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INTRODUCTION



In the early spring of 2019, I was walking home to my apartment on the Upper East Side from my office in midtown Manhattan. I had made a point once the weather became warmer to walk home whenever I could, using a different route each time. This was partly due to my desire to see as much of New York City as possible, and also because I needed time to decompress from what was objectively the worst job I ever had. On this March night, I found myself on Sixty-Fifth Street, where I saw a stately old town house with a plaque on it. I must have walked past this building dozens of times. Something compelled me to stop and investigate this time. To my surprise I found that it was the first home that Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt shared after they were married in 1905. As I continued walking home, I thought about how much history I must be passing by on a daily basis without knowing it. I figured there had to be a place where I could find a list of all of these buildings. Luckily for me, the Landmarks Preservation Commission had created a virtual map of all of the landmarks throughout the five boroughs of New York. There are more than thirty-seven thousand of them.


I’ve always been interested in history. My grandfather, a native of Washington Heights, was a history teacher and historian, and when I was a child, we talked about history every time we saw each other. He had a particular affinity for local history and loved discovering more about the everyday people who made a place the way it was. At Fordham University, I followed in his footsteps and majored in history, just in time for the financial crisis. Which is exactly how I ended up with a career in financial software. Seven years after graduating, I still couldn’t shake the itch of history.


I grew up in Fairfield, Connecticut, an old New England town complete with a common green and white clapboard town hall across from a Congregational church. Despite being founded in 1639, modern Fairfield has very few buildings from before the American Revolution on account of its having been burned down during the conflict. I was always jealous of the neighboring towns that had their old saltbox houses preserved. Like many people, when I moved to New York, I never really thought too much about its history. Boston and Philadelphia were the historical centers of the Northeast, while New York was the financial and cultural. I was shocked to find out that New York City was actually older than both of them. After reading Russell Shorto’s amazing book The Island at the Center of the World, I realized how much history I was missing out on. Like Fairfield, New York was teeming with a rich story, if you knew where to look.


I took the New York City sightseeing guide exam in 2018 on a whim. (Yes, you need to be licensed to give tours here.) I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to be a tour guide; I just wanted to see if I could do it. Being the procrastinator I am, I didn’t end up giving any tours. I kept telling myself I would create one tomorrow. But then a couple of things transpired that encouraged me to begin profiling the buildings around New York. The first major catalyst was a dinner with my wife’s cousin, who lived outside of Washington, DC, at the time. After a few pints of Guinness, Matt said to me, “New York has no history. You want to see history? Come down to Washington.” That set me off. “No history, are you kidding me? Washington, DC, wasn’t even a gleam in the eyes of the founders by the time New York was over a hundred and fifty years old!” I responded. I decided that, somehow, I would show him how much better New York was than DC. The second catalyst was the aforementioned terrible job. It was a hostile work environment, the kind of place where the stress from the office would follow you home. I am a terrible compartmentalizer, and I couldn’t figure out a way to block out that work stress. On St. Patrick’s Day, I decided to do something about it.


I am not a professional historian, nor did I know anything about photography. But I decided to see what I could do. Armed with the map I had found from the Landmarks Preservation Commission and my sister’s DSLR camera that I had watched multiple YouTube videos about, I decided to try to document as many of these landmarks as I could. If I was curious about the stories behind the buildings, then surely some other people would be too. I logged on to Instagram and found that the handle @LandmarksofNY wasn’t taken, and grabbed it as fast as I could. I decided then and there I was going to try to post the story of one building, every day, as long as I could. Little did I know that there was a massive appetite for these stories.


Buildings are designated as landmarks in New York City by the Landmarks Preservation Commission (LPC), a government entity that was formed in the 1960s to preserve buildings in the city. This was in response to the rapid destruction of older buildings at the time, including the original Pennsylvania Station. Being landmarked by the city prevents a building from being torn down, or dramatically changed. The earliest buildings that were landmarked are what I like to refer to as Upper-Case Landmarks. They are the ones that you would be familiar with: the Empire State Building, Grand Central Terminal, and the New York Public Library main branch. But many more are relatively unknown. For example, did you know that the street system of Lower Manhattan is a landmark? Those streets have been there since the colony of New Amsterdam and have remained virtually unchanged in almost four hundred years.


This book seeks to go into more detail about the “hidden” landmarks of New York. Hidden is obviously a subjective term, and longtime residents of this city might see a building in here and say, “Hidden? Are you kidding me?” To them, I respond that this is my best attempt at reducing the city to about 120 buildings that may be more off the beaten path, or have a more influential history than you might think. Buildings that can range from hidden to a tourist or to a local. I tried to choose a selection of buildings that present a cross section of a neighborhood’s history.


Exploring the history of New York through its landmarked buildings does present some challenges, though. First and foremost, the buildings that are still here were likely built by white men. The original commissioners in charge of landmarking buildings were, you guessed it, mostly white men. I have sought to find landmarks throughout the five boroughs that tell a diverse story, but that story is probably going to be a bit more vanilla than the true history of New York. It also limits the stories as you go further back in time. Unfortunately, despite the length of human habitation of this area, the further you go back, the fewer buildings there are. The other downside with using buildings to tell these stories is that it doesn’t tell the story of the people here before the Europeans. What became the city of New York has been inhabited for thousands of years by Indigenous peoples. It took until 2021 for the first Indigenous landmark to be built (see here).


This book draws from a variety of sources, but much of the history of the buildings can be found in the designation reports created by the researchers and writers at the Landmarks Preservation Commission. I would encourage you to bring the book with you as you wander around this city. You never know when you might be close to one of a dozen buildings in Manhattan from before the year 1800, or how close you might be to the home of the man who helped perfect the lightbulb. You might even find yourself in a clothing store with an eight-foot-tall well in the basement that is probably haunted. That said, if you’d like for this to look pretty on your coffee table, that’s totally fine with me.













MANHATTAN
















James Watson House





BUILT: 1793, 1806


LANDMARKED: 1965


7 STATE STREET


FINANCIAL DISTRICT




It’s hard to imagine, but most of Lower Manhattan at the turn of the eighteenth century looked like the James Watson House on State Street. Built in two sections, the center building in 1793 and the far right in 1806, it was turned into a shrine to the first American-born saint, Elizabeth Ann Seton, who lived here between 1801 and 1803. The church attached to the house wasn’t actually built until 1965. The design of the original 1793 home is attributed to John McComb Jr., the co-architect of New York City Hall. When the east and west Buildings were unified, the columns were said to be taken from the masts of retired sailing ships. The shrine is currently holding its own, wedged between the massive skyscrapers of the Financial District. It was landmarked on November 23, 1965.
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Fraunces Tavern





BUILT: 1719


LANDMARKED: 1965


54 PEARL STREET


FINANCIAL DISTRICT




Fraunces Tavern is both a functioning bar and restaurant and a museum dedicated to early America. The lot was landfill that was purchased by the Van Cortlandt family, specifically the patriarch, Stephanus Van Cortlandt. Stephanus gifted the property to his son-in-law, Stephen “Etienne” Delancey, of Delancey Street fame. Delancey built this house in 1719. It was purchased by Samuel Fraunces in late 1762 and converted into the Queens Head Tavern. Fraunces was a staunch revolutionary and a rumored American spy during the war for independence. The tavern is one of the most important historical buildings in New York and is the location where George Washington said farewell to his troops after the British evacuation of the city in 1783. After disbanding his army, he rode off into the sunset to enjoy his retirement before being shortly called back to be president. Like many older buildings in New York, the tavern was neglected and was at risk of being torn down in the early 1900s.


Fraunces Tavern would be the oldest building in Manhattan; however, that title comes with a lot of asterisks. The Daughters of the American Revolution purchased the building in 1900 and sold it to Sons of the Revolution in the State of New York, who hired architect William H. Mersereau to renovate it in 1907. The problem is we don’t know what the original building looked like, and this is mostly a best-guess re-creation by Mersereau. There are some original parts of the building, for example the bricks between windows horizontally are mostly original, but those vertically between stories are from the restoration in the twentieth century. At a certain point, you have to ask yourself when a building is still the same building. However, its place in American history is firmly cemented. It was landmarked on November 23, 1965.




















[image: image]




















John Street Methodist Church





BUILT: 1841


LANDMARKED: 1965


44 JOHN STREET


FINANCIAL DISTRICT




The John Street Methodist Church is the oldest Methodist congregation in the United States. While it was founded in 1766, the current building on this site is actually the third iteration of the church and was built in 1841. The church has a long and interesting history. The original Communion rail is located in the basement, as is a clock given to the church by John Wesley, the founder of Methodism. During the revolution, the Continental Army used the sanctuary as a field hospital.


But perhaps more interesting is that this church led to the creation of one of New York City’s first Black churches. While Methodist leadership was vocally antislavery, some congregants were still asking themselves whether they could be good Christians while still owning other human beings. There is only one right answer to that, but a few people still needed time to think about it. This would come to a slight head during the revolution, when one of its congregants, James Aymar, decided to move back to England and was ready to put a man he enslaved, Peter Williams, on the auction block. Williams was a sexton at the church even while he was enslaved, and was a devout Christian. Rather than seeing a member of the congregation auctioned off, the church paid the sum of forty pounds for him, which he paid back, gaining his freedom.


Williams would partner with some other Black parishioners and future bishop James Varick to help form the Mother Zion Church, which would eventually join the African Methodist Episcopal Church, based in Philadelphia. Originally just designed to be a chapel where Black congregants didn’t have to deal with the discrimination of sitting in the back of the church and waiting for white congregants to get Communion before them, it would eventually break off in 1801. Ironically, Williams would remain with the John Street Methodist Church while assisting the separation. Both the John Street church and Mother Zion AME Church still exist today. John Street Methodist Church was landmarked on December 21, 1965.
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The African Burial Ground





CREATED: LATE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY


REDISCOVERED: 1989


MEMORIAL BUILT: 2007


LANDMARKED: 1993


290 BROADWAY


FINANCIAL DISTRICT




At the corner of Duane and Elk Streets sits one of New York’s more hidden landmarks. This is the African Burial Ground, a National Historic Landmark that marks the site of a six-acre burial ground used by New York’s earliest freed and enslaved Africans. The practice of enslavement has a long history in New York. The first enslaved Africans were brought to the colony of New Amsterdam in 1626, less than two years after the first European settlement was established in Manhattan. Enslaved Africans were used to build houses and other civic buildings in the colony. They also helped build the wall that gave Wall Street its name. Under Dutch colonial rule, enslaved Africans had more opportunities to be emancipated than under the British, but were forced to live separately from white colonists. Many of them lived north of what was known as the Commons, the current site of City Hall.


The burial ground was established as a way for New York’s African population to practice their funeral traditions with some degree of privacy. Churches forbade the burial of free or enslaved Africans in their churchyards, which forced them to establish this site north of the city. The burial ground was likely formed after the English takeover in 1664, as there is not much evidence that it was used during the Dutch period. The site remained an active burial ground until the end of the eighteenth century, when land was taken to build out Chambers Street, with rapid development building over the rest of the burial ground in the subsequent decades.
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In 1989, archaeologists discovered human remains when doing an investigation prior to the excavation of 290 Broadway, a federal office building. It took a lot of civic engagement to stop construction and memorialize the site. In all, 419 fully intact remains were removed from the site and brought to Howard University to undergo research and genetic testing. Those remains were then reinterred at the .35-acre site in their own hand-carved coffins. Despite that, there are still an estimated fifteen thousand bodies underneath the original six acres. A memorial called the Ancestral Chamber was completed in 2007. The African Burial Ground was landmarked as part of the African Burial Ground and the Commons Historic District on February 25, 1993.















Delmonico’s Building





BUILT: 1891


LANDMARKED: 1996


56 BEAVER STREET


FINANCIAL DISTRICT




If you were to enter a tavern in New York during the eighteenth century, your dining experience would consist of whatever was on the fire that night as you sat crammed in with all of the other guests at communal dining tables. That would change in 1827, when Italian Swiss immigrant brothers Giovanni and Pietro Delmonico opened their café, Delmonico’s, on William Street. This would be New York’s first foray into the world of fine dining. In 1835, their William Street establishment burned down, and the brothers opened up a new restaurant at this site. The current building dates to 1891 and was their Lower Manhattan headquarters. The white columns along the entrance were moved from the old 1835 building (which allegedly were brought by Giovanni Delmonico from Pompeii). Delmonico’s pioneered things we take for granted, like being able to order à la carte rather than being served a full multicourse meal, as well as eating at your own separate table, covered with a white dining cloth. The restaurant has also been credited with the invention of lobster Newburg and baked Alaska, and has some claims to the creation of eggs Benedict, but that is disputed. The Delmonico family continued to own and operate the restaurant chain until 1923, when it became a victim of Prohibition. The dining area was converted into office space until it was reopened by proprietor Oscar Tucci in 1935. The restaurant closed again in the 2020 COVID pandemic and reopened in 2023. It was landmarked on February 13, 1996.
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Captain Joseph Rose House





BUILT: CIRCA 1773–1781


LANDMARKED: 1977


273 WATER STREET


SOUTH STREET SEAPORT




Hidden away at 273 Water Street beneath the shadow of the Brooklyn Bridge sits the former home of Captain Joseph Rose. This neat little three-story home was built at some point between 1773 and 1781, making it potentially the third oldest building in all of Manhattan following St. Paul’s Chapel and the Morris-Jumel Mansion. Captain Rose gained his wealth through the Honduran mahogany trade, as one does, and rented this home out to other sailors and merchants in what was then a very active seaport. Following the captain’s ownership, the house was used for some more-nefarious activities, including betting on sports such as rat baiting, a barbaric and illegal practice in which people bet on how many rats a dog could kill while in a pen. It suffered two fires in the twentieth century and was extensively restored in 1998. It was landmarked as part of the South Street Seaport Historic District on May 10, 1977.
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Bridge Cafe





BUILT: 1794


LANDMARKED: 1989


279 WATER STREET


SOUTH STREET SEAPORT




Water Street has some of the oldest buildings in Manhattan. In addition to the Captain Joseph Rose House, it is also home to 279 Water Street, better known as the former Bridge Cafe. The exact date of construction is a little unclear, with some estimates dating back to 1794 for a grocer. It has served at times as a brothel and gambling den. There are also rumors that there was a jar full of pickled ears from brawling patrons, back when it was known as the Hole in the Wall. Until Hurricane Sandy hit in 2012, it was the home of the Bridge Cafe. The basement was completely flooded, and there was over five feet of water in the first floor. As of now it remains closed. It is the only wooden building in the South Street Seaport Historic District and was landmarked on July 11, 1989.
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