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A WALK THROUGH THE NECK: 
REMEMBERING THE PAST, EYEING THE FUTURE 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

ñYou had to walk on the street because there  

were so many people on the sidewalks.ò 

Brownsville native Charma Liston, describing  

the bustling Neck half a century ago 

 
ñBasically, itôs an abandoned town.ò 

Mike Novotney, owner of Fiddleôs Confectionery,  

lamenting the current conditions in the Neck 

 
ñThe future is bright, just like the slogan says.ò 
Jeri Stumpf, Governorôs Office of Housing  

and Community Revitalization 

 

Å  Å  Å  Å  Å 
 

Three views of Brownsvilleôs Neck as expressed  

in a WQED-TV ñOn-Qò documentary  

 

  

 
If you mention downtown Brownsville to a former resident of the 

historic Monongahela River town, chances are your listener will shake 

his head sadly and say, ñThe last time I was in Brownsville, I was so 

upset when I drove through the Neck.  I couldnôt believe my eyes.ò   

Then the speaker will pause as he thinks back to the years when he 

lived in bustling Brownsville.   
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    ñWhy, I can remember,ò he will begin, ñwhen the sidewalks were so 

crowded . . .ò  

    And even though you have heard it said many times before, you will 

patiently wait for him to finish the sentence.  

    ñ. . . that you had to step out into the street just to get by!ò   

    Or perhaps he will talk about the days when the downtown shopping 

district boasted three movie theaters, three or four drug stores, nearly half 

a dozen shoe stores, and busy lunch counters and soda fountains 

scattered all over town.  His memories have not been skewed by the 

passage of time.  They are accurate portrayals of scenes in Brownsvilleôs 

Neck just a few generations ago.  But not anymore.    

    The Neck is in trouble.  

    Over the past two centuries, Brownsvilleôs Neck, the narrow length 

of Market Street from Dunlap Creek to the Flatiron building, has been an 

economic chameleon.  In the same way that reptilian master of disguise 

mimics its own surroundings, business conditions in the Neck have 

always mirrored the economic ups and downs of the surrounding region.   

    The Brownsville area has experienced several cycles of boom and 

bust throughout its history.  During any of those times, one glance at the 

Neck would have told the story of the economic situation in towns and 

patches for miles around.   

That may no longer be the case, but there is no doubt that the 

Neckôs dismal appearance today sends a message about the town to 

everyone who travels through it, whether that message is accurate or not.  

What are visitors likely to infer from such a discouraging streetscape?  

    Is the current depressing state of affairs in the Neck just another 

ñdownò period in its cyclical economic history?  Could there be an 

economic revival in its future, as has happened in the past?  Or is the 

Neck, which has been knocked to the canvas before but has always been 

able to get up, down for the count this time?  

    In February of this year [2005], WQED Pittsburghôs evening 

magazine program, On Q, aired a fifteen-minute report about the current 

state of affairs in Brownsville, dramatically illustrating the dismal decay 

of many of the buildings in Brownsvilleôs Neck.   

The programôs stark and depressing portrayal of the Neck had an 

emotional impact on many current and former Brownsville residents who 

saw the program.  David S. Solomon, supervising producer of On Q, 

informed me that this particular episode of On Q ñgenerated more viewer 

reaction than any report I can remember in the recent history of our On Q  

 

*  Note:  This chapter reflects conditions in the Neck as they existed when 

these articles were originally published in 2005. 
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program.ò  

    The WQED program started tongues wagging about the future of 

the Neck, and that discussion is still active in Brownsville today.  In the 

interest of providing some background information for this ongoing 

debate, we will examine in detail the Neckôs history, its current 

buildingsô utilization and ownership, and the suggestions of residents for 

its future.   

Among the questions we will address are these:   

 

   Å  What buildings lie within the traditional boundaries of the Neck?   

   Å  Who owns each of those buildings?   

   Å  Which of them are in use? 

   Å  Which have particular historical significance?   

   Å  What should be done with them?   

 

Utilizing public records, historical reference materials, and 

interviews, we will attempt to supply answers to these questions.   

    And there are more.  Can any of the Neckôs decaying historic 

buildings be restored?  Would a plan to earmark some of them for 

residential use be realistic?  Is it feasible that they could be anchors for a 

reborn business district?  Or are they anchors around Brownsvilleôs 

economic Neck, sinking the townôs hope of recovery and dragging down 

with them those who refuse to concede that these buildings may be an 

obstacle to progress?   

You will find passionate supporters of both perspectives.   

    Letôs start with some background information about the Neck, 

including the story of its creation, the reason for its odd name, and the 

central role it has played in reflecting the economic highs and lows that 

have plagued Brownsville throughout the townôs colorful history.   

    Long before the Neck became a thriving commercial district, the 

land on which its stores were eventually built was a very narrow 

peninsula connected to the base of the hill near the present site of the 

Flatiron building.  The peninsula jutted southwestward adjacent to broad, 

low bottomland through which meandered Dunlap Creek, the boundary 

separating Bridgeport and Brownsville boroughs.  Because the peninsula 

protruded from the hillside just as a manôs neck protrudes from his body, 

the peninsula became known as the ñNeck.ò   

    How did this narrow peninsula develop into Brownsvilleôs primary 

business and shopping district?  

    At first, it didnôt.  Brownsvilleôs first commercial district was on 

Front Street, on what is now Brownsvilleôs North Side.  In the late 1700s, 

Jacob Bowman established a trading post (now part of Nemacolin Castle) 
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In this 1883 ñBirdôs Eye Viewò panorama drawing, the ñNeckò is the 

peninsula shown within the oval.  The low flat floodplain between the Neck 

and the curving Dunlap Creek was called ñKreppsô Bottom.ò 

 

along lower Front Street.  Soon numerous shops, businesses, and the 

townôs first bank were established along Front Street.  Front Street was 

Brownsvilleôs commercial center for about thirty years, but that all 

changed when the new National Road came to town.   

    In 1818, the National Road (later designated as Route 40) was 

completed to Brownsville.  Within the boundaries of Brownsville 

Borough, the National Road was known as Market Street.  The high 

volume of traffic coming through Brownsville on the National Road 

(Market Street) lured businesses away from Front Street over to Market 

Street.  From the North Side, the National Road curved around North 

Bend, continued down Market Street hill, and traveled through the center 

of the peninsula until it reached its southwestern tip.  There it crossed a 

bridge over Dunlap Creek into Bridgeport Borough, then turned toward 

the Monongahela River where there was a ferry (and later a bridge). 

    Brownsville and Bridgeport became favorite places for many of the 

National Roadôs travelers to end their stagecoach journeys and board 

boats to continue their travels northward on the Monongahela River to 

Pittsburgh, and from there westward on the Ohio River.  

    Those years from 1818 through the 1850s provide a prime example 
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of the Neckôs historical pattern of economic boom or bust.  The National 

Road was teeming with stagecoach and wagon traffic after 1818, and 

thousands of travelers passed through the Neck on the National Road.  

Downtown merchants hustled to meet travelersô insatiable demands for 

supplies and services, and business in the Neck boomed from 1818 to 

1852.  This made the Neck the townôs busiest commercial area. 

    ñPittsburgh will never amount to anything,ò boasted local citizens, 

ñbecause it is too close to Brownsville.ò  

But clouds were forming on Brownsvilleôs horizon.  In the 1850s, 

rail travel began supplanting stagecoaches and wagons as the favorite 

method of travel to the west.  In May of 1852, the Pennsylvania Railroad 

opened passenger service between Philadelphia and Pittsburgh.  Six 

weeks later, the B&O Railroad began carrying passengers between 

Cumberland and Wheeling.    

    Overnight, the number of stagecoaches and wagons traveling 

through Brownsville on the National Road plummeted.  After all, why 

travel for days in a stagecoach to reach Pittsburgh or Wheeling if a quick, 

smooth train journey to those cities was now available?    

    Unfortunately, the railroad did not come through Brownsville for 

several more decades.  The plunge in the volume of traffic on the 

National Road in 1852 caused many businesses in the Neck to fail, and 

that year marked the beginning of a prolonged ñdownò period in the 

Neckôs economic history.  For several decades afterward, the deflated 

townspeople prayed for an economic upturn to rescue their once-

prospering town.  It would be many years before that recovery came.  

The waiting finally paid off around the turn of the century.  The 

coming of King Coal in the late 19
th
 and early 20

th
 centuries brought 

thousands of miners and their families into town from the newly 

constructed coal company villages around Brownsville.  Beginning in 

1908, West Penn Railways streetcars delivered eager shoppers from 

outlying ñpatchò towns to Brownsville, where they disembarked onto 

busy Market Street in front of the new Snowdon Building (built in 1906).  

    The early decades of the 1900s found Brownsvilleôs Neck bursting 

at its seams with stores, shoppers, nickelodeons, eateries, and businesses 

of every variety.  Would-be entrepreneurs were anxious to get involved 

in the commercial boom, but they soon realized there was no property 

available in the Neck where they could construct a new store or business.   

    Or was there?  

In 1916, Brownsvilleôs visionary banker and developer, Charles 

Snowdon, pulled off a daring real estate coup.  He purchased land in 

barren Kreppsô Bottom, then dumped railroad carloads of slag into the 

Bottom until a portion of that former flood plain was elevated as high as 
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the Neck.  On this artificial landfill, which widened the Neck, he created 

Snowdon Place.  In 1921, he opened its star attraction, the new Plaza 

Theater.    

    The addition of Snowdon Place (later called Snowdon Square) 

attracted even more people to Brownsville.  The town vibrated with 

economic energy and optimism.  During the 1920s, Brownsville 

experienced its last major flurry of downtown construction, as most of 

the buildings in Snowdon Square, the new Union Station, the new 

Monongahela Hotel, and two massive banks were opened.  

    Then, in the fading days of October 1929, Brownsvilleôs dreams 

were shattered. 

On October 29, the U. S. stock market crashed. The resulting 

Depression rocked the town with bank failures, business and home 

foreclosures, and industrial closings.  For Brownsvilleôs Neck, it was the 

beginning of another ñdownò period in the townôs economic history.    

 Next, we will continue our look at the history of the Neck, and then 

we will take a walk through the Neck of 2005.  We will note the 

historical background of some of the buildings that we pass, and we will 

look into the current use and ownership of each building along the way.  

 

 
 

A STROLL THROUGH BROWNSVILLEôS NECK 

  

    Will the Neck ever bustle again? 

    That question is on the minds of current and former Brownsville 

residents who have lamented the decay of a part of the town that was 

once a Mecca for the regionôs shoppers.  The stretch of Market Street 

from the Cast Iron Bridge to the Flatiron building is now nearly deserted, 

with only a few active businesses interspersed among the plywood-

covered storefronts.   

So far, we have noted that the Neck has experienced a cyclical 

pattern of economic ups and downs over the past two centuries.  Now in 

2005, the Neck is as ñdownò as it has ever been.  Is this just another 

temporary downturn, or is the Neck finished as a vital part of 

Brownsville? 

    The Neck has had two ñboomò periods in its history.  The first was 

prior to 1852, when businesses in the Neck served thousands of travelers 

on the National Road.  The second was in the early 20
th
 century, when it 

served as the shopping destination for area families whose incomes came 

from coal, coke, railroads, and other industries.   

During the 1920s, with no one suspecting that second ñboomò 
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period would soon end, the majority of downtown Brownsvilleôs most 

impressive buildings were constructed or radically renovated.  They 

included the Plaza Theatre (1921); the National Deposit Bank, now 

National City Bank (1923); the Monongahela Hotel, later called the 

Towne House (1925); the Monongahela National Bank, later called First 

National Bank (1925); and the new Union Station (1928).  

That second boom ended in 1930 with the coming of the Great 

Depression.  The frenzy of building construction in the Neck stopped and 

never resumed.  Very few buildings were built in the Neck after 1929.    

    World War II temporarily revived the coal and coke industry in this 

area.  After World War II, shoppers packed the Neck once more, but any 

impression of a lasting commercial revival in the town was a cruel 

illusion.  During the final decades of the 20
th
 century, the areaôs coal 

mines, coke ovens, railroads, and other industries began shutting down, 

and the regionôs population steadily declined.  Businesses in the Neck 

began to falter one by one, and the resulting exodus of merchants and 

young people from Brownsville cast a pall over the town that still lingers 

today.   

    Will history repeat itself?   

In the late 1800s, King Coal helped the Neck recapture a vibrancy 

not seen since the decline of the National Road had quieted its streets. 

In the 1940s, the town recovered from the Great Depression, and for 

several decades crowds again jammed the sidewalks in the Neck.   

Now the 21
st
 century has arrived, and the Neck is suffering again.  Is 

it too much to expect one more revival of the Neck?   

    Letôs turn to the present situation.  With a new effort underway to 

focus on building code enforcement in the Neck, two questions become 

relevant in any discussion about the Neckôs future.   

Who owns the buildings in the Neck?   

Which of them are actually in use?    

    To answer those questions, we will take a walk through the Neck.  

As we do, weôll examine each building that we pass.  We will start at the 

Cast Iron Bridge, face the Neck, and concentrate on the buildings on our 

left, those located on the ñriverò side of Market Street.  When we reach 

the Flatiron building, we will walk back down the other side of Market 

Street and examine the buildings on that side of the street.   

[Reminder:  The information that follows reflects the status of the 

buildings in the Neck at the time these articles were originally published 

in the Uniontown (PA) Herald-Standard in the summer of 2005.] 

    As we start walking from the Cast Iron Bridge, we immediately 

notice that along the left side of Market Street is an uninterrupted wall of 

buildings.  There is no gap between any of the buildings on that side of 
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the street until we reach the far end of the Neck, where a narrow alley 

separates the Snowdon Building from Union Station.  Significantly, this 

also means there is no natural ñfire breakò between any of these 

buildings along the ñriverò side of Market Street.  

From left to right are Autenreithôs; the former Bush Furniture Store; the 

former George B. Kirk Shoe Store (later part of G. C. Murphy); the five-

story building that housed G. C. Murphy, as did the long light brick two-

story building with the white marquee.  Next is the Gottesman building, 

which housed the Ash Hat Shop and the Nolla Shop, and on the extreme 

right is the former Kartôs ladiesô clothing store. 

 

    The first building on our left is the Autenreith building, one of the 

few structures in the Neck that was constructed after 1929.  A one-story 

brick building, it was erected in 1930 by Nathan and Dora Kaufman, 

Reuben and Sarah Shure, and Christopher and Gertrude Garletts.  Even 

before construction of the building was complete, the owners signed a 

twenty-year lease with Autenreithôs Dollar Stores of Pittsburgh.   

    The Autenreith building is unusual because it is not built on a full 

foundation.  Instead, most of it stands on piers that are anchored in 

Dunlap Creek.  The creek flows beneath the building, and the storefront 

is actually located  along  the  sidewalk  of  the historic  Cast Iron Bridge,  
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This Brownsville Telegraph photo was published in 1936 during 

Brownsvilleôs Victory Week celebration in the midst of the Great 

Depression.  The store opened in September 1930 and officially closed on 

February 21, 1977. 

 

blocking any side view of that end of the Cast Iron Bridge.   

    Autenreithôs Dollar Store opened for business in September 1930 

and closed in February 1977.  Some of the buildings in the Neck may be 

candidates for restoration, but Autenreithôs is not one of them.  In recent 

years its roof has collapsed.  The Autenreithôs property is owned by the 

Fayette County Redevelopment Authority, and according to the 

authorityôs executive director, Andrew French, the building is scheduled 

to be demolished within the next two months.  The demolition will 

require the contractor to take special precautions to prevent debris from 

entering Dunlap Creek during the demolition.  The piers that support the 

building are not scheduled to be removed during Phase 1 of the 

demolition.      

    Next to Autenreithôs stand two three-story brick buildings.  They 

were erected sometime after 1922, which is when fire destroyed three 

wooden buildings that had been located at that site.  According to 

historian Norene Halvonik, the three burned buildings, which housed 

Wolfe and Paul hardware, the Harry Levy clothing store, and Sharpnack 

and Conelly furniture and hardware, were the last remaining wooden 
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structures in the Neck.     

    In their places were erected two buildings.  The building next to 

Autenreithôs is a three-story, light red brick building.  This is the former 

Bush Furniture Store.  The Fayette County Assessment Office identifies 

its owner as Thomas E. Bizet of Brownsville, who also owns the Antique 

Grill.  The building has an extra-wide brown garage door at street level, 

and the garage is currently in use.  

    The building to the right of the former Bush Furniture building is a 

slightly lower, three-story, dark red brick building identified by the 

assessment office as 3 Market Street.  The G. C. Murphy Co., also 

known as the ñFive and Ten,ò expanded into that storefront at some 

point, and it became the ñleft-handò section of the multi-part G. C. 

Murphy Company store.  At present, the ground floor of this building 

appears to be in active private use, and at least one upper floor is 

occupied as a residence. The assessment office lists its owner as Allen C. 

Dade of Brownsville.   

This postcard image, taken between 1920ī1936, shows G. C. Murphy Co. 

 

    Having passed three buildings so far, we have now reached a series 

of four vacant buildings whose owners are identified by the assessment 

office as either Manor Investments Ltd. or Ernest E. and Marilyn K. 

Liggett.  Mr. and Mrs. Liggettsô Monroeville address on record at the 

assessment office is the same address that is also registered for Manor 

Investments Ltd.    
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    The first of these four properties is a five-story red brick building 

that housed another part of the G. C. Murphy Co.  To its right is a lower 

two-story buff brick building that extends around the dogleg bend in the 

street.  It housed the remaining part of the huge G. C. Murphy store, 

which had a rich history in Brownsville.  

The easiest way to spot which buildings eventually housed G. C. Murphy 

Co. is to follow the bright white continuous marquee that stretches above 

the ground floor on three of the buildings.  Those are the building that were 

formerly occupied by the ñFive and Ten,ò as Murphyôs was known locally.  

Note the fading sign painted on the tallest of the three buildings, advertising 

Murphyôs as ñThe Friendly Store.ò 

 

    The G. C. Murphy Co. store opened in Brownsville in 1915 on the 

ground floor of the Brownsville Opera House, which burned in 1919.  

According to historian Norene Halvonik, two brick buildings were 

erected in 1920 on the Opera House site.  G. C. Murphyôs occupied the 

larger (left-hand building) of the two, which is the two-story buff brick 

building we are discussing now.   

    Over the years, Murphyôs expanded its shopping area and its 

services.  In 1956, residents may recall that the store added a lunch 

counter and delicatessen to its already existing bakery.  In 1960, the store 
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was completely remodeled, a new entrance was opened at the southwest 

(toward the Cast Iron Bridge) end of the store, and a new ñsignatureò 

sign was installed on the store connecting the sprawling department 

stores many entrances. 

    In later years the Brownsville storeôs parent company was acquired 

by Ames Department Stores, Inc., and in December 1985, the store was 

closed after seventy years in business.  In March 1986, the property was 

purchased by a group of local businessmen who formed the Brownsville 

Development Corporation.  The group, whose president was downtown 

merchant Ernie Magario, hoped to turn the vacant building into a 

regional outlet center.    

 In 1992, the G. C. Murphy building was purchased at a county tax 

sale by Manor Investments Ltd., causing a well-publicized rift to develop 

between the Liggetts and BARC (Brownsville Area Revitalization 

Corporation).  BARC had planned to acquire the building from the 

coalition of local businessmen with the intention of developing a cultural 

center and conducting art and dance classes similar to those which had 

been held in the building the previous two summers.   A court challenge 

failed to overturn the tax sale, and Manor Investments Ltd. retained 

ownership of the former G. C. Murphy store.  The building is currently 

vacant.  

    Beyond Murphyôs are two vacant buildings owned by Ernest E. and 

This photo, taken by W. C. Giles in the 1960s, shows the Ash Hat Co. shop, 

George E. Winner Jeweler, Kartôs, and other stores in the Neck in that era. 
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Marilyn K. Liggett.  Next to Murphyôs is a two-story, light brick building 

known as the Gottesman building, named for its former owner, Mrs. 

Edward Gottesman.  It was the one-time home of Solomonôs meat 

market and was built on a portion of the former site of the Opera House. 

In later years, its narrow left-hand storeroom housed the Ash Hat Co. 

Shop, and the wider right-hand storeroom housed the Nolla Shop.  The 

Gottesman building is owned by Ernest E. and Marilyn Liggett.  

    Next to the Gottesman building is 21 Market Street, the former 

location of the George E. Winner jewelry store (in the left-hand 

storefront) and Kartôs Fashion Center, a ladiesô clothing store.  Kartôs 

occupied the larger right-hand storefront plus the entire second floor of 

the building.  Kartôs closed in the early 1990s, and the building was 

purchased by Manor Investments Ltd. in 1994.  

    Kartôs Fashion Center is the fourth in this stretch of four 

consecutive buildings owned by Ernest E. and Marilyn K. Liggett or 

their affiliated entities.  As we continue our walk through the Neck, the 

next four buildings are not owned by Ernest E. and Marilyn K. Liggett or 

their affiliated entities.  
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    To the right of Kartôs is 25 Market Street, a three-story brick 

building that formerly housed Sidlerôs department store.  Mrs. Sidler 

made her home in an apartment on the second floor.  Next to Sidlerôs is 

27 Market Street, also a three-story red brick structure, which once 

housed the M&S shoe store.  Both buildings are owned by the late Albert 

Bates and his wife Rita of West Brownsville, and both buildingsô 

storefronts are occupied by B & R Discount, a variety and grocery store 

that is open for business daily.  

    To the right of B&R Discount is 29 Market Street, the former 

Trumperôs menôs wear store.  It is now the home of the Brownsville 

Christian Fellowship Healing Rooms, a storefront church owned and 

operated by Donald and Patricia 

Harris of Uniontown.  

    Next we reach one of the 

Neckôs architectural gems, the 

pastel-colored Odd Fellows build-

ing.  This historic structure at 31 - 33 

Market Street is the second oldest 

building in the Neck, second in age 

only to the Flatiron building.  In 

2004, it was purchased by BARC 

from the disbanding local lodge of 

the Independent Order of Odd 

Fellows.   

    The Odd Fellows building has 

two storefronts separated by a door 

to the stairway leading to the second 

and third floors.  The left-hand 

storefront once housed Trumperôs 

menôs shoes and was accessible 

from the adjacent Trumperôs menôs 

wear store via an opening through 

the common wall.  This storefront is 

now being remodeled and will house 

offices, including that of a building 

code enforcement officer and 

secretary.  Located in the right-hand 

storefront of the Odd Fellows 

building is the Henry Vulcan 

Insurance Agency.   

    The second floor of the Odd 

Fellows building contains two large 

  Close-up of Odd Fellows building  
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meeting rooms, an office, and a kitchen area.  The top floor contains the 

large (30ô by 48ô) beautifully preserved Odd Fellows meeting room and 

is the site of the ongoing reconstruction and installation of the Plaza 

Theaterôs 1927 Robert Morton theater organ.  

    The four remaining buildings on this side of Market Street between 

the Odd Fellows building and the Flatiron building are all owned by 

Ernest E. and Marilyn K. Liggett or by Manor Investments Ltd.   

In this 1965 photo, the storefronts in this building were shared by the 

Endicott Johnson Shoe Store and Thrift Drugs.  Later, Eckerd Drug 

occupied the entire ground floor. 

 

    To the right of the Odd Fellows building is 35 Market Street, 

currently housing Eckerd Drugs.  A door on the right end of this 

storefront leads upstairs to the former offices of Wilbur D. Johnston 

Insurance and Dr. A. M. Silverstein.  The upstairs is now vacant.  The 

building has been owned by Manor Investments Ltd. since 1994.   

 To the right of Eckerd Drugs is a vacant four-story yellow brick 

building that formerly housed the Bell Telephone Company offices 

upstairs and Levyôs (later Shureôs) clothing store at street level.  This 

building is owned by Ernest E. and Marilyn K. Liggett.   

    The  next  building  we will  pass  may  be  the  most  architecturally  
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This July 1968 photo shows Thrift Drugs on the left and Shureôs clothing 

store on the right, where a Sidewalk Sale was apparently in progress.  

Upstairs above Shureôs were the offices of the Bell Telephone Company. 

 

intriguing building in the entire 

Neck.   It is a four-story brick 

building with much exterior 

ornamentation, and it was once 

topped by a cupola.  This 

building was the turn-of-the-

century headquarters of the 

Monongahela National Bank.  

The bankôs street level entrance, 

which today is rather plain, once 

featured two pairs of stone 

columns flanking a large glass 

window, an impressive facade 

befitting the importance of the 

townôs first bank (founded on 

Front Street in 1812).   

    A few years after the bank 

moved its offices across Market 

Street to its new headquarters 

(which was later known as the 

First National Bank building), 
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bank president Charles Snowdon ordered the removal of the vacated 

bankôs stone and glass first floor facade.  He had it installed on the front 

of the Brownsville Public Library, which Mr. Snowdon built and sold to 

the town in 1927 for one dollar.  The bankôs ornate facade is still on the 

library today.   

    Many years after the Monongahela National Bank moved out of the 

building we are discussing, that building housed the Claybaugh and Sally 

shoe store.  The owners of this unique Brownsville building, which is 

now vacant, are Ernest E. and Marilyn K. Liggett.  

Shown in this 2005 photo, from left to right, are the Shureôs/Bell Telephone 

building, the former Monongahela National Bank (third location), the 

Snowdon Building, and Union Station.   

 

    Just past the former bank are two of the largest buildings in town.  

First we come to the impressive three-story light brick Snowdon 

Building (1906).   This buildingôs front is unusually angled to conform to 

the curve in Market Street.  It formerly housed the R. S. Goldstein ladiesô 

clothing  store  and  Bush and Marsh Drug Store, among other businesses 
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In this 1927 photo we see Goldsteinôs 

Womenôs Store, housed in the 

Snowdon Building, and beyond it the 

ñDrugsò sign for Bush and Marsh 

Drug Store, also in the Snowdon 

Building.   
     In the center of the photo is the A. 

W. Kisinger Funeral Home, located in 

the rear portion of the Flatiron 

building, along with the bus and taxi 

depots.  The tower beyond the Flatiron 

building was part of the Storey House, 

the roof of which is visible above that 

of the Flatiron building . 

 
Sadye Goldstein 
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over the years.  The vacant Snowdon Building is the property of Manor 

Investments Ltd.  

Dominating the skyline of the northern end of the Neck is the five-story 

Union Station.  In this 2005 photo, it is seen between the Flatiron building 

(right) and the Snowdon building (left). 

 

     Our walk up the ñriverò side of Market Street ends at the most 

dominant building in the Neck, the Union Station building.  Constructed 

in 1928 to house the offices of the Monongahela Railway and to serve as 

a railroad station, this solidly built five-story office building replaced a 

much smaller structure that had served as the original railroad depot 

since 1903.   

    The Union Station building is not vacant.  The two storefronts to the 

left of the buildingôs main entrance formerly housed Reedôs Rexall 

Drugs and Orsino Jewelers, among other businesses.  One of these 

storefronts is presently the home of an organization called ñTravel With 

Jesus.ò  In addition, near the right rear of the building, there is a small 
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office occupied by 

Transcore Radio Repair 

that is apparently in 

periodic use.   

    The bulk of the 

massive Union Station 

building, however, is 

vacant.  It is owned by 

Ernest E. and Marilyn K. 

Liggett, and according to 

figures provided by the 

assessment office, it was 

purchased in May of 1993 for $155,000.   

    As we reach the BARC-owned Flatiron building, we have counted 

seventeen separate buildings between the Cast Iron Bridge and the 

Flatiron building, including the Flatiron building.  Based upon data 

provided by the Fayette County Assessment Office, about half of these 

buildings on the ñriverò side of Market Street (nine of seventeen) are 

owned by Ernest E. and Marilyn K. Liggett or by Manor Investments 

Ltd.  Two are owned by BARC, two are owned by Rita Bates, and the 

others are owned by Thomas E. Bizet, Allen C. Dade, Donald and 

Patricia Harris, and the Fayette County Redevelopment Authority.      

 Next, we will cross Market Street from the Flatiron building and 

walk back through the Neck, this time taking a look at the buildings on 

the opposite (ñSnowdon Squareò) side of Market Street.  We will begin 

our walk at another little-noticed gem of a building, the Second National 

Bank, located directly across Market Street from the Flatiron building. 

  

 

 
BUILDINGS DISAPPEARING FROM  

OPPOSITE SIDE OF THE NECK 

   

    When people visualize the Neck, their mental image is often of the 

unbroken wall of stores along the ñriverò side of Market Street.  That is 

not surprising, because much of the opposite side of Market Street is 

occupied by a municipal parking lot, and most of the remaining buildings 

on that side of the street are architecturally nondescript.  However, that is 

not true of three buildings at the northeastern (Flatiron) end of the Neck, 

which is where we will resume our stroll through the Neck today. 

    Standing at the Flatiron building, letôs walk across Market Street to 

a three-story building that I have always felt is seldom noticed because of 

    Architect's 1928 vision of new Union Station 
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the many larger buildings nearby.  It is 

the Second National Bank, a bank that 

opened in 1882 in an earlier building 

on the same spot as the current 

building.   

Sometime between 1909 and 

1927, the bank replaced its original 

building (photo on right) with a new 

one, and that building is still standing 

to the left of the former Monongahela 

Hotel (Towne House).   

Its exterior is in remarkably good 

condition.  The building looks as solid 

as a rock, as though it could open its 

doors for banking business tomorrow. 

This new building (seen below) 

only served as a bank for a few 

decades.  It closed its doors for good on 

August 25, 1930  when  it  merged with  

 

This  original Second  National 

Bank   building  (c. 1882)  was 

replaced by the current build- 

ing   between  1909  and  1927. 
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the Monongahela National Bank two doors down the street in an effort to 

avoid ñgoing under,ò as many banks across the nation were doing as the 

Depression deepened.  Unfortunately, less than a year later, the newly 

merged Monongahela National Bank closed its doors as well. 

    A curious pedestrian who places an eye to this former bankôs front 

window can see through the blinds and marvel at the many old bank 

fixtures, including the safe, that are still in place inside.  The walls are 

covered with marble from floor to ceiling, and the old-fashioned marble 

tellersô counter is intact.  According to the Fayette County Assessment 

Office web site, this vacant building at 62 Market Street is owned by 

Ernest E. and Marilyn K. Liggett. 

    To the right of the Second National Bank is 56 Market Street, the 

former Monongahela Hotel.  Opened with great fanfare in 1925, the four-

story, 130-room hotel has changed hands several times over the 

succeeding decades.  It was eventually converted to an apartment 

building and renamed the Towne House.  

    In 1993, it was acquired by Ernest and Marilyn Liggett as part of a 

$201,030 real estate acquisition that also included the old Brownsville 

General Hospital and the former hospital nursesô home (later called 

Colonial Manor).  The Towne House was one of the Liggettsô earliest 

Brownsville real estate purchases.  Like the buildings on either side of it, 

the Towne House is vacant. 

    As we leave the former hotel behind, we pass the entrance to a 

narrow alley.  Beyond it lies another impressive bank with four massive 

three-story columns flanking its entrance doors.  Carved high on the 

stone facade of this three-story brick structure are the words 

ñMonongahela National Bank.ò (See photo, next page) 

That was the name of Charles Snowdonôs bank, which in 1925 

moved out of its building across the street (the Claybaugh building, 

pictured earlier) and into this new headquarters.  The bankôs new home 

was actually a renovated old hotel (the previous Monongahela Hotel, a 

newer version of which was simultaneously built next door and opened 

in 1925).  Despite this beautiful new facility, the Monongahela National 

Bank closed its doors six years later due to Depression-induced 

insolvency.  

    In November 1947, the building reopened as the First National Bank 

of Brownsville (whose name was later changed to First National Bank of 

Washington after it was acquired by new ownership).  Years later, the 

First National Bank of Washington was acquired by Integra Bank (the 

predecessor of National City Bank).  Integra Bank already owned the 

former Gallatin Bank at the other end of town, so the Integra branch in 

the dignified former Monongahela National Bank building was closed. 
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The building with the four sets of double columns is the former 

Monongahela National Bank, which later became the First National Bank 

of Washington.  It was closed after being purchased by Integra Bank.  Also 

visible is the building that once stood to the right of the bank building. 

 

The building was eventually sold.  It has been vacant since that time 

and is owned by Alpha Financial Mortgage Inc., whose Monroeville 

address is the same as that of Ernest and Marilyn Liggett.  The small 

parking lot adjacent to the bank at the corner of Brownsville Avenue and 

Market Street is also owned by Alpha Financial Mortgage Inc. 

    We now cross Brownsville Avenue, which is the street coming out 

of Snowdon Square, and continue walking down Market Street past the 

large municipal parking lot owned by the Brownsville Borough Parking 

Authority.  This lot was constructed in 1971 after several old buildings 

were torn down to create space for it.  The demolished buildings had 

housed Cooperôs Menôs Wear, Jayôs Womenôs Wear, the Nut Shop, and 

Hopsonôs Wallpaper and Paint Store, several of which were still in 

business when the buildings were condemned.  
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Traffic waits at the traffic light  at the intersection of Snowdon Square 

(Brownsville Avenue) and Market Street in downtown Brownsville.  Most 

of the buildings seen in this picture, photographed in the 1960s, were later 

razed to construct a municipal parking lot.  C & C Real Estate signs can be 

seen in several of the vacant storesô windows.   

 Among the buildings razed in 1971 for the parking lot were those 

formerly housing Thom McAn shoes, Jayôs womenôs wear store, Cooperôs 

menôs clothing store, the Nut Shop, Hopsonôs Wallpaper and Paint Store 

(formerly the Alexander Hotel until prohibition put it out  of business in 

1919), and several other smaller storefront businesses.   

 Also taken for the municipal lot project was the parking lot behind the 

Nut Shop used by Foodland.  That lot was owned by Dr. Joseph Klimoski. 

 

    With the construction of the new municipal parking lot, 

Brownsvilleôs parking capacity increased even as the number of stores in 

town was shrinking.  At the same time, less than thirty minutesô drive 

from Brownsville, the areaôs first two indoor shopping malls were 

nearing completion. Laurel Mall opened in early 1971, and Uniontown 

Mall opened soon thereafter.   

For Brownsville, it appears to have been a case of incredibly 

unlucky timing. 
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Here is another view of the portion of Market Street where four buildings 

were razed to construct the municipal parking lot.  The four-story building 

in the distance, housing the Mon Valli Bar and Grill on its ground floor at 

one time, was not razed.  Every building between that building and Ernieôs 

Hardware was removed.  This photograph, taken in the 1960s, provides a 

look at that side of 

Market Street just a 

few years before its 

appearance was dra-

matically altered by 

the parking lot project. 

The photo to the 

right shows a private-

ly owned parking lot 

that was located be-

hind those buildings.  

Shoppers in town, par-

ticularly customers of 

Foodland, patronized 

the lot.  This lot was 

also taken by the new 

municipal lot project. 
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Because so many shoppers parked in Snowdon Square or in the municipal 

lot behind the A&P supermarket (now Sunset Discount), several businesses 

in the Neck had two entrances:  a front entrance from Market Street, and a 

rear entrance from Snowdon Square or from the parking lot shown on the 

previous page.  This photo, taken by Alonzo Cozard on October 18, 1971, is 

one of the last photographs taken before this building was demolished.  The 

photo shows the rear entrance to the Nut Shop, a popular lunch spot in the 

Neck renowned for its tasty glazed donuts.  The front of the Nut Shop can 

be seen in the photo on the previous page. 
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 Demolition of the four buildings began in October 1971.  The first 

building to be razed was Hopsonôs Wallpaper and Paint Store.  The 

partially demolished building in the right center of the picture with the 

stairs dangling diagonally outside the ground floor was the Nut Shop.   

As can be seen in this photo, while the new municipal lot did add 

parking spaces, it eliminated metered parking on the west side of Charles 

Street (the street in the foreground,  which runs in front of the post office) 

and it absorbed an already existing parking lot  (foreground of the photo) 

owned by Dr. Joseph Klimoski.  

 

    We continue our walk past the municipal parking lot until we come 

to a one-story, three-storefront brick structure that formerly housed 

Isalyôs (later Ernieôs Hardware) in its left storefront and Krogerôs (later 

Foodland) in its larger right storefront.  This building is now owned by 

Manor Investments Ltd.  County assessment office records show that it 

was purchased in 1998 for $35,000. 

    To the right of this building is a 13-foot wide, four-story building 

that once housed Health Mart (before Health Mart moved up the street 

one door into the former Foodland storefront).  It is called the Wise 

building, named for a business that once occupied it.  According to 

Fayette County Redevelopment Authority Executive Director Andrew 

French, this building, which is vacant, has ñcode problems,ò and in 

December 2004 it was donated by its previous owner to the redevelop-

ment authority. 

    Next to the Wise building is a small ñparkletò on an open lot owned 

by the Brownsville Municipal Authority.  The site is the former location 
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of the Strand Theater, which was built by James Laskey in 1915.  It 

closed as a movie house in 1952 and accidentally burned down in 1960 

while it was being demolished. 

This was the Mardave building in 2005.  A single one-story building with 

many storefronts, it stretched from the vacant lot where the Strand Theater 

once stood, all the way to the Cast Iron Bridge.  Built in 1923, it was 

purchased in 1991 by Brownsville Group Ltd. 
 

The last building on our walk before we reach the Cast Iron Bridge 

is the long, four-storefront, one-story brick Mardave building, which 

stretches all the way from the former Strand site to the Cast Iron Bridge.  

Some of this structure is built on piers anchored in Dunlapôs Creek.  

Built in 1923, the low-slung building once housed Woolworthôs, Budôs 

Clothing Store, Reedôs Drug Store, Bookôs Shoes and a shoemaker shop, 

as well as many other businesses over the years.  

    On December 6, 1991, the vacant Mardave building was purchased 

for $1,750 at a Fayette County auction of unwanted properties.  It was 

one of eighty-six properties of which the county had assumed ownership 

when sales for delinquent taxes and free and clear sales produced no 

buyers. 

    The buyer of the Mardave building back in December of 1991 was a 

little-known Pittsburgh area developer named Ernest E. Liggett, who 

purchased the property under the name Brownsville Group Ltd. of 

Monroeville.  At that same auction, Brownsville Group Ltd. acquired the 

Plaza Theater for $400 and the former Sam Bush-owned Gerecterôs 

Furniture Store (opposite the municipal building) for $1,000.   It was one  
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When this photo was taken in 

1964, the Mardave building 

was occupied by Evergreen 

Floral, Thrift Plan Loans, 

Bookôs Shoes, and one other 

business.  The photo on the 

right was taken around 1942. 

 

of the first, if not the first, 

purchases of Brownsville 

property by the Liggetts and 

their various corporations.  

    Our two-direction walk 

through the Neck is com-

plete.  To summarize what we have discovered about the Neck properties 

on the ñSnowdon Squareò side of Market Street, there are only six 

buildings from the Second National Bank through the Mardave building, 

as compared to seventeen on the opposite side of the street.  Of those six 

structures, five are owned by Ernest and Marilyn Liggett or their 

associated corporations, and one is owned by the Fayette County 

Redevelopment Authority.  All six of the buildings are vacant. 

    The goal of this retrospective stroll through the Neck has been to 

identify the owner of each building, provide some history about these 

buildings, and determine how many buildings in the Neck are in use as of 

this year [2005].  Our informal survey reveals that there are twenty-three 

separate buildings in Brownsvilleôs Neck.  Fourteen of them are owned 
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by the Liggetts and their corporations, five are owned by other private 

owners, two by BARC, and two by the Fayette County Redevelopment 

Authority.  Eight of the twenty-three buildings are fully or partially in 

use; fifteen are vacant. 

    Armed with this information about the history, ownership, and 

current use of every building in the Neck, we can now turn to the 

persistent question that has for years bedeviled the citizens of 

Brownsville:   

What is the best plan for dealing with the Neck?  

As might be expected, there is no consensus within the community 

about how to deal with this critical issue.  Next, former and current 

Brownsville residents share their thoughts about what the future holds in 

store for Brownsvilleôs Neck.  

 

 

 
OPINIONS VARY ABOUT THE FUTURE OF BROWNSVILLEôS NECK 

  

    Having focused so far on the history, ownership, and present uses of 

the twenty-three buildings in the Neck, we turn now to current and 

former residents, community leaders, and academic experts who will 

share their thoughts about how to address the problems the borough faces 

in the Neck. 

    During the past several months since the WQED documentary 

program On-Q highlighted the dismal condition of the Neck, I have 

heard from and had conversations with many former and current 

Brownsville residents.  Their proposals for the rejuvenation of the Neck, 

ignoring for the moment the logistics of getting the affected property 

owners to go along with their ideas, do not focus on one single solution 

for the Neckôs problems.  

    Diversity of ideas is healthy.  Of course, the variety of opinions also 

heightens the difficulty of coming up with a working proposal for the 

revitalization of the Neck.  Lack of consensus makes execution of a plan 

harder to achieve.  

    One school of thought yearns for a return of retail establishments to 

the Neck.  Others see the Neckôs best hope in emphasizing tourism, with 

visitors drawn to the recreational possibilities of the Monongahela River 

and the historic attractions offered by the boroughôs two officially 

designated historic districts, the Brownsville ñNeckò Historic District 

and the Brownsville North Side Historic District.  A third group 

perceives legalized gambling to be a panacea for the economic woes 

ailing the Neck.  And yet another segment envisions Brownsville as a 
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future bedroom community for Pittsburgh, combining this areaôs lower 

cost of living with its uninterrupted four-lane access to the Pittsburgh 

metropolitan area.  

    Where does the Neckôs best chance of revival lie?   

In retail?   

Tourism?   

Gambling?   

Residential development?   

Developing a plan for the Neck without a consensus on what that 

planôs goal should be has been a tough nut to crack. 

    It is not as though no one has tried to put together a plan before 

now.  In the 1970s and early 1980s, there was a concerted attempt to 

bring shoppers back to the Neck.  A central figure in that effort was 

Ernie Magario, a retired Brownsville businessman.  In the 1970s, Ernie 

and other merchants in town tried to get a head start on what they 

perceived as a coming trend in retail ï mall shopping.  

    ñBack in the seventies,ò Ernie told me, ñthe malls were just starting, 

and I tried to get the Chamber, the merchants and the owners to put a 

mall downtown.   

This was the scene in the Neck in 1973, two years after the opening of 

Laurel and Uniontown malls.  Businessman Ernie Magario and others 

proposed converting the Neck into a pedestrian mall (diverting traffic 

through Snowdon Square), but the plan was never adopted.  
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    ñThe guys who designed it thought it would work.  We were going 

to divert traffic through the Square, over the Charles Street Bridge, and 

onto High Street at the Antique Grill.  We planned to make the Neck a 

pedestrian-only area, put the wiring underground, install nice lamp posts, 

and that sort of thing.  This was after they tore some of those buildings 

down to build the municipal parking lot in the Neck.  Unfortunately, the 

mall idea didnôt pan out.   

    ñThen later, a group of us put up some money and bought the vacant 

G. C. Murphy building, hoping to rent it to outlet stores.ò   

    ñAnd that didn't work either?ò 

    ñThe outlet people liked the idea, but they didnôt like the buildingôs 

second floor.  They said it was wasted area.  They also didnôt like the 

fact that one section of Murphyôs main floor was about two steps higher 

than the rest of the store.  They said they needed it all on the same level 

and  they  didnôt  want   that  upper section,  but  without  it  there  wasnôt  

This 1984 photo shows Health Mart in the former Foodland location, 

having moved there from the location next door shown in the 1973 photo.  

One year later, the downtown shopping area, already struggling to survive 

in the face of competition from the malls, was dealt a devastating blow by 

the Election Day Flood of 1985.  Some businesses in the heart of the Neck 

sustained flood damage too calamitous to overcome and never reopened. 


