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One of the best things about researching early twentieth-century Albany is that for many people, it’s not history; it’s part of their lives. I love it when people share stories with me about the Albany of a different era. One of the people who have done so is a California gentleman named Chris Cohan.

Chris, who grew up in the Pine Hills, has been working on a memoir about growing up in the Pine Hills in the 1930s and ’40s, and he has allowed me to share one of his stories with you.

First, a little background.

A native Albanian, Chris grew up on the north side of Myrtle Avenue between South Allen and South Pine, and graduated from Vincentian Institute in 1950. After earning bachelor’s and master’s degrees from the University of Notre Dame, he moved to California to work in the aerospace industry.

He describes his extraordinary career as such:

I had a great 37-year career as an aerospace engineer. I spent 19 years on space projects and was one of the pioneers in the design and performance of reuseable space vehicles, which culminated in the development of the Space Shuttle. I then worked on the Shuttle Program for the first two years of its development in the early 1970s. My last 18 years I worked on cruise missiles, including being the chief engineer for the Air Force Advanced Cruise Missile Program.
Since retiring in 1994, he has traveled widely with his wife, Celia, and has been writing his autobiography to share with his children, grandchildren, and friends.

Here’s his essay.

My Old Neighborhood Shops
by Chris Cohan
The commercial activities were on Madison Ave. only a block away. Leaving my house on Myrtle Ave. you walked east past two houses to Allen Street, though in reality we usually just cut through the back yards to reach Allen Street. At Allen Street you turned left and up the hill to the end of the block at Madison Ave. Crossing Allen Street on Madison Ave. you entered a two block stretch of primarily stores and businesses on the south side of Madison Ave. In today’s terminology it would be something like a strip mall, however there was one significant difference in that many of the buildings were 2 or 3 stories tall and people lived in apartments over the businesses.

I will start here and begin a two block stroll down memory lane covering those shops and businesses that I remember which are generally the ones that I had some experience with.



This photo was likely taken a bit before Chris Cohan's time -- the movie on the Madison Theatre's marquee was released in December 1929 -- but it's such a compelling view of a Madison Ave. landmark that I hope he'll forgive me for including it here. Credit: oscars.org

On the corner of Madison and Allen was a Rexall Drug store. This was the classic drug store having a soda fountain with stools in the back of the store, which as a young boy in grade school I often visited. They also had a small selection of magazines and comic books at the front of the store. Sometime in the mid 1940s they removed the soda fountain which upset a lot of the kids in the neighborhood. They did have a phone booth which I used occasionally when I was in high school to call a girl. We only had one phone in our house and with two younger brothers there wouldn’t be much privacy using the phone in the front hall.

There was a retail/wholesale grocery store next door, which I believe was called Hellers, that for reasons I don’t remember, my family hardly ever shopped at.

There was a shoe repair shop run by an Italian immigrant. As I recall his name was Tony and his family lived in an apartment over the shop. Mom would take our shoes to his shop and as a little boy I was fascinated by the big machine he had behind his work area. It seemed to stretch the width of his shop and had many belts turning various brushes and other devices. Tony was real nice and got to know many of the kids in the neighborhood by name.

Hagaman’s Bakery was obviously a favorite spot. One of their specialties was a breakfast pastry called Krumb Keuchen which we would quite often have on Sunday morning. The dough was covered with a crumbly coating of some kind that had a lot of brown sugar in it and was sure good.

There was an A&P market in that first block. A&P stood for the Great Atlantic and Pacific Company which was one of the major East coast grocery chains. Again, for reasons I don’t recall, mom didn’t use them very often. Their building was one of those with apartments on the second floor and one of my good friends in high school, Jack McKegney, lived there.

Mom purchased all her meat at Peter’s meat market. Everyone called it Peter’s but its official name was Pine Hills Food Market. Peter, his name was Peter Girzone, was a relatively tiny man but big enough to have 8 children. One of his sons, Jim, was a classmate of mine in high school. Although Peter was a butcher and meat was his primary business he did sell a few other grocery staples which were handled by an assistant. I have this vague recollection of someone reaching up with a device to pick up a can of something off a high shelf. I got to know Peter over the years as mom would often send me to pick up some meat. My memory of WW II rationing is in Peter’s market. Money wasn’t the issue, it was the ration stamps. In my visits to Peters I became fascinated with his ability to estimate weights. Mom would send me to get a pound of hamburg from a certain cut of beef. I would relay the request to Peter and he would select a piece of meat, cut off a few chunks, feed them into the grinder and then put the ground beef on the scale. It was always exactly the requested weight. In the late 1940s he moved his meat market around the corner on West Lawrence St. and became strictly a meat market. He was a good friend and when I was home on vacation from college I would often stop by just to say hello.

We then come to the Madison Ave. Diner which we just referred to as the Diner. It was a classic diner, built to resemble a railroad car diner with booths on one side and a row of stools at the counter on the other side. I don’t recall going there in my grade school years but in high school it was the spot to go after attending the movies at the Madison Theater in the next block. After getting a snack many of the guys and girls would pair off and the guys would walk the girls home.

Sometime in the 1940s a Kresge 5 and 10 store was built which provided another shopping opportunity. It’s interesting, I recall it being built but I can’t remember what was there before.

On the corner of the block at West Lawrence Street there was a liquor store. As a kid I had no experience with it and even after I became of age in New York, I can’t recall ever going in there.

Across West Lawrence on the other corner there was a Shell gas station. Next to the Shell gas station on West Lawrence Street there was the Miracle Market which was much larger than the A & P and is where mom did most of her grocery shopping except for meat. When Peter moved his meat market he moved it into a small building that he had built right across the street from the Miracle Market.

Back on Madison Ave there was a large 3 story apartment house next to the Shell station. Then there was a small restaurant, The Petite Paris or something like that, which I don’t think we ever went to. Next door was Herbert’s Tavern. My first time in Herberts occurred during Christmas vacation in my freshman year at Notre dame, 1950. I had turned 18, the legal drinking age in New York in October while at school. I attended a party there with a bunch of high school classmates over the holidays and was able to have a legal drink. We didn’t have TV at home and I can remember on other school vacations from Notre Dame stopping in Herbert’s occasionally with a couple of friends to have a beer and watch some of the Steve Allen show.

Just down the street was the Madison Theater. Over the years growing up I must have spent 100s of hours in there. My earliest recollection of seeing a movie there was Gulliver’s Travels. Checking on the internet I found out that it was a cartoon movie released in 1939 which means I was either 6 or 7 years old. I still have memories of certain scenes from that movie. In my grade school years we would often go to the Madison on Saturday afternoon, where in addition to the double feature movies there were cartoons and a serial which would always leave you hanging after each episode. I remember the cost if you were 12 or under was 10 cents.

In high school starting in my sophomore year it became a regular thing for the gang of guys that I was involved with from my high school class and a group of girl classmates to go to the movies at the Madison on Friday and Sunday nights unless there was a sporting event, party or we were involved in some personal activity. We always sat on the far left side a few rows from the front. The theater changed its double features on Sundays and Thursdays so the Friday and Sunday double features were different. Following the movies we would generally stop at the diner. When I was in Albany in 2002 the Madison Theater was still in business, but I think it had converted to multiple screens.



From my little collection of Pine Hills ephemera: a Stittig's matchbook cover.

Next to the theater was a Karmelcorn shop. You could take your popcorn into the theater since they didn’t have it in their tiny snack bar which I vaguely recall just sold candy. There was Macs barber shop. It was the only barber shop in the neighborhood and most all my friends had their hair cut there. Mack was very friendly and got to know most of the kids over the years.

Stittig’s was a shop that called themselves a confectionary but I would call it an ice cream parlor. I remember visiting it many times with mom when I was in early grades school and having an ice cream soda. I have more distinct memories of 4 or 5 of us stopping in after our Wednesday night altar boy practice for Sunday high Mass. That continued on into high school. A hot fudge sundae was my favorite.

There was a small gift and card shop called Clapps. At the end of the two block stretch at the corner of Madison and Main Ave. there was a Macks Drug store. Macks was a local drug store chain. Unlike the Rexall Drug store back at the corner of Allen Street, Macks did not have a soda fountain; however it did have a bigger selection of magazines and comic books.

It was a nice neighborhood to grow up in and that two block stretch of shops met a high percentage of our every day shopping and entertainment needs and to this day provides a lot of good memories of my growing up years.


