Just over 20 years ago we purchased the connected two-parcel property spanning the half block from 4916 to 4926 N Market St., a combined footprint that essentially creates the anchor store for the Hillyard neighborhood, to locate our business O’Brien Used Furniture. It was originally my father’s business, located here in Spokane at Ash & Broadway in the 1970s, and later at Monroe & York in the 1980s. 

The Hillyard neighborhood was originally a small town formed in 1892 by James Hill of the Great Northern Railway, located five miles NE of what was then known as Spokane Falls. This was a major rail yard with machine shops, a 20-stall engine house, and roundhouse on the site, and became known as “the most extensive west of St. Paul, Minnesota.“ Hillyard is a play on "Hill's Yard", which employed around 4,000 workers at its peak. By 1924, after much political strife and worker strikes, Hillyard was annexed into Spokane as a neighborhood, with the railroad gradually fading in prominence. Today, the newly constructed Highway 395 North-South Corridor transits that original massive rail yard which will eventually connect Interstate 90 with state Highway 395, and even now grants two close-by access points for this property and neighborhood to the interstate highway system.

The main brick building at 4920 N Market, known as the “Leslie” building, was originally built in 1901 by the Charles Hamer family, with David Hamer (I believe Charles’ grandson) known for Spokane’s Hamer’s Men’s Stores prominent throughout the region from the 1950-2001. The Leslie building featured three separate retail shops with basements, plus a separate exterior entrance (still addressed as 4920 ½) to a staircase leading to six 1-bedroom apartments above that was used as a boarding home for the railroad workers.

The second building at 4916 N Market, according to historical records, was known as the “Feed Shop” building, had a basement below, and was most famously known as the Westminster Bakery, but prior to that housed the Hillyard Baking Company as shown in this old newspaper clipping:
https://www.facebook.com/photo?fbid=10223801668902019&set=pcb.1953596095093467

The link below shows that both buildings were built in 1901 and were among the first significant structures along the Market St. retail corridor of the then town of Hillyard, WA. 
Note: The records listed in both links seem to have mixed up the history of the two buildings, placing the Westminster Bakery within the Leslie building though we’ve seen old photos of the bakery at 4916, and the Hillyard Baking Company at 4922 (which is also addressed within the Leslie building) though the photo in the article above clearly shows what is now 4916. It is possible this issue has to do with integrating Hillyard into Spokane’s pre-existing platted street design.  https://www.historicspokane.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Hillyard-Historic-Business-District-NR-Nomination.pdf

In the years prior to our purchase, the combined property had been owned by and used as the American Armored Pawn Shop until it was foreclosed upon and the properties returned to the original owners, the Hamer family, from whom we purchased the property. We assume it was the Pawn Shop that combined the two buildings into a single retail space internally, as well as opening up the four basement areas into a contiguous space separated by fire doors. They also built extensive shelving systems for pawned items throughout the basements that are still there today. At some point there was also an elevator chase constructed through the 4920 building, sending a platform from the basement up to the one remaining not-renovated apartment upstairs, as well there is an elevator in the 4916 building that connects the first floor with the basement. Neither are functioning at this time but could be modernized for future needs.

We purchased the building(s) in June of 2005, opened as O’Brien Used Furniture in August of that year, and have been in operation since. We originally lived offsite and only operated out of the 4920 building, using the 4916 building as storage. With our store’s front door being the middle original store of the 4920 building, we were able to talk the US Post Office into recognizing its previous address of 4924 N Market to use for our business. At this time the buildings’ front doors are labeled 4916, 4920 ½, 4922, 4924, and 4926, making it easy to later separate the buildings back into individual retail spaces.

In 2009, the City of Spokane started a major neighborhood renovation involving tearing out the roadbed, sidewalks, and infrastructure along a 22-block stretch of Market St, completely redesigning and modernizing water/sewer/gas, parking, and street lighting, removing the old coal chutes that dropped into the buildings’ basements and the old wooden utility poles along the sidewalks, and installing bike racks, pedestrian lighting, and trash bins. This was a huge plus for the future of the neighborhood. It was during this time that the front four of the six upstairs apartments were converted into a single living space for our family of five. We lived there from September 2009 until moving out recently to make it easier to sell the building.

Currently, the 1st floor retail space has all new copper plumbing and most of the electrical runs are from an updated breaker panel in conduit or metal clad, and the building is heated by a York commercial natural gas furnace. The 2nd floor has all new copper or CPVC plumbing, a natural gas water heater, an updated electric panel with Romex circuits (only one small non-renovated area still has knob and tube wiring), blown-in attic insulation, seven skylights to bring sunlight into the interior spaces, a laddered attic access above the interior hallway and a commercial roof hatch through the ceiling of the 6th (not renovated) original apartment.

Both roofs were extensively repaired or replaced by the Hamers prior to us purchasing the buildings, including a new rubberized layer applied over the 4916 building. However a record windstorm in 2015 showed us how loose the 4920 roof deck had become over the century as there was a lot of movement and lift during that windstorm. That next summer a couple thousand fender washers and 3” screws went down through the roof deck, strategically re-securing all of the old loose deck boards to the rafter system. The screw heads were then fabric patched and the entire roof was painted with multiple coats of a white elastomeric ‘snow roof’ coating creating basically a new roof surface that has held up well to this day.

Last year we decided that 20 years of repairing furniture for a living was enough and that it was time to put this place up for sale and move on to our next adventure, and to give someone else a turn to add this property’s history.
