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rom its earliest days, East Liberty 
seemed destined to become one of 
Pittsburgh’s most fashionable neigh-
borhoods. Industrial magnates built 
their country estates on vast farmland 
there and grew the area into one of the 
country’s wealthiest suburbs. 

There were lean years too, when urban 
renewal all but obliterated the tight-knit 
community, but visionaries with grit recast 
East Liberty into a burgeoning urban cen-
ter, increasingly defined by chic eateries, 
cutting-edge tech hubs, trendy co-working 
spaces, destination stores, and a dynamic mix 
of housing options.

Long before Money magazine ranked it 
one of the “10 Coolest Neighborhoods in 
America” in 2017, the community cut its 
teeth on reinvention. 

“One of the most interesting things 
about East Liberty is its resiliency,” says Justin 
Greenawalt, president of the East Liberty Valley 
Historical Society. “Some communities—they 
just exist. East Liberty is a different animal.”

Present-day East Liberty, as officially out-
lined on City of Pittsburgh maps, is bordered 
by Centre and Penn avenues on the south and 
Negley Avenue—for the most part—on the 
west, with East Liberty Boulevard curving up 
along much of the eastern edge and Stanton 
Avenue defining the northern boundary. But 
in the years after the Revolutionary War, 
when the area was being settled, the fertile 
lands known as the East Liberty Valley—
“liberty” being a term in England for grazing 
lands around a city—stretched far beyond 
those borders to include what are now the 
neighborhoods of Shadyside, Highland Park, 
Friendship, and Larimer, among others, and 
even today the lines between the neighboring 
communities are often blurred.

After a disastrous attempt at renewal 
decimated it, this neighborhood with a 
proud past is poised for a bright future.EA
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Opposite: Two buildings sit side by side on 

South Highland Avenue, reflecting East Liberty’s 

strong historic roots and its current revitalization. 

The 13-story Highland Building was commissioned 

by Henry Clay Frick and opened in 1910. It was 

restored and converted from an office building to 

apartments in 2013. The Penn apartments next door 

were built in 2015. Both projects were developed by 

Walnut Capital.

Two iconic symbols of East Liberty rise above the neighborhood, the East Liberty Presbyterian Church bell tower and the dome that sits 

atop a one-time public market that has long been known as the Motor Square Garden building.

A fountain featuring a steel sculpture by the late, noted artist Virgil Cantini sits at Baum Boulevard and South Whitfield Street. Titled Joy of 

Life, it was erected in 1969 as the artistic centerpiece of a massive redevelopment project that ultimately sucked much of the joy and life 

out of the once-vibrant neighborhood. The sculpture was relocated in 2010.
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Early Visionaries
Native Americans were the first inhabi-

tants of the area, but by the early 1800s, East 
Liberty was defined by European settlers’ 
farms and small churches, along with taverns 
that served the stagecoaches and wagons com-
ing through. 

Large plots of land were owned by enter-
prising people whose names live on in the East 
End today, among them Negley.  

Alexander Negley owned a farm called 
Fertile Bottom along the southern bank of the 
Allegheny River, where Highland Park and the 
Pittsburgh Zoo and PPG Aquarium now sit. 

In 1809, Negley’s son Jacob, a surveyor 
and engineer who owned a substantial home at 
the corner of Stanton and Negley avenues—it 
was demolished in 1903—built a school near 
what is now Penn and Highland avenues. 
Within a decade, he had developed a village 
with Penn and Frankstown avenues at its cen-
ter, and he called it East Liberty after the old 
grazing commons. With tremendous foresight, 
he made Penn Avenue—known then as the 
Philadelphia Pike or Greensburg Pike—100 
feet wide, its width to this day, to bolster trade.  

Some of Pittsburgh’s first trolley lines chugged 
through East Liberty before the Pennsylvania 

Railroad opened a station there mid-century, 
throwing open the doors of the East End to an 
influx of immigrants who quickly populated the 
valley. The four-track station, with trains running 
back and forth to Pittsburgh 26 times each day, 
was located where the Village of Eastside shop-
ping center sits on Penn Avenue today. 

Iron and steel workers flocked to jobs in 
the city’s newest industries, and merchants fol-
lowed, swelling suburban residential districts. 
East Liberty’s population grew from fewer 
than 1,000 residents in 1850 to more than 
46,000 by 1910. 

That was that same year that Henry Clay 
Frick opened the 13-story Highland Building 
along South Highland Avenue and that the 
East Liberty Market began operating on Baum 
Boulevard. Financed by the Mellon family, 
which had substantial holdings in and around 
East Liberty, the yellow brick public market 
building would go on to serve other purposes 
under the moniker Motor Square Garden—it 
has been home to the Pittsburgh branch of 
the American Automobile Association, AAA, 
since 1988—and its unique steel-framed, win-
dowed dome became an iconic neighborhood 
sight. 

In 1915, Dilworth Elementary School 
opened its doors on Stanton Avenue, and 
children are still being educated in that stately 
public school building today.

By 1920, the area was served by 104 trains 
each day and had its own newspaper, the East 
Liberty Tribune.

EAST LIBERTY
A Neighborhood Reenergized

VILLAGE OF EAST LIBERTY

1819 1839
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Beitler’s Tavern, as depicted in 1819, provided a resting point for people traveling through what had 

by then been established as the village of East Liberty. Maps at the bottom of the page indicate that 

it was located in the general area where Paris 66 Bistro stands on Centre Avenue today.

The Forsythe cabin, made of logs and mud, was one of the earliest homes built on what is now 

Penn Avenue. On the 1839 map below, the Forsythe property is identified among those lining the 

Philadelphia Pike in the village of East Liberty. It can be found near the top of the map.

An undated view of Penn Avenue, 100 feet wide, with the spire of the third East Liberty Presbyterian Church visible in the distance. The 

church was built in 1864 and replaced in 1888, giving some idea of when the photo was taken.
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Maps from 1819 and 1839 reflect the growth of the village of East Liberty in those first two decades after Jacob Negley 

established it. Many of the early street names were later changed, including the Philadelphia Pike, which became Penn Avenue.
This 1852 gathering marked the arrival of the first train from 

Philadelphia into East Liberty. The East Liberty station was built 

on this site in 1905, and the Village of Eastside shopping plaza 

sits there today.

A bustling Penn Avenue, circa 1915.

Mansmann’s Department Store, seen here circa 1890, was one of the many retail businesses that thrived as East Liberty grew. It was 

established in 1888 and operated for 90 years.

The source for all images on this page except the log cabin: Collins, Jr., John Fulton Stuart. Stringtown on the Pike. 
(Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: East Liberty Chamber of Commerce, 1967).

Collin, Jr., John Fulton Stuart. Stringtown on the Pike. (Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania: East Liberty Chamber of Commerce, 1967).

The East End Savings & Trust and Highland buildings, circa 

1920. A 1911 map of the neighborhood shows street names that are all familiar today.
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EAST LIBERTY

Amidst all this development, houses of 
worship were built to serve the growing pop-
ulation.

Both Calvary Episcopal Church and 
Sacred Heart Roman Catholic Church ini-
tially established themselves in East Liberty—
in 1861 and 1872, respectively—before mov-
ing to Shadyside.

What is now Rodman Street Missionary 
Baptist Church was originally founded as the 
Salome Baptist Church in 1885 and rose from 
the ashes of a 1971 fire to rebuild on the same 
site. St. Peter’s Evangelical Lutheran Church 
was established by German immigrants in 
1889 and is home today to the Missionary 
Temple Church of God in Christ. Saints 
Peter and Paul Roman Catholic Church, 
currently vacant and in disrepair, opened its 

doors in 1891. And the Romanesque-style 
Sixth United Presbyterian Congregation of 
Pittsburgh—now Eastminster Presbyterian 
Church—was completed in 1893. 

Jews also found a home in East Liberty, 
establishing Adath Jeshuron Congregation in 
1916 and erecting its now boarded up syn-
agogue on East Liberty Boulevard in 1923. 
Just a few blocks away, on the western side 
of North Negley Avenue, renowned architect 
Henry Hornbostel created a magnificent cir-
cular stone home for B’Nai Israel in 1922.

And there were others. 
But ultimately East Liberty Presbyterian 

Church rose above them all—quite literally—
and serves as the most prominent neighbor-
hood landmark, its 300-foot-tall tower visible 
for miles around. This stunning example of 

Gothic Revival architecture—the fifth church 
built on its site—was dedicated in 1935, a 
gift from Richard Beatty Mellon and his wife, 
Jennie (see story on page 44).

The early years of the 20th century saw 
the nation become enamored of entertain-
ment, and East Liberty became a hub for 
stages and screens with nine theaters operating 
within a few blocks of each other.

The Regent, opened in 1914, was consid-
ered state-of-the-art with its 1,000-plus seats 
for screening silent films and a grand organ 
for live accompaniment. Live performances 
continue in the building today, as it has been 
reborn as the Kelly Strayhorn Theater (see story 
on page 92), named for legendary dancer Gene 
Kelly, who was born in East Liberty in 1912, 
and jazz composer Billy Strayhorn, who hailed 
from nearby Homewood.

World War I and the Great Depression 
were hard on the area, but throughout the 
1930s, and ’40s, East Liberty flourished, its 
streets bustling with people visiting and work-
ing in shops, restaurants, hotels, food markets, 
and any number of other businesses. 

By mid-century, the neighborhood was the 
third largest economic hub in the state, be-
hind Philadelphia’s Center City and downtown 
Pittsburgh, anchored by Sears Roebuck and Co. 
on North Highland Avenue and Mansmann’s 
Department Store on Penn Avenue.

The Pittsburgh Theological Seminary was 
dedicated in 1954, creating a lovely campus 
on North Highland Avenue.

East Liberty was in a prolonged golden era.
But then came challenges—decades of 

fallout from a failed engineering plan de-
scribed as urban renewal.

The Romanesque building that is home to Eastminster Presbyterian Church on North Highland Avenue dates back to 1893.

Saints Peter and Paul Church, which opened in 1891, has been 

vacant since it closed in 1992 and has fallen into disrepair. 

There have been public discussions about possible reuses for the 

structure.

The East Liberty Presbyterian Church at Penn and Highland 

avenues is a Gothic Revival structure of cathedral proportions.

Streetcars stop in front of the Regent Theater, circa 1930. The 

Regent was one of nine theaters in East Liberty during the 

glamorous heydays of the silver screen.

Collins, Jr., John Fulton Stuart. Stringtown on the Pike. (Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania: East Liberty Chamber of Commerce, 1967).

The Sears Roebuck and Company store on North Highland 

Avenue in 1937, when business was booming so much that 

construction on an addition had begun.

D
et

re
 L

ib
ra

ry
 &

 A
rc

hi
ve

s,
 H

ei
nz

 H
is

to
ry

 C
en

te
r



A Plan That Failed to 
Develop

Designed to position East Liberty to 
compete with shopping malls in outlying sub-
urbs—malls had become quite popular by the 
1960s and were now attracting both shoppers 
and shop owners away from East Liberty—
the ambitious redevelopment plan called for 
bulldozing neighborhood streets, displacing 
residents, and creating a pedestrian mall.

The most bustling parts of the neighbor-
hood, Penn and Highland avenues and Broad 
Street, were closed to traffic by a 500-acre, $68 
million project that eliminated roads formerly 
lined with single-family homes, unraveling the 
tight-knit urban community. Narrow streets 
were replaced by Penn Circle, a four-lane, one-
way, ring road dotted with vast parking lots. 
Intended for good, the new traffic patterns 
inadvertently drove shoppers away.

Public housing rental units, more than 
2,000 of them, were built in townhouse clus-

A Neighborhood Reenergized
EAST LIBERTY

ters and apartment buildings, most notably, 
three 20-story high-rises that stretched into 
the sky, damaging the long-time neighbor-
hood tradition of home ownership. Families 
began moving away.

The retail boom, which saw a peak of 575 
businesses in 1959, nosedived to 292 shops in 
1970. By 1977—the year before Mansmann’s 
Department Store closed after nine decades—
the number had fallen to 98. 

The once-vibrant community was deci-
mated.

Vacant buildings sat boarded up, gov-
ernment-subsidized housing fell into disre-
pair, and large stretches of cracked pavement 
became urban wastelands. As blight spread 
and crime rates soared, community leaders 
couldn’t agree on strategy to move forward. 

“That [urban renewal] plan took a com-
munity that people loved and altered it to 
the point that people didn’t recognize it,” 
Greenawalt says. 

That hardship is a vital component of East 
Liberty’s story, he insists. “The stories of peo-
ple who stayed and tried to persevere, those 
stories deserve to be told.”

Entire blocks of homes and businesses were bulldozed to make way for the urban renewal plan of the 1960s.

P
itt

sb
ur

gh
 C

ity
 P

ho
to

gr
ap

he
r 

C
ol

le
ct

io
n

A 1971 view of Penn Center Mall, the pedestrian plaza created in the heart of the neighborhood. East Liberty Presbyterian Church can 

be seen on the left, and one of the three high-rise apartment buildings constructed as part of the urban renewal project looms in the 

background.
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Posted warnings about the consequences of loitering were signs 

of the time in vacant store windows throughout the 1980s and 

’90s.
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Mixed-Income Housing 
Becomes Key

Throughout the upheaval, a number of 
old-timers and activists remained undeterred, 
and their collective stick-to-itiveness spurred 
East Liberty’s rebound in coming decades. 

Key to the process: East Liberty Quarter 
Chamber of Commerce formed the nonprofit 
East Liberty Development, Inc. (ELDI) in 
1979 to bolster revitalization and reverse the 
effects of urban renewal. That meant reopen-
ing main arteries to traffic, restoring buildings, 
and aiding private development.

“It was tough,” says Lori Moran, longtime 
president of the chamber, as she recalls days 
past. “There were vacancies and there were 
drugs and there was crime. And it took a long 
time and a lot of public and private monies to 
turn it around. 

 “Those vacancies,” she adds, “were re-
placed with thriving businesses and jobs, light-
ing and safety, security, and new apartments.”

Initial efforts were met with spotty success, 
as one project after another was undertaken 
without a unifying strategy for the neighbor-
hood. Meanwhile, racial and economic change 
had created what ELDI has described as “rifts 
in the neighborhood” and a deepening divide 
“between business owners and residents, be-
tween homeowners and renters, and between 
old and young.”

In 1999, with the goal of overcoming 
division and fragmentation, ELDI developed 
A Vision for East Liberty, a unified plan for 
revitalization. “Everything was driven by that 
plan,” says Skip Schwab, ELDI deputy direc-
tor. “What was interesting was that it included 
voices of not just property owners and busi-
ness owners, but the renters.”

People living in the three high-rise apart-
ments guided ELDI’s plan with a simple yet 
profound notion, Schwab says. “They told 
us that concentrations of poverty are not 
healthy,” he says. “They wanted to stay in East 
Liberty and believed it would thrive if it were 
a mixed-income community. That became 
our drive.”

Stakeholders worked to replace substan-
dard housing with high-quality, well-designed, 
well-managed, affordable rentals. 

ELDI garnered support from local foun-
dations to acquire nearly 200 blighted and 
abandoned properties that had been hotbeds 
for crime. Some of those properties were 
flipped or rented to infuse money and ex-
citement into the area. Others were held for 
future development.

Two of the three high-rise buildings that 
“visually barricaded” the neighborhood, ac-
cording to ELDI, were demolished in 2005—
the third came down in 2009—making way 
for nearly 400 units of high-quality, mixed-in-
come rentals and homeownership options. 

 An advocacy group called the Coalition 
of Organized Residents (COR) helped guide 
those who needed to relocate, with many peo-
ple moving into the initial new housing com-
munities of New Pennley Place, Penn Manor, 
Negley Neighbors, and Fairfield Apartments.

The homes lured a mix of economically 
and socially diverse people eager to invest in 
East Liberty’s continued revitalization. 

But it wasn’t without hiccups, Schwab 
says. 

“There was a lot of public pushback and 
confusion about the plan,” he says. “But we 
think it’s been a success. If this is not a success-
ful mixed-income community, I challenge you 
to show me what is.”

The effort to provide affordable housing 
in East Liberty has continued.

Just last year, construction was completed 
on Mellon’s Orchard South, a complex by 
TREK Development where the majority of its 
47 units are affordably priced and some were 
reserved for former tenants of Penn Plaza, the 
last of the deteriorating apartment buildings 
to be torn down. 

“Affordable housing makes up about 35 
percent of all units in the market area, in-
cluding market rate and affordable housing,” 
says Moran. “We have way more low-income 
housing than we had 25 years ago. But it 
doesn’t look like low-income housing any-
more. You can’t drive by and go, ‘Oh, that’s 
low-income housing.’ It all blends, which is 
how it should be.” 

At the other end of the housing spectrum, 
new market-rate apartments featuring the 
latest in modern amenities now stretch along 
entire blocks, while more are on the drawing 
board. And home sales are going strong.

The average sale price in East Liberty rose 
from $294,225 in 2020 to $321,631 in 2021, 
according to West Penn Multi-List. “That’s 
a 9.3 percent increase, and prices continue 
to rise from their pre-pandemic levels sig-
nificantly,” says Brian Sergi-Curfman, a real 
estate associate broker with Compass who is 
based at the realty company’s Bakery Square 
office in neighboring Larimer. “Buyers have 
more available choices for both single-family 
and multi-family homes than at any time in 
the last five years,” he adds. “The East Liberty 
market remains strong and popular.”

A Neighborhood 
Reenergized
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EAST LIBERTY

An aerial view of the East Liberty business district in 1971. The pedestrian mall can be seen running down the center, with wide roads 

funneling vehicular traffic around the multi-block area.
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Housing stock in the neighborhood today includes (above) 

single-family mixed-income housing, (right) market-rate 

homes, and (below) a growing number of apartment 

complexes that offer a mix of market-rate and affordable 

units.



Retail Returns
People looking for a place to 

call home aren’t the only ones 
coming to East Liberty. More 
and more, people are drawn to 
the neighborhood for shopping. 

Big box stores that are usu-
ally located beyond city limits in 
towns the size of Pittsburgh an-
chor the business district, along 
with grocers that rank nationally 
among foodie favorites. And fill-
ing the streets between them are 
small shops and boutiques, either 
survivors from decades past or 
part of the new resurgence.

The first glimmer of impend-
ing success in the commercial 
corridor was the 2000 opening of The 
Home Depot on the former Sears property, 
a project spearheaded by then Mayor Tom 
Murphy to spur economic vitality.

Shortly after, in 2002, The Mosites 
Company, in partnership with ELDI, de-
molished a Yellow Cab garage and an aging 
car wash along Centre Avenue to develop a 
32,000-square-foot Whole Foods Market, 
essentially thrusting open the doors for what 
would be two decades of continued growth. 

The high-end grocery, which was her-
alded when it opened and has been busy 
ever since, anchors a 5.1-acre development 
called Eastside that stretches from Euclid to 
Highland avenues. The winner of a presti-
gious Urban Land Institute for Excellence 
Award, the project—only part of a larger 

A Neighborhood Reenergized
EAST LIBERTY

development plan by Mosites—created jobs 
for community residents and fueled interest 
in the business corridor. 

Among the retailers who took notice 
was Trader Joe’s. The national grocery chain, 
whose devoted fans are legendary, made local 
headlines when it set up shop nearby on 
Penn Avenue in 2006. Located in a former 
post office, it is part of a shopping center that 
was updated and rebranded as The Village of 
Eastside in the wake of Eastside’s success. 
There, other national chains mix with lo-
cally owned franchises like Petland, which 
operates an animal shelter adoption program 
within its pet supply store, and small busi-
nesses like Contemporary Concepts, a gift 
shop that sits below Trader Joe’s and benefits 
from the high foot traffic there.

Farther up Penn Avenue in Larimer, the 
Shadyside-based developer Walnut Capital 
made a splash in 2007 when it purchased 
a former Nabisco factory and then trans-

3 4  S H A D Y  AV E

formed it into Bakery Square, a 
retail and office complex. The 
lively development, with its his-
toric roots and cutting-edge shops 
like West Elm and Anthropologie, 
attracted visitors from all over 
the city. It also attracted Google, 
which became a major tenant in 
2010, expanding its Pittsburgh 
headquarters.

In an article that year, The 
New York Times cited Google’s 
move to Bakery Square as a sign 
of the area’s successful revival. But 

Walnut Capital CEO Gregg Perelman will 
be the first to tell you that the initial success 
of BkSq, as it’s branded, rested on the previ-
ous success of Eastside.

“Steve Mosites was a true trailblazer when 
he brought Whole Foods here,” Perelman 
said of his fellow developer in 2011. “That 
was a major coup, and from that everything 
got started. I don’t think Bakery Square 
would have even been on the radar screen if 
he hadn’t done what he did.”

Bakery Square’s success, in turn, begat 
more development, as “Googlers” and 
other young professionals moving into East 
Liberty were a consumer market that busi-
nesses wanted to tap. 

In 2009, the Hillebrand family that owns 
Don’s Appliances took note of what was 
happening in East Liberty and opened a 
showroom in one of the older buildings on 
Baum Boulevard that had survived the urban 
renewal. Three years later, they purchased the 
building, renovated it, and eventually opened 
Watersource next door, adding bathroom and 
kitchen fixtures to their product lines.

“This showroom really allowed us to be a 
bigger part of the revitalization that the east 
side of town was starting to see,” says Tim 
Hillebrand, who oversees sales and market-
ing for the company.

That revitalization got a huge boost in 
2011, when The Mosites Company, con-
tinuing to roll out its multi-phase develop-
ment plan, opened a Target at the intersec-
tion of Penn and Centre avenues, on land 
where the former Penn Circle Apartments 
once towered over the skyline. 

For the first time since Mansmann’s 
Department Store closed in 1978, East 
Enders did not have to cross a river to shop 
at a retailer that sold everything from clothes 
to dishes to TVs.

In the heart of the business district, 
new storefronts were created on Penn and 
Highland avenues when Walnut Capital re-
stored the historic Highland Building and its 
adjacent properties to develop apartments, 
leaving the ground floors open for retail space. 
Clothing stores and eateries soon moved in.

Just a few blocks away, Broad Street began 

showing signs of renewal as new businesses 
and tech start-ups set up shop, joining stal-
wart survivors. In 2014, Eddie Lesoon Jr. 
brought Asia Carpet to the street, relocating 
the family business from Bloomfield, where 
it had operated for more than eight decades. 
It was a homecoming of sorts, as Lesoon’s 
grandfather first established the flooring com-
pany in East Liberty in the 1930s.

Lesoon and his family have been actively 
involved in the community’s turnaround, 
as they are also behind Wedgewood Group, 
a real estate firm with properties on Broad 
Street and surrounding blocks.

“There certainly has been a dramatic 
change in the last 25 years, and it’s all been 
very positive” says Lesoon, who is a charter 
member of ELDI, a board member of the 
East Liberty Valley Historical Society, and 
vice president of the Chamber of Commerce.

“We went from a run down, denigrated 
community to a healthy commercial district, 
thanks to a few who saw a dream for the 
future.”

Above: Plants line the front of The Home Depot, which 

arrived in East Liberty in 2000, establishing itself on the 

former Sears property and setting the stage for more retail 

development.

Left: Whole Foods Market opened two years later, 

anchoring the new Eastside complex.

The Don’s Appliances city showroom is located in an early-20th-

century building on Baum Boulevard.

Above: A pup waits to be adopted as part of 

Petland’s ASAP Rescue initiative. The nonprofit 

Animal Shelter Adoption Program operates within 

the pet supply store in the Village of Eastside 

shopping center.

Right: In the same complex, glassware and 

other home décor and gift items fill the shelves at 

Contemporary Concepts.

Along the south side of the 6000 block of Penn Avenue, storefronts were built on the ground floor of The Penn apartments above them. As 

part of the design of 2015 retail and residential development, Walnut Capital preserved and incorporated several historic façades from the 

block.

Eddie Lesoon Jr. (center) and sons Jonathan and Eddie in the 

Broad Street showroom of their four-generation family business, 

Asia Carpet, which was founded in East Liberty in the 1930s.
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Creating Connections
A critical component of ELDI’s A Vision 

for East Liberty was the need to open the 
neighborhood again and reconnect streets and 
bordering neighborhoods.

The first step was to reverse the one-way 
traffic flow on Penn Circle, a project that 
began in 2010 and took several years. It was 
followed by the renaming of each segment of 
Penn Circle—which was actually more of a 
square—to correspond with the streets con-
nected to them outside the circle.

2012 brought the opening of a pedes-
trian bridge reconnecting Eastside to Ellsworth 
Avenue in Shadyside. This bridge was long-
awaited, following the removal of earlier bridges 
over the busway and railroad tracks that divide 
the two commercial districts. Funded by the 
Heinz Endowments, the bridge was designed 

by Pittsburgh-born artist Sheila Klein and ap-
pointed with large glass sequins made by artists 
at the Pittsburgh Glass Center in Friendship. 

“This bridge reconnects two communities, 
figuratively and literally, through steel,” said 
Bill Peduto, then the city councilman repre-
senting both East Liberty and Shadyside, at 
the ribbon-cutting.

A hugely ambitious effort to improve 
East Liberty’s connections was the 2016 revi-
talization of the Martin Luther King Jr. East 
Busway station to create a transit-oriented de-
velopment. The Mosites Company’s Eastside 
Bond project transformed the depot, added 
retail and parking, and created 360 luxury 
apartments in three large buildings perched 
above the busway. 

With 33,000 passengers passing through 
the bus station daily, it is the busiest Port 
Authority hub after downtown Pittsburgh, and 
the whole project has been described by Mark 
Minnerly, The Mosites Company’s director of 
real estate, as “the jewel in the crown” of the 
organization’s entire East Liberty development.

Talk with Larry Gumberg, founder and 
president of LG Realty Advisors, Inc., and he 
will tell you that his company will soon be un-
veiling the last major connector that has been 
missing in East Liberty, the Liberty East de-
velopment at Penn and South Euclid avenues. 

“Liberty East is going to create a new and 
vibrant gateway between the East Liberty 
commercial district and the Garfield commer-
cial district,” he says. “It’s going to provide this 
new connection.”

The 300,000-square foot office and retail 
complex sits on the site of the former Penn 
Plaza housing complex and is in the final 

stages of construction on the first phase, 
which will be home to an expanded Whole 
Foods.

“East Liberty was designed as this hub 
for economic activity, and we really feel that 
this is the missing link, the last piece of devel-
opment that needs to happen to solidify the 
fourth anchor, notes Zachary Gumberg, prin-
cipal at LG Realty. “You have Home Depot, 
Target, the Eastside shopping center, and then 
you’ll have this…the western gateway to East 
Liberty.”

Building on the Past
All of the new developments, all of the new 

connections—they build on East Liberty’s il-
lustrious past, some more literally than others. 

The Hotel Indigo brand made its 
Pennsylvania debut in East Liberty in 2015, 
making stylish use of three existing build-
ings, along with new construction, on North 
Highland Avenue. It was followed shortly 
after by Ace Hotel, which gave new life to 
the long-shuttered YMCA, constructed circa 
1908 and abandoned for years before ELDI 
acquired it in 2006. It had such good bones 
it was featured in Architectural Digest. But it 
couldn’t survive the pandemic. Last year, the 
property became The Maverick by Kasa and 
was given a refresh that still allows the original 
beauty of the building to shine through.

“There’s a lot of good stuff to work with,” 
Greenawalt says. “Cities need old buildings. 
You can’t have a neighborhood with all new 
buildings—you need a healthy mix.”

A few doors down from The Maverick 
stands a gleaming branch of the Carnegie 
Library of Pittsburgh. Dedicated in 1969, it 
was built as part of the urban renewal project 
and then modernized and expanded in 2009. 
But the library’s presence in the community 
dates back to 1905, when the original build-
ing opened on the corner of Station Street 
and Larimer Avenue.

Pittsburgh Obama Academy of 
International Studies, the public high school 
situated at North Highland Avenue at East 
Liberty Boulevard, is located in a building that 
was once Peabody High School, named for 
prominent Highland Park physician Benjamin 
Peabody. A massive 1975 expansion project al-
tered the exterior of the building significantly, 
but the four Ionic columns that originally 
flanked the front doors are still on display.

The four segments of Penn Circle, the one-way ring road created 

in the 1960s, were renamed in 2014, after two-way traffic was 

restored along much of the roadway.

A redesign of the East Liberty bus station was part of a massive project to create a transit-oriented development that includes apartments, 

retail spaces, a parking garage, and a bike shed.

This pedestrian bridge, which opened in 2012, sits over train 

tracks and a busway to connect the Eastside retail complex to 

Shadyside’s Ellsworth Avenue.

The first phase of Liberty East, an office and retail complex being 

constructed at Penn and South Euclid avenues, is slated to open 

this spring, providing a new home for an expanded Whole 

Foods Market and creating a western gateway to East Liberty.

A room at The Maverick by Kasa, which last year took over an 

historic YMCA building that Ace Hotel had previously renovated 

and occupied.
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Greenawalt says familiarity–even the most 
mundane features–become landmarks if peo-
ple feel a connection to them. “East Liberty 
lost a lot 50 years ago, a lot of familiar street-
scape and fabric,” he notes. “Developers need 
to retain buildings so people recognize them 
and feel grounded and welcome.”

That’s a message Tony Dolan of Alphabet 
City Development has taken to heart with 
his latest East Liberty project, 211 Tower, 
which builds on East Liberty’s more recent 
past. Constructed as a medical office building, 
the white brick building has stood on North 
Whitfield Street since 1972. After fully ren-
ovating it, Dolan’s team is marketing it with 
many of the modern amenities found in office 
buildings today—plus one additional feature 
that’s not so common: exterior LED lights that 
illuminate the building at night and are pro-
grammed to use appropriate colors for various 
holidays and events. 

Dolan says inspiration for the lighting 
came from the building’s white brick exterior, 
which he likened to a blank canvas. “We 
thought this would be really effective, so that’s 
what we did to kind of uplift people in the 
neighborhood,” he says. 

Alphabet City has developed several 
projects throughout East Liberty, including 
the Penn Avenue building that became the 
headquarters for the language-learning app 
Duolingo in 2016.

“That was originally supposed to be all 
retail, but it’s now all office, which is a good 
thing to have, because that adds people to the 
street,” Dolan explains. 

Dolan’s commitment to helping revitalize 
East Liberty runs deep.

“I loved the idea of taking a neighborhood 
that was left for dead and bringing it back,” he 
says, “especially this neighborhood, which was 
so diverse and so important to the city.”

A New Energy
East Liberty is back, poised to enter an-

other golden period. 
Yes, there are still empty storefronts dot-

ting the business district and a few vacant 
lots waiting to be developed—one of which, 
across Centre Avenue from Target, has become 
a powerful makeshift memorial to 32 victims 
of social injustice—but there’s no denying the 
strength of neighborhood institutions that 
have stood the test of time or the forward 
movement of newcomers with vision. 

Today, tech incubators and startups sit 
near longtime barber shops and smoke shops. 
Jamil’s Global Village has been offering artisan 
wares and books celebrating Black culture and 
history since 1993, while newer businesses 
nearby are selling everything from trendy eye-
wear to the latest in kitchen cabinetry.

The neighborhood’s culinary scene is a 
diverse mix, with authentic Ethiopian, French, 
Vietnamese, Chinese, Mexican, Cajun, Indian, 
and Italian restaurants drawing diners from 
across the city. Lines form along the sidewalk 
for brunch at Square Cafe, which moved to East 
Liberty from Regent Square in 2020. And there 
are also plenty of pizza parlors, including two 
longtime establishments. Vento’s Pizza has been 
a neighborhood staple for more than 60 years, 
gaining national attention after its founders cre-
ated the famous “Franco’s Italian Army” to cheer 
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on the Steelers’ Franco Harris in the 1970s, 
while Capri Pizza has been serving up traditional 
slices at Penn and Highland since 1974.

East Liberty is fortunate to have two farm-
ers markets. The City of Pittsburgh operates 
an outdoor market on Mondays from 3 to 7 
p.m. in Garland Parklet along North Euclid 
Avenue from June through November, and 
The Farmers’ Market Cooperative is a year-
round indoor market that’s been offering fresh 
foods and more each Saturday for 80 years 
(see story on page 68). As an added bonus, the 
co-op’s building, located behind The Home 
Depot, also houses The Attic Space upstairs, 
where one person’s trash could be any visitor’s 
treasure, and certain Sundays will find the 
parking lot filled with people hawking wares 
as part of Junk From the Trunk events.

East Liberty’s chamber of commerce, 
founded in 1939, hosts public events to at-
tract people to the business district. A fall wine 
festival has proved to be hugely popular, as are 
cooking classes. 

Liberty Green Park, a sprawling new green 
space with an extensive playground, opened 
last year at Station Street and Larimer Avenue 
and has become a favorite destination for chil-
dren and families. Community involvement 
was critical to the successful development 
of the 3-acre park, designed with an under-
ground tank system to manage stormwater.

LED lighting illuminates the 211 Tower, a newly renovated and 

rebranded office building on North Whitfield Street.

An unofficial memorial to victims of 

social injustice hangs on the fence of a 

vacant lot across from the East Liberty 

Target store. A mural painted on the 

adjacent building issues a call to Say 

Their Names.

A weekly farmers market attracts visitors from the community and 

beyond to North Euclid Avenue’s Garland Parklet on Mondays 

from June through November.

Mornings often find people waiting outside for a table at the 

popular Square Cafe, which relocated to East Liberty from 

Regent Square in 2020.

Vintage and used items line the aisles of The Attic Space.

A festive crowd gathers on Broad Street to sample local wine 

and spirits at a wine festival sponsored by the East Liberty 

Quarter Chamber of Commerce.

Children enjoy one of several slides on the playground at Liberty 

Green Park, which opened last year on Larimer Avenue at Station 

Street.
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Arnold Jefferson, who lives nearby, appre-
ciates not only the beauty and sustainability 
of the park, but what it has done for the com-
munity. “It is multi-cultural. Everyone comes 
here,” he says. “We needed this.” 

A slew of nonprofits are located in East 
Liberty to assist the region with a variety of 
needs. 

The East End Cooperative Ministry has 
been serving up meals and helping people with 
transitional housing and social needs since 
1970 (see story on page 50); Allies for Health 
+ Wellbeing helps shape a healthier commu-
nity by offering medical services and other 
programs; Big Brothers Big Sisters of Greater 
Pittsburgh matches mentors with children to 
deliver emotional, educational, and social sup-
port; and 412 Food Rescue prevents perfectly 
good food from being wasted by redirecting it 
to those experiencing food insecurity.

The Salvation Army, whose roots in the 
neighborhood date back to the late 1800s, 
operates a Family Caring Center on Broad 
Street, the only shelter in the Pittsburgh area 
that houses entire families displaced after fire, 
divorce, or other stressful situations. 

Also providing social services to thousands 
of people through East Liberty facilities are 
Familylinks and its Vintage senior center, 
Goodwill, and the social justice group Repair 
the World. And there are others.

Meanwhile, a growing number of small 
businesses and professional practices are thriv-
ing in the neighborhood and creating more 
reasons for people to visit or live there.

Lisa McNamara’s MCN Salon in Eastside 
offers not only hair care services, but a sweep-

ing vista of East Liberty from the second-floor 
studio’s vantage point. “The floor-to-ceiling 
windows are just amazing,” she says. “My 
clients really enjoy the view.”

Blocks away on Baum Boulevard, numer-
ous beauty professionals provide their services 
in individual, private spaces at Sola Salon 
Studios.

  For those seeking an improved body and 
mind, there are unique wellness opportunities 
throughout the neighborhood, ranging from 
de-stressing in a Himalayan salt cave at Peace, 
Love & Zen on Broad Street to defying grav-
ity in an aerial fitness class at Sthiel Pilates & 
Movement Center, which is tucked away on 
South Saint Clair Street. There’s also a med-
ical marijuana dispensary, Maitri Medicinals, 
on Centre Avenue.

Greg Billy of Squirrel Hill, who opened 
Hand & Stone Massage and Facial Spa with 
his wife, Janell, in Eastside in 2019, thinks 
the neighborhood is ideal for his business. 
“The clientele we attract are the same people 
who shop at Target, Whole Foods, and Trader 
Joe’s,” he says. “So this is really right in the 
center of that.”

Dermatologist Dr. Tracy Prizant has been 
in practice in East liberty for 11 years and 
says she has seen a demographic shift in the 
patients coming into her Baum Boulevard 
office. “I have noticed a younger population 
along with more international patients,” she 
observes. “Many of my patients work in 

A Neighborhood Reenergized
EAST LIBERTY

4 0  S H A D Y  AV E

Left: Arnold Jefferson prepares ribs and chicken at 

Liberty Green Park. He and other neighbors who live 

near the park lobbied for grills to be included in the 

new green space.

Right: At MCN Salon in Eastside, floor-to-

ceiling windows offer an expansive view of the 

neighborhood.

Below: Salt therapy in a space that mimics a salt 

cave is one of the natural wellness services offered 

at Peace, Love & Zen on Broad Street.

Wellness and beauty providers who have set 

up shop in East Liberty include (above) Maitri 

Medicinals, a medical marijuana dispensary, 

(left) Sthiel Pilates & Movement Center, and 

(below) Sola Salon Studios, which is home to 

a number of independent entrepreneurs in the 

beauty business.

Hand & Stone Massage and Facial Spa moved into a space on 

the ground floor of the Eastside Bond complex in 2019.
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Moving Forward
After years of tireless work to rebuild 

East Liberty, ELDI is expanding its scope. 
Its expertise and energy, says Schwab, is 

best focused on making more homes in the 
area available for ownership and by sharing 
lessons learned with neighboring commu-
nities.

So a group called the Village Collaborative 
of East Liberty is assuming some of the plan-
ning duties and will help create new visions 
for the future. The group’s president is Pastor 
Darryl Canady, senior pastor at the Rodman 
Street Missionary Baptist Church.

“What we want to do is to achieve out-
comes that will enhance the life experiences 
of all East Liberty residents, organizations, 
and businesses,” Canady says. “We want 
to be actively involved in everything that’s 
going on with our members and with mem-
bers of our community. We really want to 
be a voice for those who don’t have a voice. 
We want to stand on the shoulders of what 
ELDI has done.”

Founded by three East Liberty churches, 
the group hopes to engage more residents 
to achieve a continued equitable develop-
ment of the community. In November, the 
group became the registered community 
organization for East Liberty, which gives 
them a designated seat in the city’s develop-
ment projects and neighborhood planning 
processes. 

Moran says that East Liberty exudes 
hope and inspiration for everyone. “It has its 
own unique personality and vibrant energy 
that is contagious,” she says. “Plus, it’s where 
all the cool kids hang!”          sa__

__

tech, such as Google, Uber, and other new 
companies.”

Architect Gerald Lee Morosco concurs. 
From his office, which sits above Don’s 
Appliances, he looks out through a bank of 
oversized windows and has “a front row seat” 
to much of what’s happening in the neigh-
borhood.

A growing number of banks and other financial 

institutions are making their way to East Liberty, 

joining the many medical offices in the neighborhood. 

Dr. Tracy Prizant (inset) has been practicing there for 

11 years. Prizant Dermatology is located on Baum 

Boulevard.

“In character, it’s between Lawrenceville 
and Shadyside,” he says, offering his take 
on East Liberty today. “It doesn’t have the 
density or intensity of Lawrenceville, but 
because there is so much tech here, I think 
there is a younger vibe, and it draws from 
both Shadyside and Highland Park. I think it’s 
incredibly successful.”

Architect Gerald Lee Morosco is 

one of many professionals who 

enjoys working in East Liberty. 

He relocated his eponymous firm 

from the South Side in 2016.


