk to 
their jobs, mostly because employees do not 
live in the downtown area, but also because of 
skinny sidewalks and the amount of traffic that 
floods the streets. Another factor that does not 
allow for walkability is the lack of places to walk 
to. There are only a few restaurants in the 
downtown area, but you must drive to them. 

   

There needs to be more street life in Wheeling. 
When there is more street life it creates a more 
pedestrian culture. This is not just a wheeling 
problem, in the book, Walkable City, written by 
Jeff Speck, he writes, “American Cities seem to 
have been made and remade with a mandate 
to defeat pedestrians. Fattened roads, 
emaciated sidewalks, deleted tress, fry-pit 
drive-thrus, and ten-acre parking lots have 
reduced our streetscapes to auto zones in 
which pedestrian life is but a theoretical 
possibility.”9 Creating a pedestrian culture is 
key to keeping the younger generation in 
Wheeling and key to attracting them to come 
to the city. Many people do not like to come to 
the city because it is hard to find parking and it 
is not worth the hassle.  

Currently the street life in Wheeling is dull. 
However, after talking to officials I know of 
some plans that are in place to help deal with 
this problem. One concept the city has is to add 
color to the street scape. The city currently 

added banners to all the light poles, making the 
city instantly brighter. Most of the site work 
elements like benches, trees, etc. have not 
been updated since 1960. The city also has 
plans for an overhaul of every street located in 
the downtown area.  The project is called 
“wheeling Streetscape”. The project consists of 
adding green infrastructure, paving all existing 
streets, and adding 20 more traffic lights. This 
will aid in the city being more walking friendly. 
Wheeling is concerned about the perception of 
what people think when traveling through, so 
this 9-million-dollar project will be a complete 
re-haul of the city as officials described to me.  

Walkability is a key function of a sustainable 
city. Not only does it erase a lot of car 
emissions, but it creates a community 
environment that is more aware of its 
surroundings. It also has economic benefits. If 
Wheeling wants to increase the working 
population and create a city that is inviting for 
young professionals to come to work, then it 
needs to increase the walkability of the city. 
Sixty-four percent of college educated 
millennials choose first where they want to live 
and then they look for a job. 77 percent of them 
plan to live in America’s urban core.  

A city to study for walkability is Portland, 
Oregon. Portland is not big or small it is a pretty 
normal sized city for America. What makes 
Portland unique is the plan it put in place for 
growth. Most American cities were in the 
process of constructing new highways, Portland 
was investing in transit and biking. Portland 
also implemented a skinny street program to 
help increase the walkability in the city. The 
people of Portland drive 20% less than other 
metropolitan areas in the United States. This 
20% saves an average of 1.1 billion dollars a 
year. Not driving as much also has obvious 
health benefits. Increasing the walkability of 
city of Portland paid off the greatest when it 
saw its population of educated 25-34-year old’s 
increase 50% in the Portland metropolitan area 
in the decade of the 1990’s. it created a kind of 
recruiting tool.  

If Wheeling could implement the idea of a 
walkable city, then it could increase the success 
of downtown area. it could create a new kind of 
wealth for the city, “There is mountable, 
evidence that dense, walkable cities generate 
wealth by sheer virtue of propinquity that they 
offer.”10 Creating a walkable city also increases 
face to face interaction. Studies have been 
done testing groups working on problems, one 

Figure 4 
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group face to face in a room and the other 
group working together electronically. The face 
to face group thrived. This tells us that when 
people come together they are more 
productive. Productivity is something Wheeling 
needs.  

Walkability can be an answer to how to bring 
young professionals to the downtown area. The 
are many benefits of walkability. These benefits 
include economic, social, and natural, leading 
back to the idea of a sustainable city. 
Walkability relates directly to quality of life, 
which leads to excitement to the downtown 
area of Wheeling. The three P’s all benefit from 
increased walkability. People are more 
engaged with their surroundings and more 
interactive, the load is lessened on the 
environment from decreased vehicular traffic, 
and the city gains more foot traffic manning 
local businesses would be made more available 
to people walking through Wheeling.   

 

INFRASTRUCTURE 

As stated early on in this paper, Wheeling 
needs a new identity. Right now, the city is 
stuck between its industrial past and what it 
wants to become. The focus on creating a 
sustainable city is key to creating Wheeling’s 
new identity. As stated earlier there needs to 
be an emphasis on business and housing. 
There are a ton of unused buildings that are 
begging to be used for a new purpose. On the 
other side, there are a ton of buildings that 
need to be taken down because they have 
become dilapidated.  

The infrastructure is there to create a 
sustainable city. The walkability of the city can 
be increased by planning on what function 
should be placed where. Right now, everything 
is so spread out that you have to drive to get 
to where you want to go. Some rearranging 
and smart planning can help this. Adaptive 
reuse projects could be the key for everything 
talked about in this paper. When something 
that was forgotten is made new again people 
get excited, people from younger and older 
generations. It creates a story, the younger 
generation will learn from the latter of what the 
building was, and the older generation will see 
the new use of building as reinvigorating a 
memory. Wheeling needs to create new stories, 
and not just be remembered for what it once 
was. The past, however, is important, but the 

old historical buildings need a new identity just 
like the city itself.  

Putting new businesses and different amenities 
into the existing infrastructure can bring 
excitement and opportunity for Wheeling. 
There will be more places to work and live and 
I can see the city continuing to grow and grow. 
One project can become a catalyst for future 
developers and projects to come into Wheeling. 
The city has the natural beauty but just needs 
a push forward when it comes to the economic 
and social side. 
 

BUISNESS = OPPORTUNITY 

To create any interest in the downtown area 
there needs to be a focus on bringing more 
business and opportunities to Wheeling. There 
is a lack of this today, so how do you get a 
company or business to want to invest and 
come to the downtown area? An example of 
this would-be Ithaca, New York. Ithaca is the 
home to Cornell University and Ithaca college 
and has needed repair and more business for 
over 40 years. The interest in Ithaca began 
with the redevelopment of their outdoor 
pedestrian mall, The Commons. It needed 
repair so the city put 15.3 million dollars into 
the mall, upgrading just about everything. The 
updating of the mall has made the city more 
inviting to developers. Developers are ling up 
to invest in the area. Developers are not only 
wanting to invest because it’s a desirable place 
to live now, but also because of its natural 
beauty.  

Wheeling also has a type of strip mall, that is 
in a very sad state today. There are maybe only 
one or two stores that remain open. I think it 
would be worth updating this area because it 
would increase the economy of the downtown, 
but also give people a reason to come to the 
area. like Ithaca it would create a chain 
reaction. When developers see how well the 
area can do then they would be interested in 
investing. Thus, creating new businesses, jobs, 
and excitement. 

The businesses located in the downtown are 
geared towards the older generation. There are 
no shops or stores there now that attract young 
people. So, creating new business will bring a 
ton of excitement and intrigue to the downtown 
area. An example, I like to mention about how 
the excitement a new business or amenity can 
bring to Wheeling is the arrival of food trucks. 
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It was so new and exciting people could not 
stop raving about it. As small and simple as it 
may sound, the food trucks genuinely brought 
excitement to Wheeling. Now imagine what 
bigger scale idea could have on the city, I think 
the possibilities of what could happen are 
enormous.  

Again, businesses are run by money and 
money comes from paying customers. To bring 
those customers downtown there should be 
that emphasis on the sustainable city. The city 
should become inviting to young professionals. 

RESTORED COMPLETENESS 
 

A city that that has a successful plan in place 
that covers the topics I have described in this 
paper, walkability, sustainability, street life, 
business, is Winston-Salem, North Carolina. 
Winston-Salem is like Wheeling in the fact that 
it was struggling economically, especially in the 
downtown core of city. They are also similar 
because of their rich historical context. 
Winston-Salem was known for the industries 
that called the city home. The main industries 
were tobacco and textiles. Almost everyone 
who lived there worked for one of these 
industries, meaning if one left then the city 
would fall into an economic downfall. However, 
the tobacco and textile industries never left, 
they just decreased in production meaning less 
jobs and less money in the area.  

In July of 2002, the City Council recognized the 
problems and issues associated with declining 
urban commercial areas and their economic 
impact on the health of the City and 
neighborhoods by including the revitalization of 
such areas in its Strategic Plan. The plan 
focused on activity centers. Activity centers are 
the compact, walkable areas providing needed 
goods and services to surrounding areas. These 
centers contain many land uses, retail, office, 
institutional, and residential. Some main points 
listed in the plan are make revitalized the urban 
cores accessible, promote historic preservation 
and use of existing infrastructure, reduce urban 
sprawl by concentrating business in developed  

 

areas, and make the city part of a walkable 
community.  

 

This plan sparked interest in the community, 
and produced development and redevelopment 
numbers city officials had not seen in 15 years. 
The community was engaged and excited, 
which got the whole plan up and going. With all 
the strategies and plans in place the city plans 
to grow its population by 100,000 by 2020. 
Before the city had its plan in place, Winston-
Salem basically closed its doors at 5:00 o’clock, 
just like Wheeling does currently. What could 
make people stay in the downtown after work, 
or even live in the urban core? One of the first 
projects completed to address this question 
was the improved streetscape plan. The city 
fixed and repaired all the city sidewalks, and 
connected the sidewalks together so that all of 
the downtown was connected. Winston-Salem 
also removed all unnecessary wires located 
above so the sidewalks were more inviting and 
aesthetically pleasing. The city also added 
improved lighting throughout the city, so 
people would feel safe and welcome walking at 
night. Another plan addressed was to increase 
the walkability. City officials realized that all 
great cities were ones that were easy to walk 
and get to where you are going with ease. They 
made the walking experience vibrant with a 
variety of colors around and lighting. They also 
made sure that there was new on street 
parking so that pedestrians had another layer 
of protection. With these additions, the city saw 
pedestrian traffic numbers skyrocket. 
Pedestrian traffic during lunchtime increased 
99% from 2006-2011, while dinner traffic 
increased 323% during that same period.  

Figure 5 
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All these things are great, but how did Winston-
Salem increase its pedestrian traffic and 
walkability? This came with the creation of new 
businesses, housing, and public spaces. 
Winston-Salem, like Wheeling had a surplus of 
buildings that were vacant and not being used. 
However, these buildings had character and 
people are drawn to places that are unique. The 
city encouraged businesses and investors to 
come with tax credits and lowered prices for old 
buildings that needed repair. So, businesses 
came, mostly in the “creative class” field, along 
with urban housing, creating the perfect mix to 
reinvigorate a downtown. From 2006 through 
2011 the number of bars and restaurants in the 
city went from 50 to 81. The number of housing 
units during that same time period increased 
from 1,491 to 2,153.  

In the end, Winston-Salem wanted to maintain 
their historical character while also adding new 
amenities, and they did so successfully. 
Everything I am proposing for Wheeling, 
Winston-Salem did, historic preservation, 
increase walkability and improve the street life. 
They have seen pedestrian traffic sky rocket 
and the energy in the city is vibrant and 
exciting. Winston-Salem has become a 
revitalized city. 

 

UNSUCCESSFUL EFFORTS 

Revitalization is almost always a good thing 
when it comes to increasing the vibrancy and 
excitement of a city. However, there are always 
downsides to plans that may sometimes go 
unlooked or just are not thought about. In 
following paragraphs, I will describe some of 
the unsuccessful efforts and overlooked areas 
in Pittsburgh and Portland revitalization plans 
along with Wheeling’s unsuccessful attempts.  
  
Pittsburgh is a city that prides itself on its 
quality of life and livability. To help some parts 
of the city were lagging in the revitalization 
efforts, the city offered tax breaks. The tax 
increment financing and local revitalization tax 
assistance gave developers relief on portions of 
their property taxes. Again, these tax breaks 
were handed out to parts of Pittsburgh that 
needed revitalized, but what happened was 
another story.  
 

The main purpose of the tax credit was to 
create revitalization within the city, ensuring 
that these areas will pay less than half the 
property taxes than the rest of the city. 
However, the tax credit has mostly been given 
to private developers for new upscale 
apartments and hotels. The parts of the city 
that needed revitalized were the ones that were 
not getting the developers coming in. These 
areas were pretty much left out of the plan, and 
the city of Pittsburgh had no plans in place to 
help regulate what the private developers could 
do. The tax credit is being used a budget tool 
rather than a redevelopment tool. What this 
does is push out people who live in these areas. 
The new apartments and renovated 
apartments come with a higher rent payment, 
and the current residents cannot keep up with 
the increasing rates.  
  
There is a similar story in Portland. The working 
class were pushed out of the redeveloped areas 
of the city. The parts of Portland that displayed 
the image of the blue-collar worker are no 
longer visible. The areas where these people 
lived were invaded by new apartments and 
businesses, which increased the money needed 
to live in that area. Now these areas house the 
younger population that focus in the arts and 
design fields.  There also was no relocation plan 
in the minds of the developers or the city. 
Around 2,000 to 3,000 people were displaced.  
  

 
The city of Wheeling has been unsuccessful in 
many ways as well. They have focused mostly 
on the wrong areas of the city. The city 
redevelops an area but then it falls because the 
surrounding areas are still dilapidated and 
unattractive. There must be a city-wide 
initiative not just one area, it is good a building 
or areas is being revitalized, but when 
everyone is not on board and communicating 
the plan fails. This failure was described to me 

Figure 6 
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by the mayor of Wheeling. He mentioned that 
is hard to get everyone on the same page 
because sometimes people focus on individual 
gains rather than community gains. 
 

CONCLUSION  

Wheeling was put on the map early on its 
history as an industrial powerhouse. The cut 
nail industry is what the city was known for, 
and the money rolled in, eventually becoming 
one of the richest cities per capita in the United 
States in the late 19th Century. The population 
was at its height during this time as well, 
peaking at just over 60,000 people. Wheeling 
displayed this wealth with the architecture of 
the buildings, the architecture was beautiful 
and showed power, mostly consisting of 
Victorian and Gothic Revival buildings. 
However, the nail industry eventually left 
leaving Wheeling behind and taking its wealth 
with it.  

This leads for the need of a new identity for 
Wheeling. The city has all the necessary pieces 
in place but just needs a gentle push forward 
into becoming successful again. There needs to 
be an emphasis on creating a sustainable city. 
The sustainable city will focus on the three P’s, 
People, Planet, and Profit. Keeping the three P’s 
in mind will help to create a vision for the city. 
The focus on sustainability will aim around at a 
city-wide effort not just individual areas and 
buildings. As mentioned to me by Wheeling 
officials, there needs to be a focus on 
eliminating the gray infrastructure and focusing 
on green infrastructure. In turn, green 
infrastructure will create an enlivened street 
scape. The streetscape will be more colorful, 
vibrant, and more inviting. Wheeling will focus 
on creating new uses for its beautiful unused 
building. This is the main point for the city of 
Wheeling. The infrastructure of buildings is in 
place, it is just creating the projects and ideas 
to bring more life and excitement into the city. 
Again, these building should contain the 
historical context of the city while also bringing 
them into the 21st century with the luxuries of 
technologies that we have available. Like 
Viollet le Duc’s quote, building should be 
restored to a completeness that could have 
never existed before.  With the city’s 
streetscape project taking off soon, the 

walkability of the city will be at the forefront. 
Walkability is good for the 3 P’s and will be at 
the very essence of revitalizing Wheeling.  

There may be a problem that Wheeling will not 
be able to come together and work as one 
unified group. When it comes to walkability, 
streetscapes, and sustainability, I think those 
ideas will work together seamlessly. However, 
when it comes to bringing in business and 
developers to invest in the area, I think there 
may be some budding of heads in what they 
think is best for the city of Wheeling. 
Community involvement can help combat this 
problem in the fact that they are the ones who 
will be influencing business in the area.  

In the end, I can see many businesses and 
projects connecting the dots of sustainability, 
walkability, streetscapes, business, quality of 
life, and infrastructure. I think the perfect 
project would be one of a mixed-use building 
located in the heart of the downtown. It will 
become a destination for community members 
and workers in the downtown area to walk to. 
The missed use building will house retail and 
business on the first floor, while having 
apartments and living above. The building 
should reflect the historical significance of 
Wheeling while also having 21st century 
additions. I believe a project of this nature will 
kick start revitalization interests in the 
downtown area. 
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COMMENTARY 
LOGAN PATRICK 

 

The thesis process, that started with the written paper, my main goal was to focus 
on the old abandoned buildings in Wheeling, West Virginia and reuse them in a way 
the benefited the city sustainably and economically. I also focused on creating a more 
walkable city and increasing the quality of life in my writing. I was and still am 
enamored with the industrial history and heritage of Wheeling and that really became 
a hard driving factor in the design process.  

This leads me to the design portion of my thesis. I ended up choosing an abandoned 
B&O Railroad Depot that sat between the Ohio River and Big Wheeling Creek. I chose 
this site because of its industrial past and because of the proximity between the 
downtown, centre market, and Wesbanco Arena. The industrial past was apparent 
because of the abandoned rail bridges that remained in place. These rail bridges 
spanned Wheeling Creek and use to carry different goods and materials throughout 
the city and beyond. Also on the site was the main railroad on which all the other 
lines branched off. That main line was turned into a walking trail that runs throughout 
the city and through my site. Another important industrial indicator on my site is the 
via-duct wall that carried the passenger train through the city. To highlight the via 
duct I placed a water feature in front of it to make the history of the wall apparent 
to the users. So, I had all these elements on my site that contained the remnants of 
Wheeling’s past and I decided to use them as design drivers and influencers.  

One of the first decisions I made was attacking the program of the design project. 
Through interviews and talking with various professionals in Wheeling, I decided that 
one of the most glaring needs was the need for housing. There are not enough places 
for people that work in the downtown to live and I wanted to address this need. The 
main component of the design project ended up being apartments. The other parts 
of the building consisted of amenities for the apartment and the city, with spaces like 
a coffee/sandwich shop, gym, office space, and a daycare. So, the building ended up 
having residential on the top three floors, and commercial spaces on the bottom, 
becoming a mixed-use building.  

As I stated earlier, I wanted to increase the walkability in Wheeling, so I pushed my 
building to the back of the site and encouraged pedestrians walking on the street to 
come into my site and explore. On the site there is a kayak shop and rental, so one 
can come and rent a kayak for the day and explore the Ohio River or Big Wheeling 
Creek. Probably the most important feature and the most fun to work with throughout 
the thesis process was the old rail bridges that spanned Wheeling Creek. There are 
4 bridges in total and as of today, one cannot walk across them as they are blocked 
off due to their deterioration. They sit in a prime location due to the Wesbanco Arena 
being on one side and my site being on the other. I opened these bridges back up 
and restored them by giving them new structure and covered them with metal grating 
so one can see what they are walking on and remember the past. The spaces in 
between the bridges themselves I covered as well so they could serve as a little 
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park/seating area. In this park/seating area one can look out to the river and enjoy 
the view.  

The form of the building is also rooted within those rail bridges I mentioned earlier. 
The rail bridges all branched off the main B&O rail line that what is now the walking 
trail. The branching lines created a curved shape the gestured towards the river. I 
mirrored this curve shape and allowed the curve to now gesture towards the city. 
The building ended up following this form and contained some cantilever and 
protruding shapes with void spaces as well. These void spaces allow for views towards 
the river while also creating defined entries into the building. The materials of the 
building also pay homage to the industrial era of Wheeling. I used corten steel, wood, 
brick, steel, and glass. The building contains structural members that also contribute 
to the industrial look. X-Bracing and trusses are left exposed to enforce the concept 
of the industrial era. These are used to remember the past, but also show what the 
now and identity of Wheeling can become.  

During my presentation the main topic that I was critiqued on was the program I 
chose for the building. The reviewers mainly thought the choices of the program were 
not warranted towards the idea of my project which was to create a new identity for 
the city of Wheeling. the reviewers thought I may have skipped a few steps and 
needed to rethink how the city would need different spaces to kick start the new 
identity. As I said earlier, I chose to do apartments because of the glaring need for 
them. There is nowhere to live in the downtown as of today, and I know these units 
would be the talk of the town and be rented out extremely quick. All the reviewers 
assumed that my project would be an adaptive reuse project and I think they could 
not get over the fact the I produced a new construction project. I kept the adaptive 
reuse portion of paper in the design project with the rail bridges. As stated earlier, I 
repurposed these bridges and turned them into pedestrian bridges and park space. I 
would have liked to be critiqued more on the architecture of my building, but it did 
not happen that way.  

In the end, I started the thesis process by thinking about revitalizing the post-
industrial city, Wheeling, West Virginia, by using historic preservation, adaptive 
reuse, walkability, and sustainability. While some of these ideas may have faded, I 
feel I incorporated them some way or another into the design portion of the thesis. I 
used these main ideas to influence my design. I would have liked to go more in depth 
in some areas but I feel like my project for the most part was successful in showing 
that how a post-industrial city can be rethought while not losing the history which 
made it relevant in the first place.  

I would like to thank my Thesis Committee, Mary Ben Bonham, Ben Jacks, and Gulen 
Cevik for all their help throughout the thesis process. I would also like to thank all 
my studio and various professors for their help throughout this thesis journey, Diane 
Fellows, John Becker, and Raffi Tomassian.   

 


