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McCandless cemetery involves community, becomes part of Eagle Scout
project

(https://triblive.com/author/julia-felton/)

COURTESY OF BETH BURRELL

A community effort is under way to clean up and revitalize the abandoned Duncan Heights Cemetery in McCandless, and a student at North

Allegheny Senior High School has made aiding the restoration his Eagle Scout project.

The cemetery, which spans between 4 and 6 acres along Duncan Avenue, was established in the 1930s, according to Beth Burrell, who lives

nearby. She began researching the cemetery after she and her husband stumbled upon it while walking their dog. 
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“A Jewish man who owned the property specifically designed it to be a place for the African American community to bury their loved ones,

because at the time, things were still ‘separate but equal,’ ” she said, explaining that cemetery plots sold to Black people then were often

“less than desirable.”

About 10 years later, the cemetery was opened to anyone, Burrell said, and a small section was specifically dedicated to war veterans.

The cemetery was abandoned in the 1960s, Burrell said.

Last summer, Burrell worked to document via GPS where each grave site was — and she’s since gotten support in her efforts to revitalize the

cemetery from local officials, community groups and the Boy Scouts.

Ralph Abdel-Massih, a 16-year-old student at North Allegheny Senior High School, decided that fixing up the site would become his Eagle

Scout project.

“When I first heard about it, I was interested because I saw the history,” Abdel-Massih said. “Honestly, it would painful not to do something.

There’s a story behind it. There’s a lot of veterans buried there, and it would be disrespectful to keep it like that.”

On April 30 Abdel-Massih and other Boy Scouts and community members worked to cut down dead bushes and trees and collect trash.

“It felt nice. There were certainly some fun moments,” he said. “I was amazed by the amount of people who came down and helped — just

knowing this many people actually cared.”

The next step for Abdel-Massih’s Eagle Scout project is to build a rain garden at the cemetery, which he hopes will alleviate flooding issues.

“It has potential to become a park that people can walk through,” he said. “My project is more of a steppingstone for other people to start

doing projects there.”

Burrell said she’s excited to see Abdel-Massih and others in the community work to fix up the cemetery.

“I just really feel like those who are laid to rest here and our community both deserve better than what this property currently looks like,”

she said. “It’s really overgrown, there’s a lot of water issues — but it could be so beautiful. I see the potential there.”
Julia Felton is a Tribune-Review staff writer. You can contact Julia by email at jfelton@triblive.com (mailto:jfelton@triblive.com) or via Twitter
 (https://twitter.com/JuliaFelton16).
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