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Introduction

why this document?
We (Marc Rettig and Hannah du Plessis of Fit Associates)
are residents of Polish Hill. When we heard about the
RFP for development of the Brereton-Dobson “Fire Site,”

we wondered if we could do something to help introduce
our diverse neighborhood to the development team. We
spoke to twelve residents, asking them what they value
about Polish Hill and how they imagine its future. This
document summarizes what we heard.

Fit Associates, together with the Polish Hill Civic Association | Meet Polish Hill

| July 2013

2

our methods
To create this document, we applied basic techniques from
ethnographic interviewing to listen to our Polish Hill neighbors:
1. Decide who to listen to
Together with the PHCA steering committee, we selected 12 participants
to interview from among the different segments in our neighborhood:
• elderly people who have lived here all their lives
• established families that have lived here ten years or more
• young professionals
• artists and makers

2. Conduct interviews
We conducted 20-minute interviews, asking four simple questions about
people’s feelings toward Polish Hill and its future.
3. Transcribe and cluster the interviews
We typed the interviews so that each individual thought or story was
separated on the page. Then we printed them, and cut them apart so
we had every idea or quote on a separate slip of paper. This equipped
us to group the thoughts and stories to find patterns in what we heard.
4. Document findings
We created this document in the hope that you will come to appreciate
Polish Hill in the way we do.
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meet our neighbors
Lived here all their lives

Becky

Helen

Bob

Russell

Artist

Professional

Etta

Isaac

Kenny

Kalie, Reyghan, Doug

Caleb
Michael
Zakk
Zach H

Moved here recently
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We asked,
What do you love?
about Polish Hill?
and people said…

sense of community
What do you love about Polish Hill?

People feel they belong here.
“Everybody knows each other, this strong sense of community keeps us together.” -Kenny
“I’ve never seen a community like this…. It is like family. Once you’re here, you’re here forever.
You don’t want to move.” -Bob

For those raised here, this has always been so.
“My grand parents, my parents and me all lived in Polish Hill. This is home” -Helen
“The neighbors, I feel we have a big sense of community up here. If something’s going on
we always invite each other and it is not like your typical neighbors. It is like a family more
than anything.” -Becky

Others found a community here.
“I moved to Polish Hill because…I felt a connection to the people. I had strong ties with
friends here.” -Caleb
“There is a good sense of community with well attended community events. People say
hi to each other, people know each other.” -Kalie
“I’m never leaving. This house – I’m not leaving.” -Etta
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it is diverse
What do you love about Polish Hill?

This neighborhood has a big mix of people.
“If Polish Hill was a person, he would be very colorful and unique. You can’t categorize it.
There are so many types of people up here” -Becky
“It is an incredibly diverse neighborhood. It is kind of nice that all these demographics
interact together.” -Zach H

Some love it.
“I like the idea of something being here that is different from what I want…I don’t want
everything to be like me. I want to live in a city that cultivates diversity.” -Caleb

Others love it too, but not always.
“I like the mixture of people demographically. I like that. Sometimes I don’t like that.
Sometimes it drives me a little nuts… people’s different expectations about noise or what
behavior is acceptable in a neighborhood we all live together in.” -Isaac
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it is a great place
What do you love about Polish Hill?

The location is desirable.
“I chose to live in Polish Hill…as it was close to my work in Bloomfield and close to places
I socialize in like Lawrenceville. And walking distance from a bar!” -Michael
“You can walk to almost anywhere in the city,” -Doug

It is safe, away from the hustle and bustle.
“There is a sense of space here. …development, rapid change, young people and money
flowing in is not so imminent.” -Caleb
“…it is so beautiful. There are not a lot of ugly buildings. Not a lot of crime. Quiet. It’s so green,
we call it ‘Little West Virginia.’” -Etta
“The initial thing that drew me was that is is a bit removed from people.” -Michael
“As a community this is relatively safe and I think people sort of watch out for each other.”
-Helen

Residents take care of it.
“We have people who like to put things in this community (referring to a picnic table in a
public lot).” -Kenny
People specifically mentioned…
Lili cafe, the tennis courts,
picnic tables in the open yard,
the church, the pool,
winding stairwells, trees, the park,
the music and art scene,
the architecture, our gardens,
dark bars, quiet spots.

“It didn’t take long for me to do things in the neighborhood that seemed to affect people in
the neighborhood… in a positive way.” -Caleb
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it is affordable
What do you love about Polish Hill?

Many residents moved here because they found a place they both like and could afford.
“We found the right property for us here. It was more the property at first; we weren’t originally
interested in the neighborhood.” -Isaac
“I love the housing prices, which are still low enough that you can realistically own the house, and
really invest in it and put a lot of work in to it and be proud of it.” -Zach H
“I moved here because it was an out of the way space where I felt I could find some solace from that
competitive economic environment. And find a place where I can create things and not have it be a
sports-bar experience.” -Caleb
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We asked,
What could give?
Polish Hill?
a better future?
and people said…

a small grocer
What would make Polish Hill better?

Most people that we spoke to said: We could do with a place to buy essentials.
Many would like the convenience.
“A convenient store that is closer so that you don’t have to walk a mile to get a pop.” -Reyghan
“A development that can add more value to the neighborhood maybe a supermarket thing. A place you
can walk to and grab something so that you don’t have to get in your car.” -Becky

For some a co-op best aligns with their values.
“If we had a small grocery store, holy moley, would it change so many things around here. Especially if it
could be something co-operative, it would be something amazing.” -Kalie
“A unique way to do that (grocery store) would be a buyers co-op.” -Caleb

Some were excited about the idea of a market and kitchen.
“I like the idea of a community outdoor kitchen side by side with the grocery store to have fun
community events.” -Zakk O

Some are skeptical.
“I will not buy a quart of milk in Polish Hill. I am so used to just getting in my car.” Russell
“There were a few grocery stores but people prefer to spend money on gas than pay a bit for something
in the neighborhood store.” -Helen
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a business or two?
What would make Polish Hill better?

There was some talk about the desire for a restaurant
“A restaurant would be cool. But this is not something I really think about much.” -Isaac
“I would love a park or an outdoor restaurant.” -Zach H.

Some local people could use an office
“And if you’re going to build a grocery store, put an office on top because I am a therapist and I
am renting space in Shadyside and I would rather put my money into Polish Hill, for sure.” -Kalie

Locally operated is preferable
“People would like to keep the business locally owned and independent…Something like a
Starbucks would be the worst-case-scenario.” -Kenny
“It is hard to think how someone would come and plug something in without it rising from the
neighborhood. . . I would guess that businesses would fail or succeed if they fit the
neighborhood.” -Isaac

And a great bonus if it could create jobs
“Many people I know hate how far they need to travel to their current jobs. It would be nice if a
new place creates jobs for the community – everybody deserves to be happy with what they do
and it would be nice to give them this option.” -Zakk O.
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a few other options
What would make Polish Hill better?

Many mentioned a community space where art can happen
“A community space. Being someone who performs, a public theatre would be nice.”
-Caleb

“Multi-purpose spaces are cool. I like our community center. We were going to have a
community meeting there, but their fee was too steep. I like free meeting space –
that’s community centered.” -Etta
“We don’t have lots of places where art and music can happen except for smoky bars –
something like Lili but bigger. A place where people like Reyghan could go, she is
under 18.” -Kalie

Some talked about a green space
“I can walk to other places where things like grocery stores exists. If you want to do
something here, make a park.” -Doug

Someone talked about a space for the elderly and kids
“It would be nice to have something for the older people too. It is hard for older people
(like my mom who is 88 and lives with me) to get around when they stop driving.” -Bob
“Possibly something for kids to do.” -Bob
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maybe nothing
What would make Polish Hill better?

Maybe, many people said, maybe nothing would be as good as any other idea.
For example…
“I like the neighborhood as it is, I don’t feel like we need anything.” -Doug
“I’m not sure I have a big list of desires for the neighborhood. I like what it is.” -Isaac
“What does Polish Hill need? I don’t know. I would be happy if nothing got built.” -Etta
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the right housing
What would make Polish Hill better?

Some in the artistic community said they have friends who want to rent or own in Polish Hill, but
have difficulty finding a place.
“We have loads of friends that would love to live here, but can’t find a place. Friends who would like to
buy, friends who have the skills (to build or repair) and want to use them… The chatter is that no
property is available.” Kalie
“I have friends who come to me and are looking for a place to rent in Polish Hill all the time.” Zakk O

Many residents believe people who rent property to others, should also live here.
“We don’t need someone owning property and not living here, not knowing what is going on in the space
and making decision without understanding what amazing things we have got going around here.” Kalie
“Absentee landlords just don’t work, they are not good for the neighborhood. Hopefully we don’t get any
of them.” Russell

There is a desire for people to stay and become part of the fabric.
After telling the story about Oakland’s change in character 10+ years ago, the Pierce-Weaver family says:
“No college students, please. Don’t turn this into an Oakland, a transient neighborhood.”

continued 
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What would make Polish Hill better?

the right housing, continued
People in the position to purchase property, renovate it and rent it out to young professionals,
find it easy to get tenants.
“There is a real need for more quality apartments and good rental property. This would be desirable
because it brings young people into the neighborhood…I rent things out in a couple of days.” Isaac
“There are many opportunities and much development potential in this neighborhood.” Zach H

The increase of property prices leaves the artistic community (who tend to value creativity
above financial security) in a difficult situation.
“Polish Hill might be vulnerable to gentrification very soon. The people who have been making music and
art are the sort of people who gave this neighborhood its identity. It is a bummer that there is not a
good foundation for them if they want to buy property.” Zach H
“We don’t want to reach a point where people who love art and the music scene cannot afford to live
here anymore.” Zakk O
“It is scary. I feel the same fear (of displacement) all the time…Oh when is the rent going to go up $200?
And when is stuff that I don’t relate with at all gonna show up? And when am I going to be bounced off
the scene? That is my ticket…. That is when I stop being able to do the things that I love to do.” Caleb
As we were doing our interviews, a barista at Lili Cafe had to move out of the the neighborhood because
her rent increased by $100 per month.
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Magic in Polish Hill

There is something else you should know
about Polish Hill. It might be the most important
thing to know if you’re thinking about developing
something here.
This thing is under the surface.
You won’t notice it just by driving through the
neighborhood or visiting the coffee shop.

It is hidden, but it is.
a source of Polish Hill’s magic.
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A growing source of magic:
There is a sizable and growing group of people in Polish Hill who
are here to make stuff. They are making art, music, movies, books,
events, change, gardens, house interiors, ideas, small businesses,
and so on and on.
They don’t measure “prosperity” in terms of finances.
They measure it in terms of creative freedom, a community of likeminded people, and the ability to live on little so they are free to
pursue their craft.
This group of people is growing.
They are enthusiastically engaged with the neighborhood, and they
are creating real community more than any other slice of life in
Polish Hill.
But their situation is delicate.
Trends in the wrong direction could force them to leave.
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“We are the people who make property valuable.
We make culture, we make art, we make life fun for ourselves and
for other people. We also pave the way for everything that comes
after. The economic story. Capitalism.
Culture is value. Art is valuable because it makes life meaningful
for the people who choose to participate in it and take chances
with it.
When it becomes commoditized it loses its value and starts
losing the artist who invested into it in the first place.”
Caleb, Polish Hill musician
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What we most
want to nourish
The quiet, safe, friendly character of Polish Hill
Places where people can linger and talk to each other,
especially places where different sorts of people can
enjoy something together
The urban beauty of our buildings and infrastructure
The diverse mix of people who live here
The ability of people to live here on a small budget, so
they are free to spend time on creative pursuits
The possibility for residents to run small businesses in their
own neighborhood, either independently or cooperatively
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Thank you.

