
MEMORANDUM 

To: Ethan Raup, Pittsburgh History & Landmarks Foundation 

From: Jason Togyer, Director, McKeesport Heritage Center 

Subject: McKeesport's untapped preservation potential 

Date: June 2,2009 

C.C.: Michelle Wardle, Executive Director, McKeesport Heritage Center 

Ethan: 

The time is short, the need is great, and the odds are against us. Now that the 
bad news is out of the way, here's the pitch-McKeesport represents an 
unprecedented preservation opportunity in Western Pennsylvania. 

Our city has a rich history spanning more than 200 years and combining cultural 
influences from Europe, Asia and Africa. Our prosperity in the early and mid 20th 
century left us with many significant and irreplaceable buildings. - 

It's almost criminal that no serious historic preservation effort has ever been 
made in the McKeesport area. Our distance (both geographically and culturally) 
from Pittsburgh has probably discouraged it. 

But McKeesport's economic future depends on tapping every asset we have, 
and we haven't yet begun to even consider utilizing our historic buildings as 
assets. The longer we wait, the more these assets depreciate. 

Although McKeesport Heritage Center and a variety of private individuals have 
an interest in historic preservation, we lack the resources (both financial and 
experiential) to make it happen. 1 realize that PH&LF is stretched thin, but I hope 
that the opportunity we present will make it worth the Foundation's while to help 
us mount this effort. 

What follows is some background on the city, the issues, and some of the 
opportunities for preservation. If I can provide any additional information, please 
don't hesitate to call me at work at (41 2- or at home at (412)- 
I; or email me alf 

All the best, 
Jason 
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SUMMARY 

The City of McKeesport represents an opportunity for historic preservation and 
reuse unmatched in Western Pennsylvania, and possibly in the Commonwealth 
of Pennsylvania. 

Its unique and important history in the development of the United States has left 
McKeesport with a significant cultural legacy. It also remains home to many 
structures in a wide variety of architectural styles, and with a wide range of 
potential uses. 

Despite this, McKeesport has lost a number of buildings with significant cultural, 
historical or architectural value, and is in immediate danger of losing others. 

INTRODUCTION 

The McKeesport Heritage Center, a 501 (c)3 corporation chartered to preserve 
historical records and artifacts of the McKeesport area, wants to pursue 
opportunities to salvage these structures - either alone or in partnership with 
other groups - but lacks the technical and organizational ability. 

Therefore, the Heritage Center is asking Pittsburgh History and Landmarks 
Foundation for assistance in organizing a sustainable preservation effort in the 
City of McKeesport. 

The Heritage Center would like to invite community officials and stakeholders to 
participate as well. 

Our ultimate goal is to see historically or culturally significant - and 
irreplaceable - structures returned to profitable use by private or public 
organizations. 

BACKGROUND 

As the largest city in Allegheny County outside of Pittsburgh, McKeesport has 
sianificant strateaic and historical importance. Yet there has been almost no 
u - 

organized attempt to preserve any of its significant structures for reuse. 

This is a result of a variety of influences - geographic and cultural - that have 
kept the city separate and unique from Pittsburgh. Conversely, these same 
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influences are what have made McKeesport a historically important community, 
and one worthy of a focused, determined preservation effort. 

Frontier Era 

Before the evolution of the steel industry, the McKeesport area was a significant 
outpost on the colonial frontier. 

George Washington met with Queen Alliquippa, a leader of the Delaware tribe, in 
present-day McKeesport in 1753, when the future president was mapping the 
forks of the Monongahela on behalf of the Virginia Company. 

Later, after the formation of the United States of America, McKeesport served as 
a hotbed of revolutionary activity during the Whiskey Rebellion. 

Industrial Develoment 

Because of its location at the confluence of the Monongahela and 
Youghiogheny rivers, McKeesport's early industries were centered around boat 
buildina. The arrival of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad in 1857 provided a quicker 
meansor the transportation of manufactured goods to the East Coast. 

With the subsequent discovery of abundant coal reserves around McKeesport, 
the staae was set for the city to become the cradle of the steel industry, and an 
extremely prosperous community developed in a short period of time.. 

The National Tube Works, founded in 1870, quickly became the largest 
manufacturer of steel pipe in the world, pioneering many manufacturing 
techniques that remain in use today. 

National Tube became a cornerstone of the creation of the United States Steel 
Corp. in 1901 and at one time employed 7.000 to 10,000 people in McKeesport 
in a plant that stretched along most of the city's waterfront. 

The United States Iron &Tin Plate Co., founded in 1874 in McKeesport, was 
almost singlehandedly responsible for breaking the European monopoly on 
high-quality alloy and tool steels. Later, as Firth-Sterling Co., the same facility 
pioneered the American manufacture of stainless steel. 

Mix of Cultural Influences 

Fueled by European immigration - and later migration of African-Americans to 
the north - the ~o~u la t i on  of McKees~ort swelled before World War II to 60.000 . . 
residents, with another quarter-millionpeople in the surrounding suburbs. 
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The population density of the McKeesport area, and the wealth generated by 
manufacturing, led to McKeeSport developing its own network of political, 
cultural and governmental institutions that operated independently of Pittsburgh. 

To this day, McKeesport has its own Carnegie Library system independent of 
the Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh; its own well-regarded regional symphony 
orchestra; its own regional park system; its own Housing Authority and 
Redevelopment Authority; and other vital cultural and governmental institutions. 

PRESENT-DAY 

The decline of the basic steel industry in the 1970s and '80s hit Western 
Pennsylvania particularly hard, and McKeesport was no exception. During the 
1980s and 1990s, tens of thousands of people left the McKeesport area in 
search of work. Like Pittsburgh, McKeesport and the surrounding communities 
have lost about half of their historic populations. 

The remaining population is disproportionately elderly and poor compared with 
the rest of the United States. For instance, the 35th Legislative District, which 
serves most of the McKeesport Area School District, is the third-oldest in the 
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania; while roughly two-thirds of elementary school 
students in the city are eligible for free or reduced lunch. 

Existinq Groups Stretched Thin 

The population drain and resultant economic hard times forced many 
businesses to close or relocate away from McKeesport's urban core. The 
Downtown area, with many of its buildings dating to the "boom era" before 
World War II, is in particularly poor shape. 

Many buildings were abandoned in the 1980s and have suffered the ravages of 
time and the elements. Others are still in use. but were built for much richer, 
more powerful organizations. Today, in the hands of landlords unable to 
properly care for them, they are rapidly deteriorating. 

The outward migration of people and income has left McKeesport's 
~overnmental and civic institutions in "survival mode" for the past 20 years, 
concerned primarily with maintaining basic services such as public safety, and 
unable to provide "frills" or "extras" - like historic preservation. 

Manv Structures Already Lost 

As a result of these factors, many architecturally unique or historically important 
structures have already been torn down as a risk to health and safety. 
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These have included: 

1.) General Office Building, National Tube Company (demolished 2007) 

2.) "Federal Revival" era post office on Fifth Avenue (demolished c. 1985) 

3.) St. Mary's German Church, Olive Street, called the finest example of 
Italian basilica architecture in the United States (demolished c. 1994) 

4.) John P. Harris Memorial Theater (demolished 1987) 

5.) Cox's Department Store, a fine example of early 1950s "International 
Style," decorated in imported marble and terrazzo (demolished c. 1994) 

Many other buildings are condemned or at risk. 

For instance, the Hitzrot House on Market Street was identified in 2006 by the 
Young Preservationists of Pittsburgh as one of the "Top 10" opportunities for 
preservation. The building was once one of the finest residences in Western 
Pennsylvania, constructed by a prominent surgeon. 

Three years later, extensive water damage has left the building "unsalvageable," 
in the opinion of McKeesport's building inspector. It is slated for demolition. 

LACK OF HISTORIC PRESERVATION EFFORTS 

As noted above, McKeesport has often operated independently of the city of 
Pittsburgh. This has possibly discouraged Pittsburgh preservationists from 
undertaking any projects in the McKeesport area. 

Then, too, McKeesport is not easily accessible from the city of Pittsburgh. 
Although Downtown Pittsburgh is only 10 air miles from Downtown McKeesport, 
the two are connected by a series of congested surface roads. Further, 
McKeesport is not located on any Interstate Highway. 

These factors have combined to leave McKeesport "out of sight, out of mind,'' 
even as other historic preservation efforts have met with success in other former 
steel-making communities, such as the "tri-boroughs" of Homestead, Munhall 
and West Homestead. 

An Unsuccessful Local Effort 

A group calling itself variously "McKeesport Preservation Society" or "Historical 
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Society of McKeesport" was incorporated a decade ago, and obtained federal 
501(c)3 status with the express intention of preserving buildings in the city. 

It has been unable to make any progress thus far. 

Indeed, several members of the Historical Society of McKeesport currently face 
legal actions relating to failure to maintain historically significant structures. 

In the opinion of this writer, the inability of Historical Society of McKeesport to 
conduct any significant preservation efforts is largely due to internal problems 
and an antagonistic relationship between the organization and the City of 
McKeesport government. 

It does not indicate in any way that historic preservation and reuse of structures 
in McKeesport is unfeasible. 

ABOUT THE HERITAGE CENTER 

McKeesport Heritage Center was founded at Penn State's McKeesport Campus 
to preserve significant historic records and artifacts from the City and 
surrounding communities. 

It was later designated as the official repository of City of McKeesport and 
McKeesoort Area School District and also serves as the public's access to the 
archives'of the McKeesport Daily News, which began publication in 1884. 

Located in Renziehausen Park, it is supported by public and private grants, fees, 
and paid memberships. 

Present Focus 

Now an independent, 501 (c)3 corporation, McKeesport Heritage Center today 
maintains an extensive collection of genealogical and historical information for 
use by researchers; conducts regular free history programs for residents and 
school arouos: operates a museum with a rotating collection of exhibits; and - . . .  
preserves McKeesport's first school house, erected in 1832. 

The Heritage Center's focus has necessarily been on collecting and preserving 
documents and small. oortable items. It has no experience in historic - 

preservation and limited ability to expand its mission. 
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Credibility and Acceptance 

However, the Heritage Center has an extensive and credible track record; has 
the enthusiastic support of residents, elected officials, prominent opinion 
makers, and fundini agencies; and is a recognized and accepted authority on 
McKeesport area history. 

Although the board of directors is understandably concerned about widening 
the corporation's mission if it threatens the Heritage Center's existing activities; 
it could be considered a natural and appropriate extension of the Heritage 
Center for the center to become a partner in a historic preservation effort. 

BUSINESS CLIMATE 

Despite McKeespOrt's continuing struggle to meet the needs of a largely poor, 
elderly population with a declining tax base, there are signs of progress. 

A number of efforts already underway will soon bring new visitors to the City of 
McKeesport. These represent a strong potential source of customers for any 
public or private developer engaged in historic preservation: 

Alleahenv Bike Trail 

McKeespOrt has become an important stop on the Great Allegheny Passage 
hiking and biking trail between Pittsburgh and Washington, D.C. But much of 
the potential commercial value of the trail remains untapped because the city 
offers few amenities - hotels, restaurants, retailing, etc. - that trail users would 
enjoy. They must leave the trail in McKeesport and travel to Monroeville, White 
Oak or West Mifflin to find these activities. 

University Partnerships 

McKeesport is engaged in partnerships with the University of Pittsburgh and 
Carnegie Mellon University to create a research park for "quality of life 
technoloav." Much of the preliminary work is completed and construction has 
begun near the city's Downtown. l%is work has the potential to bring hundreds 
of faculty members and students to the McKeesport area in the coming years - 
people who will have disposable income and require basic retail and housing. 

Corporate Investment 

McKeesportis industrial park (the former National Tube Works site) is home to a 
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variety of high-tech businesses, including Maglev Inc. and Dish Network. The 
University of Pittsburgh Medical Center has emerged as the city's major 
employer. Again, employees of these companies and institutions represent a 
well-educated, relatively affluent population that McKeesport has yet to serve. 

Public Investment 

McKeesport is slated to become a regional center of government for Allegheny 
County. Allegheny County Executive Dan Onorato and District Attorney Stephen 
Zappala Jr. have already committed to construction of a new regional 
courthouse and public-safety facility in Downtown McKeesport that will service 
35 communities. Hundreds of legal professionals will require office space and 
retail services nearby when this facility opens. 

The Advantaaes of Beina Disadvantaaed? 

Furthermore, McKeesport's status as a disadvantaged community provides it 
with - paradoxically - certain advantages when receiving access to public 
monev. and offers developers access to tax incentives unavailable in most parts 
of ~ l l & h e n ~  County. 

Fifth Avenue through Downtown McKeesport has been designated a "Main 
Street Corridor" by the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, while the Walnut Street 
district is now part of the state's "Elm Street" Initiative. Both designations make 
developers eligible for low- or no-cost assistance to update building exteriors. 

McKeesport is also part of a designated "Keystone Opportunity Zone" and has 
access to low- and no-cost assistance for residential development through the 
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. 

The Value of Indeoendence 

Finally, McKeesport is the only municipality in Allegheny County outside of the 
Citv of Pittsburgh to operate its own Community Development Department, 
Housing ~ u t h o i t ~ ,  and Redevelopment ~uthority. It has full-time police and fire 
departments and a full-time mayor and city manager. It also has a quasi- 
governmental agency (McKeesport Housing Corporation) that assists residential 
developers and single-family homeowners in finding grants and loans for new 
construction and redevelopment. 

These distinctions provide the City of McKeesport with unusual agility and a 
minimum of "red tape." And because these agencies are focused solely on the 
City of ~ c ~ e e s ~ o i ,  they are free from to spread their efforts out in 
the rest of Allegheny County. 
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With the proper legal agreements executed to protect all of the concerned 
oarties, one or several of these agencies could be used as potential vehicles for 
historic preservation efforts within the City of McKeesport. 

CANDIDATES FOR HISTORIC REUSE 

After speaking with city officials and local historians, it is the opinion of this 
writer that many buildings could be targeted for preservation and commercial 
reuse. 

Here are just four structures in the city's Downtown commercial business district 
that have obvious potential: 

1.) Peoble's Union Bank Building, Walnut and Fifth avenues - Vacant 

Constructed between 1906 and 1908, this eight-story office building was 
the headquarters of People's Union Bank and Trust Co. and was once 
used as McKeesport's city hall. In later years it housed a variety of 
professional offices. 

Prominently featured in photos and postcards throughout the 20th 
centurv. it has lona served as a "svmbol of McKees~ort" and was called 
~ c ~ i e s ~ o r t ' s  b&leshipn by former Mayor Joseph Bendel. 

Largely empty since 1994, its original charm also remains almost entirely 
intact. Many upstairs offices retain their original 1906-vintage brass and 
mahogany fixtures, and the massive bank vault is still in place. 

Located along a busy four-lane commercial thoroughfare (Lysle 
Boulevard) and adjacent to free parkina, this buildinq is currently owned 
by a New ~ o r k  developer. It would be an ideal location for "back office" 
functions for a large corporation or for use as a small-business incubator, 
although significant work would be required to update its core electrical 
and sanitary functions. 

2.) Penn-McKee Hotel, Fifth Avenue - Vacant, Condemned 

Built in the mid-1920s, this fireproof concrete and steel structure was the 
site of the first debate between John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon in 
1947. 

It was a center of McKeesport's social and commercial activity from its 
original construction until the 1970% hosting hundreds of community 
meetings, conventions, formal dances and family events such as 
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weddings. It later became a home for transients and closed in 1987. 

Damaged several times by fire, significant water infiltration has destroyed 
much plaster and lath inside. The city has targeted the Penn-McKee for 
demolition, but the cost of tearing down the hotel has been estimated at 
$50,000 to $80,000. 

Despite two decades of neglect, the building's steel frame and brick walls 
remain intact. It is located adjacent to Lysle Boulevard in a highly visible 
location; and within a few doors of McKeesport's Palisades Ballroom and 
convention center, which currently hosts dances and public events 
several nights per week. 

It is also near the McKees Point Marina, the largest public facility for 
recreational boating on the Youghiogheny River and among the largest in 
Allegheny County. And it's within one block of the Great Allegheny Trail. 

Although not architecturally unique, the Penn-McKee has historic value. 
Its location makes it commercially marketable. And the destruction of 
many of its fittings - though unfortunate - provides a developer with 
the opportunity to gut much of the building and make a fresh start. 

The Penn-McKee would be an ideal spot for a mixed use structure 
combining first-floor retail with loft-style apartments for young 
professionals; for an independent living facility for senior citizens; or for 
student housing. 

3.) Masonic Temple, Walnut Street - Mostly vacant 

Another early 20th century skyscraper, this building located on Walnut 
Street was home to several Masonic organizations and a large stock 
brokerage. With the decline in membership in fraternal organizations and 
the consolidation of financial services providers, it is currently mostly 
vacant, with only a few spaces leased for low-density use. 

Like the People's Building, the Masonic Temple is adjacent to a major 
commercial thoroughfare and is connected to a large public parking 
aaraae and a public surface parking lot. It would be an ideal location for 
first-floor retail space and offices. 

4.) St. Peter's Roman Catholic Church, Market Street - Vacant 

One of the oldest Catholic Churches west of the Allegheny Mountains, St. 
Peter's was founded before 1843, pre-dating the Roman Catholic 
Diocese of Pittsburgh itself. The church originally catered to German 
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settlers. The present sanctuary was erected between 1873 and 1875. 

A lack of priests and declining population forced several Catholic 
churches in McKees~ort to consolidate, and St. Peter's was closed in 

Like the Penn-McKee, St. Peter's is within two blocks of the Great 
Allegheny Trail, and as a large, open structure, St. Peter's is adaptable to 
a wide variety of uses, from performance space to retail or restaurant 
conversion. It could also conceivably be reused by another church or 
community group. 
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CONCLUSION 

The City of McKeesport represents a unique opportunity for historic preservation 
and commercial development. 

Indeed, the lack of an existing historic preservation effort offers advantages to 
preservationists and developers. McKeesport provides an opportunity to create a process of reuse and renovation that draws on the "best &actices"learned - 
and in many cases innovated - by PH&LF over the past two generations. 

It's also an important opportunity for potential developers. Several projects 
underway have the potential to bring hundreds or thousands of affluent 
professionals into the City of McKeesport. Existing commercial and retail outlets 
are not capable of serving these customers. 

The irreplaceable buildings waiting to be rediscovered in McKeesport's 
commercial business district represent a valuable asset that is com~letelv 
untapped ... and which is depreciating before our very eyes. 

Clearly, a significant amount of effort would be required to attract and hold the 
interest of developers. And if PH&LF were to tw to redeveloo buildinas in 
McKeesport on its own, a significant fundraising effort would have tobe 
mounted on the Foundation's behalf by the McKeesport community. 

But these obstacles could be overcome. The only thing preventing historic 
preservation work within McKeesport until now has been a lack of focus, and a 
lack of a central contract point. 

Luckily, these two omissions can be corrected through the efforts of 
McKeesport Heritage Center, Pittsburgh History and Landmarks Foundation, 
and other stakeholders. 

The most important step is to open the discussion - and we look forward to 
pursuing these issues in the weeks, months and years ahead! 
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