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Recommendations

Navigation

Improve graphic identity at the fork in the road
		
Define the Roxborough district through a system of visual cues
		

Bicycle and Pedestrian Connections
	

Improve the Ridge Avenue streetscape environment

Urban Landscape Amenities

Plant trees on targeted blocks of Ridge Avenue

Introduce landscaping to important sites along Ridge Avenue

Highlight important landmarks

Establish a true gateway into Roxborough
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ridge to roxborough

The uphill climb on Ridge Avenue is an important threshold into Roxborough.  Many 

stable residential neighborhoods lie along this corridor, along with transportation 

amenities, neighborhood businesses and historic remnants of the urban fabric.  This 

section of Ridge Avenue however, does not give the impression of a place where people 

live and work but instead reads as a throughway for traffic.  Simple physical changes 

can be made to the Avenue to improve conditions there.

5

6

7

M
A

IN
 S

T

RIDGE AVE

LI
N

C
O

LN
 D

R

KELLY DR

CITY AVE

SUMAC

KALOS

ROCHELLE

M
AN

AYU
N

K

GYPSY

R
IG

H
T

E
R

TER
R

AC
E

SALAIGNAC

DAWSON

HERMIT
LAURISTON

OSBORN

SCHUYLKILL

ROCK

SCHOOL 
HOUSE

LI
N

C
O

LN
 D

R

VASSAR FR
EELAN

D

M
AN

O
R

R
ETTA

SEVILLE

SCHUYLKILL EXP

GENESIS

HAINES

OSBORN

LAURISTON

CIT
Y A

VE

SH
AR

P

OSBORN

SCHUYLKILL

DAWSON

C
R

ESSO
N

SCHUYLKILL RIVER

W
IS

S
A

H
IC

K
O

N
 C

R
E

E
K

LOWER MERION

HERMIT

R
ID

G
E

 A
V

E

0 1,000 2,000500 Feet

1

2

7

3

4
5

6



50   THE WISSAHICKON GATEWAY

Improve Graphic Identity at the Fork in the Road

The quote, attributed to Yogi Berra “when you come to a fork in the road, take it”  
is so comically quixotic because you must ask – “yeah, but which way Yogi?”– how 
could you possibly know in the absence of more information? The fork-in-the-road 
intersection at Ridge and Main is like that.  The way down to the left welcomes you 
to Manayunk with a grandly retro hello.  What about up to the right? The presence of 
Roxborough’s Ridge Avenue is absolutely invisible at its own front door. One would 
presume that Roxborough residents and business owners preferred the Ridge to remain 
secret, but of course that isn’t the case. 

More information is needed.  This is an important, not-to-be-lost opportunity to 
present Roxborough’s commercial district as a destination. Given nearby activities, 
surroundings, and roadway geometries, drivers already encounter an abundance 
of signage graphics and decisions to make, so the message must be presented in an 
elegant, legible way.  Positioning a “Welcome to Roxborough” message alongside 
Main Street’s welcome does that and resolves the curious, confusing ambiguity when a 
singular destination is offered at an obvious fork in the road. 

The monumental  “Welcome to Main Street Manayunk” sign armature could hold 
both the:  to MAIN STREET MANAYUNK message, and (on the Ridge Ave. side) 
also mark the threshold to Roxborough.  Drawings, discussions and alternatives will 
eventually lead to an agreed-to approach, and adequate confidence about costs– ready 
to move forward with design development, engineering, PennDOT approvals, 
funding, management and maintenance commitments, and then on to fabrication and 
installation. 

Define the Roxborough District through a 
System of Visual Cues and Signage 

The identity and gateway system introducing the presence of Roxborough’s commercial 
district needs to operate across a broader geography not just at the Ridge/Main 
intersection. These identity elements, different from those available in the disbanded 
Direction Philadelphia program or Fairmount Parks sign system, will welcome and direct 
the visitor to the hill.  A gateway sign at the top of the hill will announce your arrival to 
Roxborough center. This should be a unique gateway similar to East Falls and Manayunk 
but may be as simple as a Direction Philadelphia district marker.

Moving downtown can become simpler and more pleasurable. When key points 
along the way offer direction, arrival to the district is clearly celebrated, and potential 
destinations and parking are attractively signed, geographical distance becomes less of an 
obstacle.  This system of wayfinding and welcoming is also essential for radio, print and 
web-based promotion to be effective. 

There are several key intersections along the length of Ridge Avenue between Main and 
Hermit Streets.  These include Main and Ridge, Osborn and Ridge, and the Hermit, 
Pechin, and Manayunk intersections.  Concentrating improvements at these intersections 
will maximize their impact while increasing the continuity of the district’s identity.  Clear 
identification of the district at the fork in the road between Ridge Avenue and Main 
Street is critical.  The opportunity also exists for further reinforcement of the district 
threshold at the Hermit Street and Ridge Avenue intersection.  Also, the pedestrian 
corridors to and from the local transit stations, if improved and maintained, will heighten 
the feeling of welcome for people who arrive to the district via mass transit.

Interventions to mark the edges of the Roxborough neighborhood should be of a scale 
to match the width of the road and vehicle speed.  A combination of pedestrian scale 
directional signs and larger graphics oriented towards vehicular traffic will contribute to 
an attractive and distinctive place for all users.  Signage intended for vehicles can indicate 
destinations further up the Ridge and beyond.  Signage should celebrate the Roxborough 
neighborhood as a destination and also a gateway to communities beyond.

Defining a place may be achieved in a variety of ways.  Recognizing a critical mass of 
destinations and interests through signage and banners increases awareness of what 
the district has to offer to those passing through.  A consistent quality of signage and 
furnishings can help to define the district in a positive way.  Distinctive visual elements, 
such as murals, brightly colored infrastructure, or masses of a signature plant type 
serve as orientation devices and definers of the neighborhood edges.  The Roxborough 
neighborhood can gain identity as a consistent pedestrian commercial corridor, lined 
with street trees and punctuated with attractive graphics and street furnishings, with a 
celebrated entry and clearly defined edges.

 



 51   Ridge to Roxborough

Signage at the fork in the road between Main Street and Ridge Road should emphasize the choices for motorists and 
use familiar place names to show direction. 

before after

Signage at the Ridge Avenue/Main Street Fork
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Improve the Ridge Avenue Streetscape 
Environment 

From the intersection of Ridge and Main it is a half-mile up a steep hill to 
Roxborough’s downtown. This section of the Avenue runs at a diagonal to surrounding 
blocks.  Many of the buildings face the street at an angle and the intersections seem too 
wide.  Though the curving street alignment sets up some interesting views terminated 
by handsome facades, the overall impression is dominated by jersey barriers, telephone 
lines, unremarkable buildings, parking lots and an expanse of asphalt. 

Along this ascending roadway are two modest indications that something is going 
on.  Plastic flowers in plastic baskets hanging from vehicular scaled light fixtures 
and small, pale banners periodically line the street.  A pronounced gateway, which 
could be largely horticultural, at the Ridge/Osborn intersection right after the initial 
ascent should be followed by better banners, pedestrian scaled light fixtures, SEPTA 
bus shelters, and street trees where there is adequate dimension.  These amenities 
will diminish the sense of the distance up (or down) the hill and create the kind of 
convivial streetscape that will make people feel welcome, even if they are not quite 
sure where they are – yet.  Clearly designated crosswalks and widened sidewalks could 
further improve the pedestrian character of the streetscape.  Selected street tree species 
should become substantial enough to mediate between the large scale of the street and 
the smaller scaled houses along it.

A streetscape plan prepared in the fall of 2004 for the Roxborough’s entire two-and-
one-half mile commercial corridor – from Domino Lane to Main Street – includes 
specific recommendations for improvements to the  “Down the Ridge” streetscape.  
Most of the project cost is allocated to replacing the Jersey barriers and sidewalk 
and crossing improvements to make for a more comfortable, convenient and safe 
pedestrian environment.  If implemented, these improvements would also present a 
cared-for, welcoming public realm that would create a positive impression on visitors 
traveling further up the corridor to the commercial district. The 2004 plan does not 
address the appearance, identity, or gateway issues for the section of Ridge below 
Osborn to the Ridge Main intersection. 

Specific improvements recommended in the plan include:
	 •  New banners, street signage, landscaping and ornamental fences
	 •  New gateway feature at Ridge and Osborn traffic island

The current streetscape environment on Ridge Avenue toward Roxborough.

	 •  New sidewalks and curbs from Wissahickon Station to Osborn
	 •  Sidewalk widening from SEPTA bridge to Osborn
	 •  Curb bump-outs at Pensdale, Walnut, Markle, Hermit, Pechin, Manayunk
	 •  Crosswalks at Mitchell, Pechin, Salaignac, Manayunk, Terrace, Vasser, 		
	     Osborn, Kalas, and Sumac
	 •  Mid-block crossings at Pensdale, Markle, and Osborn
	 •  New trash cans between Walnut/Hermit and between Manayunk/Osborn
	 •  New bus shelters at Walnut, Manayunk, Osborn based on Transit First 
	 •  Bollards to replace the Jersey barrier between Osborn and Main

The issue of bumpouts and mid-block crossings has not received much attention from 
the Streets Department so far.  Because this has been a major stumbling block in the 
past, it may be necessary to pursue such an intervention in just a few places to start. 
For example, bumpouts at Hermit, Walnut and Manayunk will be more difficult 
to construct since almost all of the cartway space is in use at these intersections.  A 
redesign of Walnut Lane to narrow the east approach is probably more appropriate.

Ridge Avenue opens to add a second westbound travel lane just north of the Main 
Street intersection as it climbs the hill near Wissahickon Station.  This lane ends just 
south of the Rochelle Avenue intersection.  Ostensibly, its purpose is to allow slower-
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moving trucks and buses on the upgrade to move out of the way of other traffic.  It is
 used quite frequently by SEPTA buses as it allows them to make service stops at the 
Wissahickon Station and Rochelle Avenue and pull out of the traffic flow for these 
stops.  The lane can be used by automobiles exiting the Wissahickon Station parking 
lot headed north on Ridge Avenue as well.  The lane could be removed if desired 
to allow the cartway and lane widths to be narrowed.  If this is desired, it would be 
prudent to retain portions of the lane at the Station and Rochelle Avenue to be used by 
buses making their service stops.

The current concrete barrier in the area of the railroad bridge should be reconsidered.  
While some of this barrier is needed because of the severe drop off on the west side of 
the bridge, a more aesthetically-considered barrier would be useful.

plant street trees on targeted blocks of Ridge 
avenue 

The streetscape along Ridge Avenue toward Roxborough can be improved not solely 
for pedestrian connectivity, but also for the overall aesthetic quality of the street and 
the experience of moving along it.  A feasible mechanism for doing this is to plant 
street trees in those blocks that lack this type of civilizing treatment.  Blocks that 
should be targeted for street trees include Manayunk Avenue to Lauriston Street, 
Pechin Street to Mitchel Street and Mitchell Street to Hermit Street.

Many of the existing street trees that are planted along Ridge Avenue include pears 
and Japanese zelkova, which have a dense canopy and cast a dark shadow.  Fairmount 
Park approved street trees that might be more appropriate in this location include 
the Golden Raintree, Koelreuteria paniculata, the thornless honey locust, Gleditsia 
triacanthos, or even the American redbud, Cercis canadensis.  Each of these species has a 
fairly open canopy and grows well in urban conditions like Ridge Avenue.  

introduce landscaping to important sites along 
ridge Avenue

In addition to landscaping, certain sites along Ridge Avenue could be improved 
through simple landscaping treatments.  Simple grass buffer strips and tree planting 
can do a lot to make a business more inviting and a street much more pleasing to walk 
along.

The concrete barrier could be redesigned to be more aesthetically pleasing.

The road in front of the Wissahickon Rail Station could be narrowed.
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Certain blocks of Ridge Avenue are in need of simple landscape 
amenities to enhance the pedestrian experience.  The block between 
Pechin Street and Mitchell Street is on of the segments that could 
be improved with street trees.

before after

Street Trees on Ridge Avenue
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The environment along Ridge Avenue could be greatly improved through simple landscape 
enhancements to businesses that people visit regularly.

before after

Landscaping at Area Businesses
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highlight important landmarks 

To signal the entry into Roxborough, important landmarks should be highlighted to 
act as series of gateways into the neighborhood.  

For example, on the retaining wall below the R6 Wissahickon Station is one landmark 
that signals the entry into Roxborough.  This is the monumental mural “Manayunk 
Views”: depicting racing cyclists against a tromp l’oeil background of the historic 
Reading Rail bridge over the creek.  Completed in 1997 by artist Tish Ingersoll, it 
was commissioned by CoreStates Bank as a way of promoting the famous annual 
competition. After a decade, it may be time to refresh its message – perhaps with 
contemporary “gateway” themes related to the river, commerce, and the tri-community 
destinations that surround this place. 

Moving further into Roxborough, the tall historic smokestack that occupies much of 
the windshield-view skyline as you approach the first turn belongs to the Wilde Yarns. 
Built in 1884, the facility continues to produce wool yarn for industry and individual 
purchase on Ebay.  The high wire transmission tower, also prominent at the approach 
to the first turn, is one of many following the original PG&N rail lines through 
Manayunk.  Designed during an era of innovation in both transportation and power 
generation, the upper part of the structures deliver high voltage power from auxiliary 
generating stations for the Philadelphia Electric Company, while the lower portions 
carry wires to electrify the trains.  Today this track serves the SEPTA R6 regional line 
to Norristown.  Here, the Jersey barriers and cell tower could be painted an unusual, 
unforgettable color to indicate that something wonderful is going on here.  Refreshing 
the historic 1884 date markings on the chimney could also be refreshed. 

Establish a true gateway into roxborough at 
Hermit street and ridge avenue

The intersection at Hermit Street and Ridge Avenue should be designed to serve as a 
true gateway into Roxborough – the topography finally flattens out, the roadway aligns 
with the neighborhood grid, and the motorist can attend to something other than just 
navigating the road.  A prominent sign could be used to signal this “official” gateway 
into the neighborhood.  Plantings on both sides of the street should be used to frame 
the view of the intersecion and what lies beyond.  In addition, a more prominent land 
use should be developed on the lot where an abandoned gas station currenty sits. The historic smoke stack at Wilde Yarns

The mural at the Wissahickon Rail Station
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before after

Because the intersection at Hermit Street and Ridge Avenue acts as a clear gateway into 
Roxborough, it is important that the vacant gas station parcel be converted to a more prominent 
use.  Future development on this site fit in with the urban context of Roxborough rather than 
exhibiting a suburban form.  Any future building should fully utilize the corner, be sited close to 
the road and integrate features such as awnings to engage pedestrians walking by.

New Buildings on Vacant Lots
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Implementation Steps

In the fall of 2007 the City’s Commerce Department, the Philadelphia Industrial 
Development Corporation (PIDC) launched a project, “ReStore Philadelphia”, that 
will bring millions of dollars to improve many of the city’s neighborhood commercial 
corridors. Of this amount, up to $500,000 is dedicated for Ridge Avenue.  Decisions 
about how to allocate the funding among public realm elements such as lighting, 
crosswalks, street trees, and sidewalks should take into account that the 2004 plan 
for the corridor projected that to bring the normal elements of a hospitable outdoor 
retailing environment would (adjusted for inflation ) take about five times the 
$500,000 available from the ReStore Project. 

Recommendation Global Issue Cost Agency Related Plans Implementation Details
1 Improve graphic identity at 

the fork in the road
Navigation $ RDC; MDC Sign design and implementation to be guided by 

the Roxborough and Manayunk communities

2 Define the Roxborough 
district through a system of 
visual cues and signage

Navigation $$ RDC; PennDOT Design and content of wayfinding signage should 
be guided by the approaches used in East Falls 
by the EFDC- this approach combines signage 
designed developed by the Direction Philadelphia 
program, as well as Fairmount Park and PennDOT  

3 Improve the Ridge Avenue 
streetscape environment

Bicycle and Ped 
Connections

$$ RDC; PennDOT 2004 Streetscape Plan RDC to coordinate imrprovements along the 
Avenue

4 Plant street trees on 
targeted blocks of Ridge 
Avenue

Urban Landscape 
Amenities

$ RDC; property owners; 
Fairmount Park; Streets 
Dept.

Tree plantings must be coordinated with property 
owners and local tree tenders group to assure 
long-term viability of plantings

5 Introduce landscaping to 
important sites along Ridge 
Avenue

Urban Landscape 
Amenities

$ RDC; property owners

6 Highlight important 
landmarks

Urban Landscape 
Amenities

$ RDC; SEPTA; PennDOT; 
Mural Arts

7 Establish a true gateway 
into Roxborough

Urban Landscape 
Amenities

$$ RDC 2004 Streetscape Plan Gateway to be reinforced through coordinated 
tree plantings and redevelopment of the vacant 
site at Hermit and Ridge
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ALTERNATIVE FUTURES FOR THE WATERFRONT

It is anticipated that the initiatives related to specific improvement projects  for signs, streetscapes, roadways, 

landscape, and trails will be taken up by the public agencies and organizations that are typically responsible 

for these activities. Where resources are not available, they could be funded and implemented by some other 

interested entity. There is however, a  critically important longer-term, big-picture initiative that will determine the 

overall destiny of the area. 

The 5000 Block of Ridge Avenue is an 8 acre waterfront site that is presently occupied by a building supply store, 

a self storage facility, and a distribution warehouse operation.  Though all allowable uses under the present G2 

zoning classification, there has been a growing anticipation that riverfront industrial-type uses are likely to be 

displaced, especially in locations where the river is not used to transport materials or product. This has usually 

been a welcome change in city neighborhoods with public transit assets that can support mixed use development 

and where investors perceive a ready market demand. What would a the new waterfront place look like and how 

should present development regulations respond to allow and encourage that to happen?
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Alternative Futures for the Waterfront

Existing Conditions

No access to the waterfront currently exists in the area between the Wissahickon Creek 
and the Manayunk Canal Towpath.  The high amount of trucks that use the current site 
takes away from pedestrian friendliness, even on the sidewalk.  No landmark buildings 
exist on the site, giving a suburban feeling to these warehouse style buildings.

Top: The view of Ridge Avenue looking toward Manayunk.

Bottom: The right of way between PECO property and the waterfront site.
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Option 1:  Conventional development

•  	Self-contained, residential community

•  	The waterfront area is preserved for community use, but no breakthroughs 
exist for people to move through the community to get to the water

•  	The waterfront space may or may not be publicly accessed along the 
riverfront

•  	Limited retail will be included in this mostly residential community
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Option Two: Promenade Place

•  	The organizing feature of this community is the promenade through  
the community

•  	The promenade is based on a strong sight line between the bikeway on 
Ridge Avenue and the river

•  	The promenade area presents an opportunity to incorporate anchor retail  
into the community

Alternative Futures for the Waterfront
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Option Three: River Village

•  	Pedestrian scale walking paths extend through the community

•  	Several walking paths connect the bikeway on Ridge with the waterfront

•  	Access to water happens at the end of these paths at small overlooks

•  	Small retail area near bus station and in the green “mall” area caters  
to specialty retail

•  	 “Village” character
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Alternative Futures for the Gustine Lake Interchange

MILLENIUM PARK, Chicago

Olympic park, seattle

Louisville waterfront park

24.5 acres
(19 football fields)

9.5 acres
(8 football fields)

24.5 acres
(19 football fields)

•	 Major reclamation of large waterfront 		
	  space
•	 Offers large civic event spaces as well  		
	  many private event spaces.
•	 Attracts several types of people and 		
	  activities
•	 Relinks downtown to water, and to other 	
	  recreational destinations
					   

•	 Reuse of railroad yard linking Grant Park 	
	  and waterfront
•	 Large civic ammenities & architectural 		
	  details
•	 Park has apprecialted the area socially and 	
	  economically greatly
	

•	 Connects 3 industrial sites into 1 		
 	  waterfront green space. Also doubles as 		
	  an outdoor extension to art museum
•	 Strategically traverses major traffic lanes as 	
	  well as a major frieght train line
•	 Large public greenspaces including  
	  a beach and sculpture garden. The site 		
	  offers an ecologically diverse outdoor area 	
	  for the downtown
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Gustine Lake Interchange

GORGAS PARK

RITTENHOUSE SQUARE

37 acres
(28.5 football fields)

21 acres
(16 football fields)

5.73 acres
(4.4 football fields)

•	 Large public space for a community with 	
	  little public land
•	 Activities for sports, children, concerts, &
	  relaxing
•	 Joins nieghbors from Roxborough amd 		
	  Manayunk

•	 Situated between very 	populated 		
	  residential & buisness districts
•	 Urban oasis boosting plenty of seating, 		
	  trees, and community integrity
•	 Extremely safe and well populated at all 		
	  hours of the day

•	 Situated between three prominant 		
	  neighborhoods and Fairmount Park.
•	 Located at the mouth of the Wissahickon 	
	  Creek
•	 Much unused land exists in the form of 		
	  freeway ramps
	

Could it be more?




