A Trip Down
Memory Lane
with Dorothy Hooks,
the Barbecue Lady
By	

    Daniel	

    Casciato

Want to learn more about the history of
the Strip District? Ditch the books and skip
the documentary. Instead, go see Dorothy
Hooks, long-time Strip District/Lower
Lawrenceville resident and its unofficial historian and ambassador. Hooks, who speaks
so passionately about the neighborhood,
enjoys sharing with visitors her vast knowledge and history of the place she grew up in
and still calls home today.
Fondly called “The Barbecue Lady” by
those who remember her days selling rib
sandwiches curbside, Hooks has witnessed
the best and worst the Strip has had to offer, from its thriving residential population
to the flood of 1936 that nearly wiped out
her section of the neighborhood. But she
mainly reminisces about all the good that
the Strip had, and still has, to offer.
Growing Up in the Strip
From the tiny kitchen of her Mulberry
Way home, just a couple blocks away from
the house where she and her seven sisters
and two brothers were born and raised, she
picks up a black-and-white photo of the old
Penn Incline at 17th and Liberty Avenue.
This incline carried passengers from Liberty
Avenue to Cliff Street in the Hill District,
operated from 1883 to 1953, and is one
of her earliest memories of the Strip. “This
incline took men and their horses and wagons from the old Produce Yards to the Hill
District, bypassing downtown,” she says.
Hooks also recalls the old “Stock Yards”
across the 31st Street Bridge on Herrs
Island.
“Live animals were brought in, slaughtered,” she says, “and then distributed to
area stores until the early 1960’s, when
refrigerated trucks took over.”
She also likes to tell the story of the 1936
flood, when her family lived at the foot of
the 34th Street hill.
“We went to our bedroom on the 2nd floor
and when we woke up the next morning,
we could reach out our window and play
with the water,” she says. “Furniture was
floating away, and people in our section
of the neighborhood were sitting on their
roofs. We were rescued by boat, brought to
the top of the hill, and later transferred to

the Boys & Girls Club in the 9th Ward.”
For entertainment, children in those days
flocked to the old Penn Theater at 34th
Street and Penn Avenue.
“You could go anytime on a Saturday and
see a movie for 10 cents,” she says. “We
often just went to see cartoons and spent
the entire day there. It was a fun time for
all of us.”
The theater also contained underground
restroom facilities. “On one side, were
the women’s facilities,” says Hooks, “and
around the corner, were facilities for men.”
Hooks moved away from the Strip District
in 1949, when she entered the Women’s
Army Corps.
“I was 18 years old and had just graduated from high school,” she says. “While
I was walking through town one day, I
spotted the Uncle Sam sign that said, ‘We
Want You!’ and I took it literally. Because I
couldn’t find the work that I wanted to do,
I left home to better myself.”
Hooks spent seven years away from Pittsburgh, and came back to the Strip District,
then known as lower Lawrenceville. During
her time away, she married a soldier in
1951 and they had one daughter, Evelyn,
in 1955. Upon her return to Pittsburgh,
Hooks took a few classes at Point Park
Junior College towards a degree to become
an executive secretary, but health-related
reasons forced her to drop out.
Community Leader
While many people have come and gone
from the Strip District, Hooks has been one
of the constants there and became one of its
community and civic leaders.
She was a graduate of the first ever Pittsburgh Citizen’s Police Academy, which
brings the police and the community close
together in a setting that offers participants
a sample of police training. Essentially,
she learned the hands-on training that
Pittsburgh police officers experienced and
became acquainted with the roles and
responsibilities of the Police Bureau. She
learned the basics of criminal law, search
and seizure, patrol tactics, firearms, and
many other related subjects.
Continued	

    on	

    page	

    32
29

Photo: In-vision Studio

A	

    Trip	

    Down	

    Memory	

    Lane	

    continued

Dorothy	

    Hooks

Despite the knowledge
she gained, Hooks says
that after going through
the training, she had
no desire to become a
police officer.
“By going through the
course, I learned that
there were often many
split-second decisions
that you had to make
as a police officer,” she
says. “It’s very dangerous, but we gained a
whole new outlook on
what they [police of-

ficers] do.”
She was also one of the founding members
of The Lawrenceville Citizens Council, and
later its president.
“The city was talking about tearing [down]
all the houses from 11th Street to 34th
Street, and some concerned citizens and
myself said, ‘No,’” she says. “We knew that
could potentially lead to more homes being
torn down. So we assembled this group
and began going to different meetings
throughout the city and meeting with other
organizations that would help us.”
Her other civic duties included serving with
the American Legion Post 736 and the Disabled Veterans Organization. For 13 years,
she was the president of the Zone 2 Public
Safety Council and a Commissioner for the

City of Pittsburgh Department of Personnel for five years. Additionally, she served
many years as the Democratic Committee
Chairperson for the 6th Ward and on the
city’s Gun Exchange Program committee.
“I’ve sat on various boards to get things
done,” she says. “I feel it’s my duty to keep
people well informed.”
Anyone who passed through the Strip
between 1978 and 2003 will remember
Hooks as a Dilly’s Ribs vendor selling rib
sandwiches to hungry shoppers and residents. And not just in the Strip, but all over
Allegheny County at different festivals and
events. Following her open-heart surgery
in 2000, Hooks began to slow down and
by 2003, her days as a rib vendor were officially over.
Changing Times
Nothing pleases Hooks more than seeing
a new generation coming into the Strip
District and calling it home.
“I love living here,” says Hooks. “I’m glad
to see people moving here. The loss of
homes and residents moving away really
hurt this area over the years, but now we
have new housing being developed, and
people are once again discovering what a
wonderful place this is to live. The city is
trying to make the Strip District as it used
to be, and I think it’s a good idea.”
Hooks has always believed that residents
keep the integrity of a neighborhood alive.
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That’s why she stayed. Despite the exodus
of several close friends and family members,
Hooks remained behind because of her
affinity for the neighborhood and other
residents who remained.
“The people in the neighborhood kept me
here,” she says. “I would often spend time
with my neighbors and their families. We
all ate dinners together and enjoyed each
other’s company. There was just so much
cohesiveness with the families here. It was a
real sense of community.”
Hooks was especially proud of her impact
on young children to whom she often gave
advice and helped out when needed. She
recalls one young man who once told her
that when he grew up he wanted to marry
someone just like her.
“He thought the world of me and how
helpful I was to others,” Hooks says, adding
that she hopes she’ll be remembered for her
legacy of helping everyone in the neighborhood.
Many of these same families and children
still come to visit Hooks or call her on the
phone to chat, including her grandson
James, who lives in Duquesne.
“My phone is always ringing,” she says.
“People are always checking up on me, and
I always have visitors. It’s wonderful to have
been able to keep in touch with so many
people after all these years.” !
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