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Washington Irving and the East 17th Street/Irving Place Historic District

In the late nineteenth century, the notion arose that Washington Irving had once resided at
122 East 17th Street. From statements made by Irving family members in the 1910s and 1920s,
it appears that on coming down to town from his home "Sunnyside," the author generally stayed
with his nephew John Treat Irving in a house on East 21st Street.”® While Washington Irving
may never have stayed with Edgar and Amanda Irving at 120 East 17th Street, he was likely to
have been a visitor when he was in the city.'” As a young midshipman in the Navy, Edgar Irving
had visited Washington Irving at the Alhambra in Spain. Washington Irving was part of the
family party who traveled to Baltimore to attend Edgar and Amanda Irving’s wedding. On
several occasions, the author used his connections to get jobs for his nephew, including his
position at the Custom House. For their part, Edgar and Amanda Irving named their eldest son
Washington (1835-1910). Moreover, Edgar’s sisters, Sarah and Kate Irving, lived with the
author at "Sunnyside. "%

Second Development Phase of the Historic District (1850s)

After the spate of new construction in 1843-44, development ceased within the historic
district until the early 1850s. It seems likely that Dr. John W. Francis, who owned most of the
property, had decided to hold his lots off the market until the neighborhood was more developed
and property values had increased. By 1852, the blocks around Union Square were largely built
up and development was moving north and east to the blocks around Gramercy Park and
Stuyvesant Square. In February 1852, Francis sold two adjoining lots on the East 16th Street
side of the block (outside the boundaries of the historic district) to the printing press
manufacturers Richard M. Hoe and Robert Hoe. Each unimproved lot cost $5,000 -- $500 more
than Charles J. Martin had paid for his Irving Place corner lot and house in 1844.%

"8According to John Treat Irving’s son: The third-story front room in my father’s house was set apart
Sor his uncle, who had his books and papers there and could work undisturbed. He came and went as he
pleased sometimes staying a week or a month and once he stayed nearly all Winter, going to Tarrytown
only off and on. Sometimes he would stay for a day or two at Moses H. Granville’s corner of Fifth
Avenue and Fourteenth Street. Mrs. Granville was his sister, Julia Irving. "Old Landmark Threatened,"
N.Y. Sun, June 11, 1911, 14,

"This section on Washington Irving’s relationship with Edgar Irving is based on Stanley Thomas
Williams, The Life of Washington Irving (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1935), v. 1, 362, v. 2, 66;
Washington Irving, Letters, editted by Ralph M. Aderman, Herbert L. Kleinfeld, and Jenifer S. Banks, v.
23-26 in the Complete Works of Washington Irving (Boston: Twayne, 1978-82), v. 2, 741, 769-70, 796-
97, 871-73, 928-30; v. 4, 650-51.

®Washington Irving may have also visited No. 47 Irving Place. According to a family history, Irving
was a friend of author Lydia Minturn Post, who occupied No. 47 with her mother Mary Post in the late
1840s and early 1850s. Marie Caroline De Trobriand Post, The Post Family (New York: Sterling Potter,
1905), 88; Lydia Minturn Post was the author of Personal Recollections of the American Revolution,
published in 1859, and edited Soldiers’ Letters from Camp, Battlefield, and Prison, published in 1865.

*'Conveyances, Liber 596, p. 114, 116, 118.
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abroad, and in 1897 began to host famous Sunday afternoon "teas.” These attracted American
and European celebrities including the opera stars Emma Calvé, Nellie Melba, and Jean de
Reszke; actresses Sarah Bernhardt, Ellen Terry, and Ethel Barrymore; authors Victorien Sardou
and Henry Adams; editor Charles Dana; and society figures Isabella Stewart Gardner and Mrs.
William Waldorf Astor, as well as Marbury and de Wolfe’s close friend Anne Morgan and her
mother Frances Tracy Morgan. Millionaire William C. Whitney told friends that "you never
know whom you are going to meet at Bessie’s and Elsie’s but you can always be sure they will
be interesting and you will have a good time."*® Marbury herself characterized the house as "a
glorified Ellis Island."*'

The Fanwood, the Irving, and the Boardinghouse Era

As the Ladies Mile commercial district continued to develop in the 1880s and 1890s,
there was an increasing demand for housing in the contiguous residential neighborhoods. The
resulting increase in real estate values apparently led families who moved from the district to
retain ownership of their houses for rental. This occurred as early as 1873, when the Irvings left
No. 120, which remained in family ownership until 1909.*> While at first owners leased their
buildings as single family dwellings or apartments, by the late 1880s houses were also being
converted to boardinghouses (No. 116 in 1888, No. 110 in 1898, No. 108 in 1901, No. 47 by
1915, and No. 106 before 1920).

The Fanwood Apartments (1890-91) replaced earlier rowhouses at Nos. 112 and 114.
The district continued to attract middle-class and upper-middlie class residents in the 1890s and
early 1900s, and the Fanwood, in particular, attracted tenants involved in the arts. The 1900
census lists among its residents a vocal director, a music professor, two publishers, an art
embroiderer, and genre painter Percy Moran, who lived here with his wife Virginia in 1898-
1901. Other notable tenants included publisher-bookseller Simon Brentano and his wife
Frederika (1903-06); future Broadway star Grace Elliston (1904-05); vaudeville impresario
William Morris (1905); and piano makers Henry Ziegler and his father-in-law, Joseph Kuder
(1905-07), the former the vice-president at Steinway & Sons, and the latter a founder of Sohmer
& Co.; restaurateur John P. Suerken (1906 to about 1918); and Dr. Edward Frankel, a prominent
surgeon (about 1917 to 1925).

The Irving (1901-02), a six-story flats building, replaced an earlier rowhouse at No. 118.
While the Irving initially attracted young professional tenants, it generally housed a less
prominent clientele made up of the the working and middle classes. One notable Irving resident
was Victor D. Brenner, designer of the Lincoln-head penny, who resided here around 1915. The

*®Quoted in Jane S. Smith, Elsie de Wolfe: A Life in the High Style (New York: Atheneum, 1982), 69.
V'Elisabeth Marbury, My Crystal Ball (New York: Boni & Liverwright, 1923), 65.

*2Subsequently, the Youngs left No. 110 in 1878 which was retained by their estate until 1904; the
Scudders left No. 116 in 1882 which they retained until 1895; the Macys left No. 122 in 1886 which was
sold by the Estate of Sarah Macy in 1906; Frank and Felicia Tucker left No. 108 in 1901, retaining
ownership until 1930; Charles Mayer left No. 104 c. 1906, retaining co-ownership until his death; and the
Barnes family left No. 106 in 1915.
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Irving was owned between 1912 and 1917 by one of the country’s leading underworld figures,
Arnold Rothstein, and his wife Carolyn Green, although they did not live here.

Early Twentieth Century Developments

In the early 1900s, as the retail stores, theaters, and professional offices which had been
located in the area of Ladies Mile began moving to Midtown, and new loft buildings for
manufacturing began going up in the areas north and west of Union Square, the blocks east of the
square remained a quiet secluded residential area that retained "an air of old-fashioned dignity
and substantial respectability rare ... so near the centres of business."® In January 1907, the site
committee for the new County Courthouse proposed the construction of a mammoth new building
on a site extending from Union Square East to Irving Place, between East 14th Street and East
17th Street. The proposal was eventually rejected as too costly and inconvenient, but it also was
criticized for endangering No. 122, which by then was regarded as Washington Irving’s “city
home."

While the area east of Union Square had escaped outright demolition, by 1910 it had
suffered a number of incursions. Two large office buildings, the Everett Building (1908, Starrett
& Van Vleck)) and the Germania Life Insurance Company Building (1910-11, D’Oench & Yost)
went up on the north side of East 17th Street at Park Avenue South.** Along Irving Place, the
Huyler Cocoa and Chocolate Works factory (c. 1907) was constructed on the east side near the
corner of East 18th Street, and the Washington Irving High School (1911-13, C.B.J. Snyder)
replaced the houses on the east side of Irving Place between East 16th and East 17th Streets. A
large new headquarters building (1909-10, J. Riely Gordon) erected for the importer and toy
distributor Georg Borgfeldt on East 16th Street and Irving Place, had a significant impact on the
historic district, replacing the Westmoreland Hotel and looming eleven stories over the rear lot
lines. In 1911, Elsie de Wolfe and Elisabeth Marbury decided that they "could not forgive the
skyscrapers encroaching on our supply of sunshine" and moved to a larger house in midtown.

By 1915, No. 122 was divided into two apartments. Nos. 106 and 108 were converted to
studio apartment buildings in 1917 and 1919.

Other Noteworthy Residents

Among the notable residents of the historic district at the turn of the century were Dr.
Alonzo D. Grey, who lived with his wife Minnie and practiced at No. 120 from 1890 to 1901;
Frank Tucker, editor and publisher of the Jersey City News until 1898, then head of the N.Y.
Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor (1898-1902), who owned and resided at No.
108 with his wife Felicia Murray Tucker from 1894 to 1901; and Rear Admiral (ret.) Theodore
F. Kane, who lived at No. 47 with his wife Bessie H. Kane and son Captain Theodore Porter
Kane (USMC) from 1898 to 1904. Doctors continued to reside and practice in the historic
district, which was located within walking distance of three hospitals. Among them was Dr.

3"Irving Place Changes," New York Times, Jan. 3, 1909, p. 113. See also [Courthouse Proposal],
Real Estate Record & Guide, Jan. 19, 1907, 97.

*These buildings are designated NYC Landmarks.
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Robert L. Irish who lived at No. 120 with his wife Kathleen from at least 1920 to about 1936.
Staats-Zeitung music critic Maurice Halperson lived at No. 116 from at least 1925 to 1928.

No. 122, which had been purchased by architect Algernon S. Bell in 1906, was occupied
for a period around 1915 by author Mary Hunter Austin, who was then a well-known figure in
avant-garde literary and feminist circles. From 1917 to 1920, it was the photography school and
residence of the renowned photographer Clarence H. White and his family. Teaching at the
school at that time were the noted photographer Paul L. Anderson and important modernist
painter and theorist Max Weber.*> From 1922 to 1925, Algernon Bell had his architectural office
at No. 122, and the building also contained two apartments: one the residence and office of
architect Henry J. Healy; the other the residence of structural engineer William H. Hunt. In
1928, No. 122 was acquired by the National Patriotic Builders of America, a group headed by
the former president general of the DAR, which hoped to create a memorial museum to
Washington Irving in what it erroneously believed to be the "Irving House.” Unsuccessful in its
fund raising efforts, the house was sold to Louis and Lena Sobel who owned the house when the
plaque "commemorating” Irving was installed in 1934,

1930 to the Present

As early as the 1910s, investors had begun to create assemblages of properties within the
historic district, including the adjacent Geo. Borgfeldt & Co. The neighborhood’s heyday as an
artists’ enclave was largely over, and an increasing number of residents were salesmen and clerks
connected with the garment factories and wholesalers quartered around Union Square. A new
Tammany Hall building was constructed in 1928-29 next to the historic district at 100-102 East
17th Street, to the neo-Colonial design of Thompson, Holmes & Converse, with Charles B.
Meyers. '

In 1930-31, all of the historic district properties were acquired by corporations associated
with Samuel Klein, owner of the S. Klein Department Store, located on Union Square East since
about 1912. By the end of the 1930s, all of the houses had become multiple dwellings. Nos.
104 and 120 also contained doctors’ offices until the 1940s. The Washington Irving Tea Room
opened in the basement of No. 122 by 1930, and continued to operate until at least 1945 (a
restaurant continues to occupy the space today).

In 1955, all of the properties were consolidated and remain under the ownership of a
single entity, the 1804 Washington Avenue Corporation, which was headed by engineer-builder
Charles Mayer. His daughter Berna Osnos is the president of the corporation. All of the
buildings remain in use as multiple dwellings.

*Mananne Fulton, ed., Pictorialism into Modernism: the Clarence White School of Photography (New
York: Rizzoli, 1996), 58. Among the notable students of the Clarence White School during this time
were Laura Gilpin (1916-17) and Doris Ulmann (1915-18).
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View of East 17th Street/Irving Place Historic District in 1898
Photo Source: Museum of the City of New York, Byron Collection
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