
McKeesport Heritage Center 
MEMORANDUM 

.. 
To: Redevelopment Authority of the City of McKeesport 

From: Jason Togyer, Member, Board of Directors, MHC 

Subject: Penn-McKee Hotel 

Date: September 15,2010 

To the Board 

Since June 2009, McKeesport Heritage Center has been working with the City of 

McKeesport, Mayor James Brewster, City Administrator Dennis Pittman, McKeesport 

Housing Corp., the Pittsburgh History & Landmarks Foundation, and other entities to 

identify a property or properties worthy of historic preservation and reuse. 

Our goal is not to have any property preserved simply as a museum piece-just for its 

own sake. We want empty but historically significant properties put back on the tax rolls 

and occupied by taxpaying entities that provide jobs for McKeesporters and the region. 

After more than a year of consideration, we believe the Pem-McKee Hotel represents a 

unique opportunity. It is close to a major tourist attraction (the Great Allegheny Passage 

trail), a significant hub of commercial activity (the McKee's Point Marina), a cultural 

attraction (the Palisades Ballroom) and a major state highway (Route 148, Lysle 

Boulevard). 



Furthermore, it was designed by an important local architect ( ~ M O  Janssen) and has 

historical significance, having been visited by several Presidents of the United States and 

Governors of Pennsylvania, and having been used as the site for the first debate between 

future Presidents Richard Nixon and John F. Kennedy in 1947. 

These factors and others should make it eligible for inclusion on the National Register of 

Historic Places, which in turn Will allow potential developers access to grants, tax credits 

and other financial incentives. 

Finally, there is a demonstrable need for hotel and meeting space to serve not only the 

Great Allegheny Passage and the McKee's Point Marina, but also the RIDC Industrial 

Park, Penn State Greater Allegheny Campus, and visitorsto local health care facilities 

including Kane Regional Hospital and UPMC McKeesport Hospital. 

Should a hotel, "hostel" or "bed-and-breakfast" type operation prove unfeasible, the 

building's interior is adaptable to other uses, including a college dormitory, a business 

incubator or a middle-income apartment building with first-floor retail. 

Although the building's cosmetic appearance has deteriorated, the structure itself consists 

of a steel frame with poured concrete floors, a concrete roof and fireproof concrete walls. 

It would require extensive (and costly) rehabilitation, but a preliminary inspection in 

January 2010 seemed to indicate that the building remains structurally sound. 

We have therefore asked the city to acquire title to the property, and furthermore, to give 

McKeesport Heritage Center (MHC) and Pittsburgh History & Landmarks Foundation at 

least 18 months to assess the viability of reusing the structure. If that assessment is 

encouraging, the interested parties will then begin what we expect to be a challenging 

process of fundmising. 

Immediately after the city and/or RACM takes possession of the Penn-McKee, MHC will 

attempt to do the following: 



1.) Effect a volunteer-led cleanup of the sidewalk and first-floor exterior of the Penn- 

McKee Hotel to make the building less of an eyesore; 

2.) File an application with the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission to 

add the Penn-McKee Hotel to the National Register of Historic Places; and 

3.) Facilitate meetings with private and public entities, including for-profit 

corporations and charitable foundations, to find a suitable developer or developers 

capable of restoring the Penn-McKee to some productive function. 

We would ask that the building not be demolished by the city andlor RACM during this 

18-month period. At the end of 18 months, if we have not fulfilled our Obligations, or 

have concluded that the building is not salvageable, MHC will not object if the city and 

RACM conclude the building must be tom down for health and safety reasons or to 

market the property to potential developers. 

Background 

McKeesport Heritage Center first began exploring historic preservation in early 2009 and 

formed a small exploratory committee consisting of Board Member Jason Togyer, 

Executive Director Michelle Wardle Eggers, and a few volunteers. 

After concluding we did not have the resources or expertise to conduct any such effort on 

our own, in June 2009 we reached out to Pittsburgh History & Landmarks Foundation 

and met with its manager of community revitalization programs. 

Subsequent meetings were conducted with Arthur Ziegler Jr., co-founder and executive 

director of PH&LF, and his colleagues. Founded in 1964, PH&LF is a regional and 

national leader in historic preservation and reuse of old, significant residential and 

commercial buildings. As the board knows, PH&LF redeveloped the former P&LE 

terminal complex in Pittsburgh into the Station Square shopping and office park, and is 

currently redeveloping several buildings in Pittsburgh's Market Square. 



PH&LF is presently managing state-funded "main street revitalization" programs in 

Vandergrift and in Freeport, Leechburg and Apollo boroughs, and recently agreed to help 

Elizabeth Borough rehabilitate two structures on Second Avenue. 

Following our meetings with PH&LF, the board of directors of McKeesport Heritage 

Center agreed to participate in a historic preservation effort subject to certain terms and 

conditions: 

1.) That MHC not spend any of its own savings or money; 

2.) That MHC not be exposed to any unnecessary risk or liability; 

3.) That MHC not be diverted from its cultural and educational mission; and 

4.) That MHC not be a "funding agency" or take ownership of any property 

Further, we decided that because the City of McKeesport has an active Housing 

Corporation and Housing Authority, any preservation efforts should focus on commercial 

buildings; and that we would proceed only if city officials "buy into" the concept of 

historic preservation. 

Shortly thereafter, PH&LF wrote to MHC to inform us that Mr. Ziegler wanted to partner 

with us to "develop and promote an aggressive preservation plan for McKeesport." 

We then investigated several areas of the Downtown area that we thought represented 

potential, including the Pem-McKee Hotel, vacant buildings in the Evans Avenue 

corridor (because of their proximity to UPMC McKeesport hospital), St. Peter's Roman 

Catholic Church, and the People's (Union Bank) Building. After further investigation, the 

Perm-McKee Hotel became the obvious candidate for our initial efforts. 

A report on the building's historic and architectural significance was prepared in January 

2010 for Mayor Brewster and for PH&LF Executive Director Ziegler. This report is 

attached for RACM's convenience. 7 


