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HAMILTON HEIGHTS/SUGAR HILL HISTORIC DISTRICT, MANHATTAN
Boundaries |

The Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill Historic District consists of the property bounded by a line
beginning at a point beginning at the center of the intersection of St. Nicholas Avenue and West
145" Street, then extending westerly along a line in the middle of the roadbed of West 145™ Street
to a point along a line extending southerly from the eastern curbline of Convent Avenue, extending
northerly along said line along the eastern curbline of Convent Avenue to a point on a line extending
easterly from the southern property line of 450-452 West 147" Street (aka 388-398 Convent
Avenue), then extending westerly along said line and the southern property line of 450 West 147
Street, northerly along the western property line of 450 West 147" Street and northerly across West
147" Street, to the northemn curbline of West 147* Street, westerly along the northern curbline of
West 147" Street to a point on a line extending southerly from the western property line of 400-406
Convent Avenue (aka 451-453 West 147" Street), along said line and the western property line of
400 Convent Avenue, then easterly along part of the northem property line of 400 Convent Avenue,
northerly along the western property lines of 408 Convent Avenue through 418 Convent Avenue
(aka 450 West 148™ Street), and northerly across West 148™ Street to the northern curbline of West °
148™ Street, westerly along the northern curbline of West 148" Street to a point on a line extending
southerly along the western property line of 459 West 148" Street, northerly along said line and the
western property line of 459 West 148" Street, westerly along part of the southern property line of
452-456 West 149" Street and the southern property line of 460-464 West 149" Street, northerly
along the western property line of 460-464 West 149™ Street, to the southern curbline of West 149"
Street, then extending easterly along the southern curbline of West 149® Street and along a line
extending easterly to the eastern curbline of St. Nicholas Avenue, then northerly along the eastern
curbline of St. Nicholas Avenue to a point on a line extending westerly from the northern property
line of 772-778 St. Nicholas Avenue (aka 333 Edgecombe Avenue), northerly along said line,
easterly along the northern property line of 772-778 St. Nicholas Avenue, southerly along part of
the eastern property line of 772-778 St. Nicholas Avenue, easterly along part of the northern
property line of 333 Edgecombe Avenue, southerly along the western curbline of Edgecombe
Avenue to a point on a line extending easterly from the southern property line of 323-325
Edgecombe Avenue, along said line and the southern property line of 323-325 Edgecombe Avenue,
northerly along part of the western property line of 323-325 Edgecombe Avenue and westerly along
the southern property line of 760 St. Nicholas Avenue, across St. Nicholas Avenue to the western
curbline of St. Nicholas Avenue, southerly along the western curbline of St. Nicholas Avenue to a
point on a line extending westerly from part of the northern property line of 746 St. Nicholas
Avenue (aka 313-317 Edgecombe Avenue), easterly along said line across St. Nicholas Avenue and
along the northern property line of 746 St. Nicholas Avenue, northerly along part of the western
property line of 313-317 Edgecombe Avenue, then easterly along the northem property line of 313-




317 Edgecombe Avenue, southerly along the western curbline of Edgecombe Avenue to a point on
a line extending easterly from the southern property line of 281-283 Edgecombe Avenue, along said
line and the southern property line of 281-283 Edgecombe Avenue, along the eastern property lines
of 716 St. Nicholas Avenue through 710 St. Nicholas Avenue, westerly along the southern property
line of 710 St. Nicholas Avenue, to a point in the middle of the roadbed of St. Nicholas Avenue,
then extending southerly on a line to the point of beginning.



TESTIMONY AT THE PUBLIC HEARING

On May 16, 2000, the Landmarks Preservation Commission held a public hearing on the
proposed designation of the Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill Historic District (Item No. 8). Sixteen
people spoke in favor of the designation, including representatives of Borough President of
Manhattan C. Virginia Fields, Community Board 9, the Hamilton Heights - West Harlem
Community Preservation OrganiZation, the Municipal Art Society, Place Matters, the Landmarks
Conservancy, the Historic Districts Council, and several area residents. The owner of one property
spoke in opposition to the designation. Several of the speakers testifying in support of the district
also expressed interest in a larger designation effort in the Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill area. The
Commission has also received letters from the Broadway Housing Development Fund Company,
357 Edgecombe Avenue Tenant Association and the 150-155th St. Edgecombe Avenue Block
Association, Inc expressing interest in a larger designation effort in the Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill
area.

INTRODUCTION

West of Harlem lies the Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill Historic District, among New York
City’s most architecturally distinguished and culturally significant neighborhoods. Built for middle
and upper middle-class white residents between the mid-1880s and the First World War, the area
achieved its greatest fame during the 1930s and 1940s when a large number of black professionals,
active in law, business, medicine and the arts, took residence here. The Historic District consists of
185 buildings, primarily long rows of well-preserved townhouses, as well as finely detailed
apartment buildings. The boundaries extend irregularly from the north side of 145 Street to the

south side of 149" Street, and generally from the west side of Convent Avenue to the east side of

St. Nicholas Avenue, and in many cases as far east as the west side of Edgecombe Avenue.

Two types of residential buildings, the rowhouse and the apartment house, dominate
Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill and give the neighborhood its special architectural character. A cable
car railway built along Amsterdam Avenue in the late 1880s spurred growth in the area - first, with
single-family houses at 729-31 St. Nicholas Avenue, followed by longer rows of speculatively-built

residences on 146" and 147" Streets, as well as Convent Avenue. Most of these rowhouses were -

designed by New York architects specializing in residential construction, such as A. B. Jennings,
Henri Fouchaux, and Frederick P. Dinkelberg. These groups of rowhouses were frequently treated
as block-long compositions in which the various materials and architectural features were arranged

_ to create a distinct sense of place. Built in a-succession of popular historical styles, these private

residences display remarkable neo-Grec, Romanesque and Renaissance Revival style details,
including elaborate brickwork, stone carvings, and metalwork. During the first decades of the
twentieth century, following the opening of the City College of New York and the IRT subway
station at Broadway and 145® Street, apartment houses were erected along St. Nicholas Avenue, and
later, Convent Avenue. Rising as many as seven stories, the twenty-three multiple dwellings in the
Historic District include the exuberantly detailed Beaux Arts-style 746 St. Nicholas Avenue and the




neo-Gothic style 400 Convent Avenue.

During the mid-1920s, the area became known as Sugar Hill. For blacks living on the
Harlem plain, the eievated residential arca to the west became increasingly desirable. It was
perceived as a place where life was "sweet,” where residents enjoyed prosperous and comfortable
lives. By the mid-1930s, the apartment and rowhouses were occupied by successful blacks,
including such noted cultural figures as the minister of the Abyssinian Baptist Church, Adam
Clayton Powell, who lived in the Garrison Apartments at 435 Convent Avenue, and the acclaimed
novelist Ralph Ellison, who wrote Invisible Man while residing on St. Nicholas Avenue,




THE HISTORICAL AND ARCHITECTURAL DEVELOPMENT OF
THE HAMILTON HEIGHTS/SUGAR HILL HISTORIC DISTRICT

The early history of the area’

Throughout the first half of the seventeenth century, the West India Company encouraged
the development of New Netherland through generous land grants to settlers.” These grants helped
shape settlement patterns throughout the colony and in the area that would later become known as
Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill. While many early citizens preferred the security and convenience of
New Amsterdam at Manhattan's fortified southern tip, a small number chose to establish farms in
the island’s wooded north. In 1658, the town of Nieuw Haarlem was officially created by the
colony’s governor Peter Stuyvesant, incorporating "the land of Jochem Pietersen, deceased, and
those which are adjoining it."* Grants were offered to prospective residents, who soon included
"eleven Frenchmen, four Walloons, four Danes, three Swedes, three Germans, and seven
Dutchmen." In 1666 the new British government established a fixed boundary between the villages
of New York and Harlem, extending diagonally from what is'now 74® Street on the East River to
129" Street on the Hudson River. In the decades that followed, however, the two villages came to
be considered one.’

Over the past four centuries, this area has been known by a succession of names that refer
to its elevated geographic position. Toward the end of the seventeenth century, the hills west of
Harlem’s central plain became known as Harlem Heights. During the Revolutionary War, this area
became the site of an important early victory for the American troops. Following its defeat by
British and Hessian soldiers at the Battle of Brooklyn in August 1776, the Continental Army fled
across the East River to the hills of northwestern Manhattan. Temporary fortifications were
constructed throughout the "Heights of Harlem,” as far north as 160" Street. General George

' This portion of the essay is based mainly on Landmarks Preservation Commission,
Hamilton Heights Historic District Designation Report (LP-0872) (New York: City of New
York, 1974), LPC, Hamilton Heights Historic District Extension (LP-2044) (New York: City of
New York, 2000), prepared by Matthew A. Postal; and Andrew S. Dolkart, "The Architecture
and Development of Harlem," Touring Historic Harlem (New York: New York Landmarks
Conservancy, 1997),7-16.

2 See Edwin G. Burrows and Mike Wallace, Gotham: A History of New York City to
1898 (Oxfoird University Press, 1999), 20-21.

3 James Riker, Revised History of Harlem: Its Origins and Early Annals (New York:
New Harlem Publishing Company, 1904), 170.

* Burrows and Wallace, 70.

5 Dolkart, 8.




Washington set up his headquarters in Mount Morris, an abandoned summer villa built by the
British military officer Roger Morris in 1765 (a designated New York City Landmark). British
forces pursued Washington and several violent clashes occurred during late September and early

October 1776, between what is now 130" and 145™ Streets. Although the American victory was less

than decisive, this was the first instance in which the Continental’ Army had equaled their much-
better trained adversary. In late October 1776, Washington's troops evacuated to White Plains.

Prior to the American Revolution, few roads passed through northern Manhattan. In 1791
a new approach to Fort Washington (originally called Fort Knyphausen, between 181 and 186"
Streets) was opened, extending the Bloomingdale Road northeast to meet the Kingsbridge Road at
what is now 147" Street and St. Nicholas Avenue, The site of this T-shaped intersection was owned
by Dr. Samuel and Mary Bradhurst, who acquired it from the estate of Charles Aitken in 1787. Born
in 1749, Bradhurst was trained as a surgeon and during the American Revolution served at the
Battles of Princeton and Brandywine. In 1799, he sold sixteen acres in Harlem Heights to Alexander
Hamilton whose thirty-two acre estate would extend from what is now Hamilton Place on the west,
to Hamilton Terrace on the east, and from 140" to 147" Streets. While most of Hamilton’s property
is part of the Hamilton Heights Historic District and the Hamilton Heights Historic District
Extension, a small triangular segment, north of 145" Street, is located within the Hamilton
Heights/Sugar Hill Historic District. Hamilton's property had panoramic views and rich soil for
farming and gardening. Near 143" Street, the former Secretary of the United States Treasury erected
a twelve-room house, with large porches, designed by the architect John McComb in the Federal
style. He called it the Grange (a designated New York City Landmark), recalling his grandfather’s
ancestral seat in Ayrshire, Scotland. Hamilton found life in Harlem Heights both pleasant and
convenient. A place of escape and refuge, he described his country home as "a sweet asylum from
care and pain."‘5 Nevertheless, he continued to travel, to his law office in lower Manhattan, and when
business took him outside the city, to Philadelphia and Albany, taking advantage of the daily stages
that passed close-by on the recently extended Bloomingdale Road.

North of the Grange stretched the one-hundred-and-ten acre Bradhurst estate. Close to the
property’s summit, near what is now Convent Avenue and 148" Street, the Bradhursts built an
impressive Federal-style mansion, named "Pinehurst."” The artist and ornithologist John James
Audubon, a resident of the area in the 1840s, was a frequent visitor to the house. Three generations
of the Bradhurst family lived here, enjoying sweeping views across the Bronx, New Jersey, and

% Quoted in "Hamilton Grange," National Parks Service brochure, 1993.

7 After 1875 "Pinehurst” became the Mt. St. Vincent Hotel. A photograph in the
collection of The New-York Historical Society dating from the late 1880s shows a sign for
"Koch's New Mount St. Vincent Hotel" as well as the building and the approach from St.
Nicholas Avenue, At the time the property was surrounded by a low picket fence, much of
which was covered with advertisements. The house stood in the "middle of the juncture of
Convent Avenue and 148" Street" and was demolished as part of the extension of Convent
Avenue north to 152™ Street and St. Nicholas Avenue. See Dolkart, 90, 107. Today, the site is
occupied by groups of rowhouses at 408-418 and 420-430 Convent Avenue.
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LongIsland. Through the 1880s, residents could observe the "thrilling” activity on "Breakneck Hill,"
a steeply inclined section of the Kingsbridge Road (also known as Harlem Lane) located near 145"
Street, midway between the north end of Central Park and High Bridge (1838-48; addition, 1860,
a designated New York City Landmark). Teams of champion trotters were a frequent sight, and
Harper’s Weekly, described this stretch of the Kingsbridge Road as having "succeeded Seventh
Avenue as a speeding-ground.”®

Harlem Heights began to lose its rural character in the late 1830s with the construction of

the Croton Water Aqueduct. Tenth Avenue, which was yet to be opened, was chosen as one of the
main supply routes through northern Manhattan. The impact of the New York State-financed
construction project was significant, causing members of the Bradhurst family "considerable
vexation."® Croton water ran through iron pipes placed inside masonry conduits, While the pipes
were buried, their large diameter resulted in the road being raised by more than ten feet, creating
aridge to the west of the estate. Not only was drainage in the Bradhurst gardens seriously disrupted,
but views west toward the Hudson River were permanently obstructed. In an era when few streets
in northern Manhattan were passable, or well—mamtamed the newly graded Tenth Avenue became
a bustling transit route.

By the late 1840s, the Historic District was commonly called Washington Heights.'"® John
Maunsell Bradhurst, the son of Samuel Bradhurst, signed correspondence with this address, evoking
the area’s (and his father’s) connection to the first President of the United States. During these years,

.the area continued to lose its pastoral character and in 1860 he divided his property and began to

sell lots east of the Kingsbridge Road, near what would later become Edgecombe Avenue. In 1865
the family departed for Europe, and by 1875 they settled permanently in England. Sales of
Bradhurst-owned lots increased after the Civil War, fueled, in part, by proposals of the Board of
Commissioners of Central Park to abandon the old winding Bloomingdale Road and lay out the
"Boulevard," today known as Broadway. The closing of the historic Bloomingdale Road, which
sliced diagonally to the northeast, from what is now Broadway and 140" Street toward St. Nicholas
Avenue and 146" Street, created a long uninterrupted block between 145" and 146™ Streets for
residential development.'!

¥ Lloyd Morris, Incredible New York (New York: Random House, 1951), 96; "Trotters
in New York," Harper’'s Weekly, May 15, 1886; Burrows and Wallace, 952-955.

? Augustus Maunsell Bradhurst, My Forefathers (1910), 230. Bom in 1865, Augustus
Maunsell Bradhurst later became a resident of Essex, England.

' Ibid., 239.

*! Known by a succession of names, St. Nicholas Avenue was planned by the Board of
Commissioners of Central Park in 1866 and extended to 145 Street three years later. That year,
a river-to-river route across 145 Street was also completed. St. Nicholas Avenue was officially
named in 1901.




Despite the Panic of 1873, a period of economic stagnation in New York City, real estate
sales in Washington Heights continued. In 1873 Henry and Anna T. Nicoll purchased several large
tracts from Henry M. and Elizabeth Bradhurst, which they subsequently divided into smaller parcels
and sold to mostly German and Irish buyers. These sales anticipated construction of the "elevated
road" on Eighth Avenue (now Frederick Douglass Boulevard), which began service to 145" and
155" Streets in 1879." These transit improvements made the area attractive to both developers and
new residents. From the new station at Eighth Avenue and 145" Street, commuters reached their
homes by ascending the steep incline of 145" Street. The street would become a major cross-town

* thoroughfare, where rowhouses, multiple dwellings, and commercial buildings were constructed.

Speculative Rowhouse Construction, 1885-1906

Following the Civil War, New York City prospered and residential development pushed
north into upper Manhattan. With elevated railroads serving Second, Third, and Eighth Avenues by
1880, areas that had once been open farmland quickly gave way to speculative construction,
including long rows of single-family houses and multiple dwellings of varying quality. Unlike
central Harlem, which developed quickly during the 1880s, at this time Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill
still had the character of a remote country village, popular with downtowners for its "bracing air and
picturesque scenery."'> While some wealthy city residents raced their prized trotters through the
neighborhood en route to the Harlem Speedway, others enjoyed quieter pleasures at the New York
Tennis Club, near 148" Street and Tenth Avenue, or at the Atheneum, a building devoted to
"dancing and other social amusements."" In 1906, Charles Henry White recalled how the area had
once been a "rural retreat,” claiming its "chief charm [was] its well-bred seclusion. nis

Access to the neighborhood improved with the construction of a short-lived cable-car
railway on Tenth (now Amsterdam) Avenue in the late 1880s.'® King’s Handbook of New York

2 The Metropolitan Elevated Railroad yards were located east of Eighth Avenue,
between 144" and 146" Streets.

'> "On Washington Heights," Real Estate Record and Guide, September 6, 1890, 300.

" Ibid. The New York Tennis Club has been variously known as the Hamilton Grange
Club and the Cosmopolitan Tennis Club.

% Cited by Gilbert Osofsky in Harlem: The Making of a Ghetto (New'York: Harper &
Row, 1968), 74.

'6 Tenth Avenue, above 59" Street, was renamed Amsterdam Avenue by the Board of
Alderman in 1890, who noted that such a name change would have "a marked and beneficial
effect on property” values. Ninth Avenue, above 59" Street, was renamed Columbus Avenue
that same year. See Henry Moscow, The Street Book, (New York: Fordham University Press,
1978) 22, 40.




praised the railway for its "marvelously low fares” and the Real Estate Record and Guide
maintained that "it [was] possible to travel more quickly by this means from 155" Street and 10"
Avenue to City Hall than to get from City Hall to 125" Street and 3 Avenue.”'” Many streets had
been paved by this time and with the enthustastic support of the recently established Washington
Heights Taxpayers’ Association and othér civic-minded groups, the Commissioner of Public Works
announced plans in 1886 to construct a steel viaduct across 155" Street, linking the Central (now

Macomb’s Dam) Bridge with St. Nicholas Place (the bridge and viaduct ensemble are a designated-

New York City Landmark). This ambitious scheme, begun in 1890 and completed in 1895, was
conceived to improve vehicular c1rculatxon in northern Manhattan linking the Bronx to north
Harlem and Washington Hei ghts.'® '

Real estate interest in Washmgton Heights, consequently, surged in the late 1880s. A block-
by-block survey published in the Real Estate Record and Guide concluded that there was "probably
no finer residence section on the Henghts than St. Nicholas Avenue and St. Nicholas Place, between
145" and 150" Streets."" Period photographs depict free-standing mansions on wide, tree-lined
streets. Several examples survive, including 10 St. Nicholas Place, at 150" Stieet, a Romanesque
Revival-style limestone house commissioned by circus impresarto James A. Bailey (1886-88, a
designated New York City Landmark) and the Nicholas C. and Agnes Benziger House at 345
Edgecombe Avenue, at 150® Street (1890-91, a designated New York City Landmark).

Beginning in the mid-1880s, the Historic District evolved from a rural retreat of widely
spaced free-standing mansions to a middle to upper-middle-class neighborhood of attached single-
family homes. The earliest speculative residences to be constructed were designed by Thomas Minot
(T. M.) Clark, a Boston architect and former associate of the influential architect Henry Hobson
Richardson. On the west side of St. Nicholas Avenue, between 146" and 147" Streets, Clark planned
four houses for the builder William Thompson, of which three were built, and two survive at 729
and 731 St. Nicholas Avenue.” These imposing facades were faced with rugged Manhattan schist,

'" "On Washington Heights," Real Estate Record and Guide, September 6, 1890, 300.

8 See LPC, Macomb’s Dam Bridge (originally Central Bridge) and 155" Street Viaduct
(LP-1629) (New York: City of New York, 1992), report prepared by Jay Shockely.

9 "On Washin gton Heights," Real Estate Record and Guide, September 6, 1890, 300.

® Among the three houses, the most impressive stood at the northwest corner of St.
Nicholas Avenue and 146" Street. Built for Nathan Hobart, the four-story house featured two
high chimneys and a domed corner turret. The house planned for 727 St. Nicholas Avenue was
not built. See "Houses on the Avenue St. Nicholas," American Architect and Building News
(December 5, 1885), no. 519. The corner house was demolished by 1906, replaced by 723-727
St. Nicholas Avenue, a six-story Colonial Revival style apartment building, designed by Lorenz
F.J. Weiher. T. M. Clark and Thompson also collaborated on an earlier group of single and two-
family houses for the south side of 146" Street, between St. Nicholas and Convent Avenues.
These houses were not built. See New York City Department of Buildings, NB 96-1883.

9







