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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 
145lh Street, then extending westerly along a line in the middle of the roadbed of West 145th 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 147th Street (aka 388-398 Convent 
Avenue), then extending westerly along said line and the southern property line of 450 West 147th 

Street, northerly along the western property line of 450 West 147lh Street and northerly across West 
147lh Street, to the northern curbline of West 147th Street, westerly along the northern curbline of 
West 147th Street to a point on a line extending southerly from the western property line of 400-406 
Convent Avenue (aka 451-453 West 147th Street), along said line and the western property line of 
400 Convent Avenue, then easterly along part of the northern property line of 400 Convent Avenue, 
northerly along the western property lines of 408 Convent Avenue through 418 Convent Avenue 
(aka 450 West 148th Street), and northerly across West 148th Street to the northern curbline of West' 
148th Street, westerly along the northern curbline of West 148th Street to a point on a line extending 
southerly along the western property line of 459 West 148th Street, northerly along said line and the 
western property line of 459 West 148th Street, westerly along part of the southern property line of 
452-456 West 149th Street and the southern property line of 460-464 West 149th Street, northerly 
along the western property line of 460-464 West 149th Street, to the southern curbline of West 149th 

Street, then extending easterly along the southern curbline of West 149th 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 northern property line of 313-
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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. 
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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. Bui It 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 145th Street to the 
south side of 149th 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 146th and 147th 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 145th 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 
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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 elevated residential area 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. 
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THE HISTORICAL AND ARCHITECTURAL DEVELOPMENT OF 
THE HAMILTON HEIGHTS/SUGAR HILL HISTORIC DISTRICT 

The early history of the area1 

Throughout the first half of the seventeenth century, the West India Company encouraged 
the development of New Netherland through generous land grants to settlers.2 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."3 Grants were offered to prospective residents, who soon included 
"eleven Frenchmen, four Walloons, four Danes, three Swedes, three Germans, and seven 
Dutchmen."4 In 1666 the new British government established a fixed boundary between the villages 
of New York and Harlem, extending diagonally from what is now 74th Street on the East River to 
129th Street on the Hudson River. In the decades that followed, however, the two villages came to 
be considered one.5 

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 160lh Street. General George 

1 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 (Oxford 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. 

4 Burrows and Wallace, 70. 

5 Dolkart, 8. 
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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 130th and 145th Streets. Although the American victory was less 
than decisive, this was the first instance in which the ContinentalArmy 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 181st and 186th 

Streets) was opened, extending the Bloomingdale Road northeast to meet the Kingsbridge Road at 
what is now 147th 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 andBrandywine. 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 140th to 147th 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 145th 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 143rd 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."6 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,h Street, the Bradhursts built an 
impressive Federal-style mansion, named "Pinehurst."7 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 

6 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 148th Street" and was demolished as part of the extension of Convent 
Avenue north to 152nd 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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Long Island. 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."8 

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."9 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 
a ridge 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-maintained, the newly graded Tenth Avenue became 
a bustling transit route. 

By the late 1840s, the Historic District was commonly called Washington Heights.10 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 140th Street toward St. Nicholas 
Avenue and 146th Street, created a long uninterrupted block between 145th and 146th 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. 

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

10 Ibid., 239. 

11 Known by a succession of names, St. Nicholas Avenue was planned by the Board of 
Commissioners of Central Park in 1866 and extended to 145th Street three years later. That year, 
a river-to-river route across 145th Street was also completed. St. Nicholas Avenue was officially 
named in 1901. 
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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 145th and 
155th Streets in 1879.12 These transit improvements made the area attractive to both developers and 
new residents. From the new station at Eighth Avenue and 145th Street, commuters reached their 
homes by ascending the steep incline of 145th 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."13 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 148th Street and Tenth Avenue, or at the Atheneum, a building devoted to 
"dancing and other social amusements."14 In 1906, Charles Henry White recalled how the area had 
once been a "rural retreat," claiming its "chief charm [was] its well-bred seclusion."15 

Access to the neighborhood improved with the construction of a short-lived cable-car 
railway on Tenth (now Amsterdam) Avenue in the late 1880s.16 King's Handbook of New York 

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

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

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

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

16 Tenth Avenue, above 59th 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 59th Street, was renamed Columbus Avenue 
that same year. See Henry Moscow, The Street Book, (New York: Fordham University Press, 
1978)22,40. 
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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 155th Street and 10th 

Avenue to City Hall than to get from City Hall to 125th Street and 3rd Avenue."17 Many streets had 
been paved by this time and with the enthusiastic support of the recently established Washington 
Heights Taxpayers' Association and other civic-minded groups, the Commissioner of Public Works 
announced plans in 1886 to construct a steel viaduct across 155th 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 circulation in northern Manhattan, linking the Bronx to north 
Harlem and Washington Heights.18 

Real estate interest in Washington 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 Heights than St. Nicholas Avenue and St. Nicholas Place, between 
145th and 150th Streets."19 Period photographs depict free-standing mansions on wide, tree-lined 
streets. Several examples survive, including 10 St. Nicholas Place, at 150th Street, a Romanesque 
Revival-style limestone house commissioned by circus impresario James A. Bailey (1886-88, a 
designated New York City Landmark) and the Nicholas C. and Agnes Benziger House at 345 
Edgecombe Avenue, at 150th 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 Mi not 
(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 146th and 147th 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.20 These imposing facades were faced with rugged Manhattan schist, 

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

18 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. 

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

20 Among the three houses, the most impressive stood at the northwest corner of St. 
Nicholas Avenue and 146th 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 146th Street, between St. Nicholas and Convent Avenues. 
These houses were not built. See New York City Department of Buildings, NB 96-1883. 
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yellow terra cotta, and wood shingles. Each residence featured picturesque massing, including 
domed or conical turrets, curved bays, straight and box stoops, as well as steep chimneys with 
elaborate molded brickwork. 

During the late 1880s, development patterns became more complex and ambitious, attracting 
seasoned speculators who assembled larger lots for more lucrative residential projects. In contrast 
to the Hamilton Heights Historic District andExtension, where much of the development during this 
period was controlled by restrictive covenants imposed by William H. DeForest in 1886,21 Hamilton 
Heights/Sugar Hill's growth followed models that had enjoyed success on the upper East and West 
Sides, where builders divided their properties into twenty or twenty-five foot wide plots and built 
single-family houses in rows, some with kitchen, laundry, and stairway extensions at the rear. In 
front they were set back from the sidewalk only enough to accommodate a straight or box stoop 
above a raised basement. A ground floor entrance, which was convenient for deliveries, was located 
beneath the stoop. At the rear of this floor was the kitchen which opened to the garden. Front and 
back parlors were located on the first floor, with family bedrooms and bathrooms above. Most 
rowhouses were built to the side lot line, sharing party walls with adjacent houses. This strategy 
saved space and lowered building costs so that the cost of a single unit in a large row was lower than 
that of a free-standing house with the same dimensions and materials. Most were constructed with 
load-bearing walls clad in various materials of contrasting color and texture, including brick in 
various shades, brownstone, limestone, and terra cotta. Most popular historical styles are 
represented, from neo-Grec and Queen Anne to Classical Revival. 

Speculative builders favored St. Nicholas Avenue for several reasons. Of the various streets 
in the neighborhood, it had greater width, was better known, and was conveniently located for 
residents traveling to and from the elevated railroad station at Eighth Avenue and 145lh Street.22 

Among these developers was George Daiker who built 732-40 St. Nicholas Avenue in 1887-88 and 
718-30 St. Nicholas Avenue in 1889-90.23 The later and more elaborate project is one of the most 
impressive rows in the district, consisting of seven rock-faced limestone-fronted houses designed 
by A. B. Jennings in the Romanesque Revival style.24 The towered end houses were built with 

21 See LPC, Hamilton Heights Historic District Extension, 8-10. 

22 Beginning in the late 1870s, developers would often promote upper west side 
properties with fold-out maps indicating the closest elevated railroad stations. See Sarah 
Bradford Landau, "The Rowhouses of New York's West Side, The Journal of the Society of 
Architectural Historians (March 1975), 20. 

23 Dr. W. Goetz's Washington Heights Private Sanitarium was located at 732 St. 
Nicholas Avenue. An advertisement in The Washington Heights Gazette (May 16,1895, 25) 
described it as "an elegant home for invalids, suffering with chronic diseases, male and female 
complaints." 

24 Jennings also designed the E. Augustus Nersheimer house (1886), the George Noakes 
house (1884), and several buildings in Short Hills, New Jersey. See Stern et al, New York 1880: 
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projecting bay windows facing twelve-foot wide yards and paved footpaths that led to the backyards. 
The residences had many attractive features, such as carved reliefs around the entrances, stained 
glass transoms, marble vestibules, as well as views from the rear yards and windows across central 
Harlem toward the Bronx and Long Island. 

The flourishing neighborhood also offered opportunities to lesser-known architects. 
Rowhouse construction continued throughout the 1890s, spreading west from St. Nicholas Avenue, 
across 146th and 147th Streets, and to the north. One of the most ambitious groups is located at 402-
18 West 146th Street. Consisting of nine three-story houses, this Romanesque Revival style row is 
one of the longest in the district. It was designed in 1893 by the architects Neville & Bagge, who 
established their partnership a year earlier and would later become one of the most active designers 
of multiple dwellings in New York City. This limestone row is distinguished by the use of 
contrasting smooth and textured stone finishes, stained glass transoms, and carved stone reliefs. 

Among the various rowhouses included in the Historic District, those facing the intersection 
of Convent Avenue and 148th Street are particularly notable.25 Convent Avenue, which before 1884 
abruptly ended at 145th Street, became an extremely desirable address in the early 1890s. From 140th 

Street north, it was entirely residential, lined with handsome private homes and churches, and later 
apartment buildings. 

At the corner of Convent Avenue and 148th Street are four sets of rowhouses by different 
architects that create a rare urban ensemble and a unique sense of place through the use of similar 
styles, materials, and scale. While similar intersections often attracted religious or commercial use, 
or gave way to larger multiple dwellings, these four corners are notable for retaining their original 
residential scale. The earliest group, at 421-431 Convent Avenue, stands at the northeast corner. 
Designed by A.B. Ogden & Son for Annie Doyle in 1893, these six Classical revival style houses 
are clad in brick and brownstone or limestone. The last group of houses to be built on the 
intersection was completed in 1897. Designed by the architect Henri Fouchaux, 411-417 Convent 
Avenue consists of five Classical revival style townhouses. Two rows, at the intersection's 
southwest and northwest corners, were commissioned by Mary Cahill. Both 420-30 Convent Avenue 
and 408-18 Convent Avenue date from 1896 and were designed by John Hauser in the Romanesque 
Revival style. This pattern is maintained to the east and west of Convent Avenue, where 
complimentary three-story single-family residences extend on the north side in both directions. They 
include 403-411 and 413-421 West 148th Street (Christian Steinmetz, 1894-96; A. B. Odgen & Son, 
1893-94), as well as 453-459 West 148th Street (John P. Leo, 1897). 

One of the most gifted architects to establish himself in Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill was 
Frederick P. Dinkelberg. Active in New York City from the mid-1880s to the 1890s, he specialized 

Architecture and Urbanism in the Gilded Age (New York: The Monacelli Press, 1999). 

25 Convent Avenue derives its name from the Convent of the Sacred Heart. Originally 
located between 126th and 135th Streets, the convent was destroyed in a fire in August 1888. 
Moscow, 41. 
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in rowhouse design during his early career, producing three independent groups in the Historic 
District. These speculative projects were designed in Renaissance Revival style. His interest in the 
classical past is typical of this era, a period that many historians call the "American Renaissance." 
Like many architects of his generation, he was influenced by the various light-colored buildings 
constructed for the World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago of 1893, which featured monumental 
neo-classical pavilions by such New York architects as Richard Morris Hunt and McKim, Mead & 
White. Dinkelberg wrote: 

Classic orders... are very useful and worthy of the most careful study.. .the student 
of Greek architecture soon discovers the wonderful subtleties and refinements of 
mass, proportion and line.26 

Dinkelberg's interest in Renaissance architecture is evident in his projects in the Historic District. 
On St. Nicholas Avenue he designed two distinguished rows, including a full block of ten houses, 
between 148th and 149th Streets, and a row of four houses, on the east side, near 146th Street. The first 
group, commissioned by William Broadbelt in 1894,27 is one of the most impressive in the district. 
Designed as a single composition, it featured eight four-story residences with high stoops (now 
removed) and curved bays, flanked by a single five-story corner residence at either end. Reflecting 
current fashion, the corner buildings follow the recently introduced "American Basement Plan," 
whereby residents enter from a semi-circular portico at street level.28 

In this handsome row Dinkelberg employed a variety of cladding materials: Indiana 
limestone, brownstone, terra cotta, and various colored bricks. The Real Estate Record and Guide 
praised the overall effect, writing that these houses: 

. . . are exteriorly very complete and imposing. The style of the fronts is Italian 
Renaissance applied with skill and thorough knowledge to its purpose. The detail is 
characterized by refinement and excellence of execution.29 

26 Frederick P. Dinkelberg, "Thoughts on Architecture," The Inland Architect and News 
Record, (May 1908), 40. Also see "Frederick P. Dinkelberg and the Chicago Architectural 
Club," Chicago Architectural Journal 5 (1985), 32-33. 

27 A resident of West Brighton, Staten Island, William Broadbelt was a well-known 
speculative builder. According to the Real Estate Record and Guide, "the talent to plan, 
construct and locate an apartment house so that it will attract and retain a desirable tenantry is 
one of the most fortunate a man can possess. This talent Mr. William Broadbelt would seem to 
possess in the highest measure." See June 25,1892, 991. Despite such praise, he declared 
bankruptcy in 1903. New York Times, June 19, 1903, 6. 

28 In New York City, this "creditable and sensible" plan was introduced by the architect 
and developer Clarence True. See "The American Basement House," Real Estate Guide and 
Record, September 16,1893, 3. 

29 Real Estate Record and Guide, February 2,1895, supplement, n.p. 
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Such attention to detail was found throughout, including paneled halls and living areas, "kitchens as 
perfect as possible," and decorative iron fencing in the rear yards.30 

Dinkelberg's last project in Sugar Hill, 399-409 West 147th Street, was also commissioned 
by Broadbelt. This Classical Revival style row, completed in 1896, begins with a four-story corner 
building, facing St. Nicholas Avenue, followed by five brick and limestone-fronted houses that 
feature high stoops with stepped sidewalls and elaborate wrought-iron railings. Continuous cornices, 
expressed in limestone and pressed metal, extend across the facade, above the first and third stories. 
These residences form an ensemble with the end facades set at angles to the lot lines. In subsequent 
years, Dinkelberg's career, flourished in New York and Chicago; he later worked closely with the 
well-known Chicago architect Daniel Burnham on both the Flatiron (originally Fuller) Building 
(1901-3, a designated New York City Landmark) and the Wanamaker Department Store Annex 
(1903-7,1924-25, located within the NoHo Historic District). 

As the neighborhood's population grew, the area attracted a number of religious institutions. 
The first church in the Historic District was the Reformed Protestant Dutch Church, built in 1888.31 

Located on 145th Street, at the northeast corner of Convent Avenue, this modest painted brick 
structure features a stepped gable and lancet windows. In 1906 the building was sold to the German 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of St. Matthew, one of the oldest Lutheran churches in the United 
States. Under pastor Otto Seiker, the church expanded, building a four-story limestone neo-Gothic 
style parish house and chapel on the adjacent lot (John Boese, 1908-9) and establishing the Lutheran 
Hospital of Manhattan one block south at the northeast corner of Convent Avenue and 144th Street 
(part of the Hamilton Heights Historic District).32 

By the mid-1890s, Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill had become one of Manhattan's finest 
residential neighborhoods. A mix of middle- to upper-middle class white professionals were the 
earliest residents, as well as recent immigrants from Italy, Ireland, and Germany. The Real Estate 
Record and Guide claimed that the area: 

30 Ibid. 

31 Washington-Heights Presbyterian Church, at 155th Street and Amsterdam Avenue, was 
built in 1860. See King's Handbook of New York, 372. Other early area churches include: the , 
Washington Heights Baptist Church, on the south side of 149th Street, near Amsterdam Avenue, 
and the Hamilton Grange Reformed Church, at the northwest corner of Convent Avenue and 
149th Street (both demolished). 

32 For more information, see United States Works Progress Administration (USWPA). 
Inventory of Church Archives in New York City, vol. 6,128, 251. The Lutheran Hospital (now 
the College View Nursing Home) at 425 West 144th Street was organized by the church to "aid 
Lutheran indigent sick." Designed by Rouse & Goldstone in the neo-Federal style, the building 
was completed in 1921. The hospital was expanded in 1930-31. See LPC, Hamilton Heights 
Historic District Designation Report, 7a, 13-14. 
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. . . for a considerable distance on both sides [was] being occupied by dwellings for 
the better classes of our citizens, well-to-do lawyers, doctors, merchants and brokers, 
and as it is being fast filled up it will in a short time compare favorably with any of 
the residential districts of any extent above 72nd Street.33 

To serve community needs, several social organizations were founded, including the Washington 
Heights Taxpayers Association, the Washington Heights Progressive Association, and the Heights 
Club. The latter group, a private men's club, was established in 1897. The clubhouse was located in 
a converted four-story Romanesque Revival style residence at 721 St. Nicholas Avenue (aka 400 
West 146th Street), designed by architect Hugh M. Reynolds in 1891. The club, which initially had 
more than one hundred members, celebrated its opening with an exhibition of paintings lent by the 
prominent collector Thomas B. Clark.34 

Apartment Houses, 1896-1913 

During the early 1890s, the New Croton Aqueduct was put into service, insuring future 
residents of northern Manhattan with an adequate fresh water supply. Plans for the New York City 
subway were approved by popular referendum in 1894 and construction commenced in March 1900. 
The Interborough Rapid Transit (IRT) system began at City Hall, proceeding north along 
Manhattan's east side to Grand Central Terminal and then west through Times Square and up 
Broadway. As originally planned, the IRT's northern terminus was located at 145th Street. Service 
began in October 1904 with a five cent fare and the promotional slogan "fifteen minutes to 
Harlem."35 

These civic improvements led to a dramatic increase in property values throughout the 
Manhattan's west side and in the Historic District. During the next two decades, twenty-three 
apartment houses were built in Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill. The earliest examples were built on or 
near the intersection of two major thoroughfares: St. Nicholas Avenue and 145th Street. The 
"Albertina," located at 701 St. Nicholas Avenue, was the first, completed in 1896. Designed by the 
architect Theo(dore) E. Thompson for the developer Frederick H. Walker, this five story, eight-
family brick-and-brownstone building has two distinct facades; the entrance to the apartments is on 
St. Nicholas Avenue and the storefronts and service entrance face 145th Street. In subsequent years, 
two apartment buildings would be built on lots to the immediate west, 407 West 145th Street and 409-
11 West 145th Street. Edward E. Ashley served as the designer and developer. The first building was 

"An Addition to St. Nicholas Avenue," The Real Estate Record and Guide, February 2, 
1895, supplement, n.p. 

34 The club's president was William Travers Jerome. See "New Club's Success" and "The 
Heights Club," Harlem Local Reporter, January 19,1898,1; March 9, 1898,1. 

35 The actual trip to Sugar Hill took "less than a half hour." See Stan Fishier, Uptown, 
Downtown: A Trip Through Time on New York's Subways (Hawthorn Books, Inc., 1976), 41. 
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completed in 1897 and the second in 1899. Both share similar neo-classical details and were planned 
to house as many as fifteen families. 

Throughout the first decade of the twentieth century, six- and seven-story apartment buildings 
were constructed throughout Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill. These larger buildings were served by 
elevators and featured light-colored stone or brick facades, reflecting the Beaux-Arts and "City 
Beautiful" movements. The low height and neo-classical style of these buildings harmonized with 
the already existing rowhouses. Many were located on. St. Nicholas Avenue, including the 
"Amaganset" at 742-44 St. Nicholas Avenue, a twenty-four family apartment house designed by the 
residential specialist George F. Pelham in 1899-1900, and the "St. Nicholas Court," a sixty-two 
family apartment house at 746 St. Nicholas Avenue, near 147lh Street. The latter building was 
designed by the architect Henri Fouchaux in 1901. 

Among the various architects active in the Historic District, Fouchaux was the most prolific, 
designing five groups of rowhouses and two neo-classical style apartment buildings between 1893 
and 1905. Commissioned by the Central Building Improvement and Investment Company in 1901, 
the "St. Nicholas Court" was one of his earliest multiple dwellings.36 The seven-story building 
features an arched entrance with exuberant Beaux-Arts ~ almost Art Nouveau ~ style details and a 
T-shaped plan. With a limestone front elevation less than twenty feet wide, and a rear brick and 
limestone facade spanning nearly one hundred and thirty feet, the developer was able to offer tenants 
both magnificent views and a prestigious St. Nicholas Avenue address. 

Three years later, in 1904-5, Fouchaux and the Central Building Improvement andlnvestment 
Company collaborated on a second project at 772-778 St. Nicholas Avenue, near 149lh Street. As in 
their previous, project, this six-story Renaissance Revival style apartment building was built on a L-
shaped lot, extending east to Edgecombe Avenue. The wider of the two facades, facing St. Nicholas 
Avenue, is divided into seven bays that alternate between triple windows with splayed terra-cotta 
lintels and multistory arches. Within the five-story recessed arches, Fouchaux inserted a single 
window at each floor and fire escapes. A dramatic free-standing central arch, decorated with terra­
cotta reliefs, spans the deep light court and connects the two wings.37 Above the arch are terra-cotta 
panels and a bracketed cornice with dentils that extends across the entire 110 foot-wide elevation. 
A similar recessed arch, with windows and fire escapes, embellishes the rear facade, facing 
Edgecombe Avenue. 

A similar emphasis on St. Nicholas Avenue was adopted by John P. Leo, who served as the 

36 Born to French parents in upstate New York, Fouchaux designed more than thirty 
apartment buildings in New York City. For a selective list, see "A Preservation Plan for 
Hamilton Heights/Manhattanville," (Columbia University: Historic Preservation Program, 1996-
1997), 12, 40. 

37 Fouchaux may have borrowed this device from the Beaux-Arts style Dorilton 
Apartments (Janes & Leo, 1900-02, a designated New York Landmark) at Broadway and 71st 

Street. 
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architect and developer of "The Purling" at 768-770 St. Nicholas Avenue in 1901-2. Throughout his 
forty-year career he was closely involved with the neighborhood's development. By 1899 he had 
begun to develop his own speculative projects, including a row of seven Renaissance Revival style 
houses at 423-35 West 146lh Street, a five-story Renaissance Revival style apartment building at 407 
West 146th Street, and the "Purling." In contrast to the "St. Nicholas Court," which has two distinct 
but finished street facades, Leo treated Edgecombe Avenue as a rear facade, cladding it with 
unadorned red brick.38 On St. Nicholas Avenue, however, the French Renaissance Revival style front 
is quite elaborate, featuring impressive limestone entry piers and a prominent mansard roof with 
dormers. Leo moved his architectural office to the "Purling" in 1902. 

By 1910, much of St. Nicholas and Edgecombe Avenues, as well as most of the lots on the 
side streets, had been developed with rowhouses and apartment buildings. Of particular note are the 
"Holly Arms" and "Montauk Arms," a pair of identical six-story Renaissance Revival style apartment 
buildings at 402-410 and 412-420 West 148lh Street. Completed in 1908, these twenty-five unit 
buildings were the first of several collaborations between the developer Emanuel Krulewitch and the 
architects Neville & Bagge. Both the "Holly Arms" and "Montauk Arms" are distinguished by their 
limestone bases, deep courtyard entryways and prominent cornices. 

Convent Avenue was the last street within the Historic District to experience intensive 
development. In 1909-10, four large corner apartment houses were constructed between 147th and 
149th Streets. The first of these was "Convent Court" (Gross & Kleinberger), followed by the 
"Emsworth Apartments" (Neville & Bagge), the "Paul Revere" (Schwartz & Gross) and 400 Convent 
Avenue. Only the last of these broke with the contemporary fashion for light-colored facades and 
neo-classical ornament. Designed by the architect Frank Marion Wright for the Iona Construction 
Co., this six story brown brick and limestone building is notable for its medieval-style facade, keyed 
windows surrounds, and Tudor style arched entry facing Convent Avenue. Like the contemporaneous 
buildings on the campus of City College (George B. Post, mostly 1902-8, a designated New York 
City Landmark) to the south, the footprint is asymmetrical, distinguished by four projecting bays and 
a pair of deep entry/light courts. 

During this era the neighborhood's population rapidly increased. To serve the new residents, 
two public institutions were built on 145th Street, west of Amsterdam Avenue: the "Hamilton Grange" 
branch of the New York Public Library (McKim, Mead & White, 1905-6, a designated New York 
City Landmark) and Public School No. 186 (C. B. J. Snyder, 1901). Broadway became the main 
shopping corridor with numerous entertainment venues clustered nearby, especially in the vicinity 
of the new IRT subway station. These included B. S. Moss's neo-Renaissance style "Hamilton 
Theater" (Thomas Lamb, 1912-13, a designated New York City Landmark), a vaudeville house (arid 

38 Known as "Coogan's Bluff" in the nineteenth century, Edgecombe Avenue opened 
between 145th and 155th Streets in 1876. It runs along the edge of a "combe," a British word 
meaning deep valley, and faces Colonial (now Jackie Robinson) Park. Designed by Samuel 
Parsons Jr., the park was built 1907-08. See Dolkart, 111; and LPC, Nicholas C. and Agnes 
Benziger House (LP-2030), 1999. 
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later movie theater) with a monumental terra-cotta facade, seating 1,800 persons at 146 Street, and 
the Bunny (now Nova) Theater, between 146lh and 147Ih Streets. In 1912, the Manhattan Bathing 
Beach opened along the Hudson River at 149lh Street. 

Sugar Hill since 1920 

The Independent Subway (IND) had a tremendous impact on the area. Approved by the Board 
of Transportation in 1924, the city-owned transit system included five new routes, with several lines 
beneath St. Nicholas Avenue. Excavations began the following year to create a multi-level express 
stop at 145th Street.39 Life along the avenue was significantly disrupted by construction, many 
residents and businesses relocated, two buildings collapsed, and a significant number of stoops were 
removed and replaced by ground-level entries. The 145th Street station was completed in 1930, and 
A-train express service began two years later in September 1932.40 Entrances were located on either 
side of St. Nicholas Avenue, at 145th and 147th Streets. 

Various names given to the area - Harlem Heights, lower Washington Heights and Hamilton 
Grange ~ fell out of use during the 1920s and 1930s. The blocks surrounding the former Hamilton 
mansion, west of St. Nicholas Avenue and mainly between 140th and 145th Streets became known as 
Hamilton Heights, and the blocks to east and the north, Sugar Hill. According the Encyclopedia of 
New York City, "Sugar Hill" was in use by 1919, a time when few, if any, blacks actually lived in the 
area.41 For those inhabiting crowded tenements and rooming houses on the Harlem plain, the 
elevated residential area to the northwest took on a mythic character.42 Ebony magazine reported: 

Sugar Hill, the green bluff... is so high that all Harlem looks up it, would rather live 
in its canopied apartments than any place in America.43 

The ground-breaking for the municipal subway system took place on March 14,1925 
at the intersection of St. Nicholas Avenue and 123rd Street. Two thousand people attended the 
ceremony. Brian J. Cudahy, Under the Sidewalks of New York (New York: Fordham University 
Press, 1995), 93. 

40 D train service was inaugurated in 1940. 

41 "Sugar Hill," The Encyclopedia of New York City, (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 1995), 1141. According John Cohen and Mike Seeger, "Sugar Hill is often 
referred to in Negro songs as "the wild part of town." See Old-Time String Band Songbook (New 
York: Oak Publications, 1964,1976), 193. 

42 For a discussion of Harlem's "lamentable" housing conditions during the 1910s, see 
"How the Colored Population Lives," Real Estate Record and Guide, December 18, 1915,1020. 

43 "Sugar Hill: All Harlem looks up to 'folks on the hill,'" Ebony (November 1946), 5. 
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It was perceived as a place where life was "sweet," where its residents enjoyed prosperous and 
comfortable lives. The phrase became part of American culture and in 1931 a musical comedy of the 
same name opened on Broadway. It represented Sugar Hill "to be the cream - or at least the cafe" au 
lait - of the Harlem residential district."44 In later years, "Duke" Ellington and Billy Strayhorn 
celebrated the neighborhood, in "Take the A Train," (1940) where lyrics urge listeners to "... take 
the A train . . . to go to Sugar Hill," and in "Sugar Hill Penthouse," the closing section of "Black, 
Brown and Beige."45 This last piece, which Ellington debuted at Carnegie Hall in January 1944, told 
the history of the "American Negro" from slavery to modern times.46 

For residents of central Harlem, the eastern crest of the hill, Edgecombe Avenue, was Sugar 
Hill's most visible and consequently, best-known street.47 Overlooking Colonial (now Jackie 
Robinson) Park, the street's uninterrupted west front from 145th to 150th Streets is lined with sturdy 
neo-classical style apartment buildings, most of which were built between 1905 and 1910, including 
three buildings (Nos. 281-83, 323-25 and 327-29 Edgecombe Avenue) designed by George F. 
Pelham. 

The apartment building at 409 Edgecombe Avenue (originally known as the Colonial 
Parkway Apartments, a designated New York City Landmark), near 155th Street, dominates the north 
end of the crest. Described in the New York Amsterdam News as "a regular skyscraper... one of the 
finest apartment buildings in Harlem,"48 it epitomized the best of life in Sugar Hill. It was designed 
by the architects Schwartz & Gross, who were also responsible for "Harvard Court" (1905-06) at 

"Reunion in Comedy," New York Times, December 26,1931, 15. 

45 Strayhorn lived in the ground floor of a converted townhouse at 315 Convent Avenue, 
near 144th Street, from 1939 to 1946 (part of the Hamilton Heights Historic District). Ellington 
lived at 935 St. Nicholas Avenue from 1939-61 (not part of the Historic District). Dolkart, 131. 
Also see Richard Alleman, The Movie Lover's Guide to New York (Perennial Library,1988), 
244. Both addresses were convenient to the Cotton Club, at 142nd Street and Lenox Avenue, the 
legendary nightspot where Ellington performed during the late 1920s and 1930s. For the 
complete lyrics to "Take the A Train," see The New 1001 Jumbo Song Book (New York: Charles 
Hanson Press, Inc., 1977), 424. 

46 James L. Collier, Duke Ellington (1987), 221-22, 218. 

47 Some writers have identified Sugar Hill's boundaries as extending as far south as 
Striver's Row, along 138th and 139th Streets, where the first sales to blacks were made in 1919-
20, or to an apartment building at 580 St. Nicholas Avenue, below 140th Street. See LPC, St. 
Nicholas Historic District Designation Report (LP-322) (New York: City of New York, 1967), 
and David Levering Lewis, When Harlem Was in Vogue (New York: Vintage Books, 1982), 
127. Other writers frequently include 555 Edgecombe Avenue, near 160th Street (aka the Roger 
Morris Apartments, a designated New York City Landmark), as well. 

48 The New York Amsterdam News, December 14,1927,1-2. 
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707-11 St. Nicholas Avenue, near 145th Street, and the "Paul Revere" (1909-10) at 450 West 147th 

Street, at the southwest corner of Convent Avenue. This imposing fourteen-story building was built 
for white tenants in 1916-17, who were attracted to its spacious soundproof apartments which 
included as many as six rooms and "a servant's room, bath and toilet."49 

As early as 1922, blacks were living on Edgecombe Avenue. The New York Amsterdam News, 
a weekly newspaper aimed at black readers, featured advertisements for Sugar Hill buildings in 
which the neighborhood was promoted as "the Finest and Most Exclusive Section in Harlem."50 By 
December 1927, the owners of 409 Edgecombe Avenue had begun leasing apartments to black 
tenants. According to one writer, they had little choice since "white residents began moving out 
because Negroes [had] completely surrounded the building."51 The property was foreclosed two years 
later, yet it soon became the neighborhood's most prestigious address, attracting such well-known 
residents as United States Supreme Court Justice, Thurgood Marshall, the painter Aaron Douglas, 
the scholar and sociologist W. E. B. Dubois, and the musicians Jimmie Lunceford, C. Luckeyth 
(Luckey) Roberts and Mercer Ellington.52 In 1942 the building was purchased by a black 
businessman, Augustine A. Austin. 

A six-story French Renaissance Revival style apartment building at 435 Convent Avenue, at 
the northeast corner of 149th Street, called the Garrison Apartments (originally Emsworth Hall), 
became Sugar Hill's first co-operative residence in 1929. It was converted by Samuel J. Cottman, 
a black businessman, who organized several co-operative projects in Harlem and lived in this 
building from 1929 to 1941.53 Residents included Henry Craft Kempton, the Executive Secretary of 
the Y.M.C.A., the minister of the Abyssinian Baptist Church, Adam Clayton Powell, Sr., and Adam 
Clayton Powell, Jr. who represented Harlem in the United States House of Representatives for more 
than two decades, beginning in 1944. 

James Weldon Johnson, the noted black writer and educator, was one of the first authors to 
describe the neighborhood's changed character. In Black Manhattan (1930) he observed: 

At any rate, there is no longer any apparent feeling against the occupancy of Harlem 

49 Real Estate Record and Guide, July 8, 1916, 57. 

50 The New York Amsterdam News, April 25, 1922,15. 

51 The New York Amsterdam News, December 14, 1927, 1. 

52 Mercer Ellington lived at 409 Edgecombe during the 1940s. By 1951, he had relocated 
to St. Albans; Queens, which "was becoming the suburban Sugar Hill." Jervis Anderson, This 
Was Harlem: 1900-1950 (New York: The Noonday Press, 1981-82), 348. 

53 Cottman paid $204,000 for the building and converted "four of the five nine room 
apartments into four and five room units." See "A Brief History of The Garrison Apartments, 
Inc., 435 Convent Avene, N.Y.C.," unpublished manuscript, 1954, n. p., LPC files. 
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by Negroes . . . It has spread to the west and occupies the heights of Coogan's Bluff 
overlooking Colonial Park. And to the east and west of this solid Negro area, there 
is a fringe where the population is mixed, white and coloured. This expansion over 
the past five years has taken place without any physical opposition, or even any 
considerable outbreak of antagonistic public sentiment.54 

He speculated as to whether such demographic changes could be maintained in the future, writing 
that: 

. . . the Negro's situation in Harlem is without precedent in all his history in New 
York City; never before has he been so securely anchored... never before has he had . 
so well established a community life.55 

With the neighborhood's white population in decline, many local churches were sold to black 
congregations. 

The taking over of church property is a frequent occurrence in Harlem. Within the 
past three years the Negro population has moved westward across Eighth Avenue to 
St. Nicholas Park and up beyond 145th Street almost to the boundary of the Polo 
Grounds.56 

Notable examples include the Lenox Presbyterian Church, at 141st Street and St. Nicholas Avenue, 
transferred to St. James Presbyterian Church in 1927, and the Washington Heights Baptist Church, 
at 145th Street and Convent Avenue, which was renamed the Convent Avenue Baptist Church in 1942 
(both are part of the Hamilton Heights Historic District). Within the Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill 
Historic District, the German Evangelical Lutheran Church of St. Matthew, at the northeast corner 
of 145th Street and Convent Avenue, became Mt. Zion Lutheran Church in 1946, led by the noted 
clergyman and author Clemonce Sabourin.57 

Reverend Adam Clayton Powell, Jr. hailed the area's transformation. In the Post in 1935 he 
wrote: 

54 James Weldon Johnson, Black Manhattan (New York: Da Capo Press, 1930), 158-59. 
For more about Johnson's career and background, see Steven Watson, The Harlem Renaissance: 
Hub of American Culture, 1920-1930. (New York: Pantheon Books, 1995), 21-23, or The 
Encyclopedia of New York City, 624. 

55 Ibid. 

56 Harlem, Mecca of the New Negro, (March 1925), 695. 

57 Sabourin, author of Let the Righteous Speak! (1957), led the Mt. Zion congregation 
from 1947 to 1970. He was a leading figure in the Lutheran church, serving as the president of 
the Synodical Conference of Negro Lutheran Congregations and the Bronx-Manhattan-
Westchester Pastoral Conference. 
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On Sugar Hill.'.. Harlem's would-be "sassiety" goes to town. 'Midst paneled walls, 
parqueted floors, electric refrigeration, colored tile baths, luxurious lobbies, elevators 
and doormen resplendent in uniforms, they cavort and disport themselves in what is 
called the best ofay manner.58 

St. Nicholas Avenue developed into a lively commercial thoroughfare during the 1930s. Retail stores 
and restaurants, as well as nightspots opened on the lower floors of various rowhouses and apartment 
buildings. The best-known venues were located between 148th and 149th Streets: Jimmy's (Jimmie's) 
Chicken Shack, a popular restaurant with jazz musicians located in the basement of 763 St. Nicholas 
Avenue and Luckey's Rendezvous (aka The Rendezvous Club), an intimate "piano joint" owned by 
the celebrated stride pianist and Sugar Hill resident Charles Luckeyth "Luckey" Roberts, at 773 St. 
Nicholas Avenue, near 149th Street.59 Charlie "Bird" Parker, the famed jazz saxophonist, worked 
briefly as a dishwasher at Jimmy's Chicken Shack after moving to New York City in 1939, and 
during the mid-1940s both he and Miles Davis inhabited the same apartment building nearby.60 

Luckey' s Rendevous, located slightly below street level, was the former home of the Fujiyama Dance 
Studio and the Poosepahtuck Club, an "after-hours hideaway . . . with room for about two hundred 
people."61 The club, which opened after 1934, had: 

. . . red walls, opera-singing waiters and waitresses (hired from Columbia 
University's music program), shoulder to shoulder drinkers, fried shrimp sandwiches, 
and a piano bar that [Billy] Strayhorn would likely end up playing by dawn.62 

Many well-known performers appeared at Luckey's Rendezvous, or came by for late-night jams, 
including the singer-actress Claudia Moore and the legendary jazz pianist Art Tatum. 

58 Jervis Anderson, This Was Harlem, A Cultural Portrait, 1900-1950, 342. 

59 During his later years, Roberts lived at two prestigious locations in Sugar Hill: 409 
Edgecombe and 270 Convent Avenue, near 141st Street. Duke Ellington described him as "a 
Quaker from Philadelphia, he never touched liquor in his life, but he owned a bar on St. 
Nicholas Avenue." Duke Ellington, Music is My Mistress, (1973) 104. The current tenant at 773 
St. Nicholas is the St. Nick's Pub, a noted jazz club. 

60 Chan Parker, My Life in E-Flat (Columbia, South Carolina: University of South 
Carolina Press, 1993), 22-23. Also see the entry for "Charlie Parker" in The Encyclopedia of 
New York City, SSI. 

61 George Hoeffer, text, The Sound of Harlem (Columbia Records, 1964). 

62 David Hajdu, Lush Life: A Biography of Billy Strayhorn (New York: North Point 
Press, 1996), 73. 
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The novelist Ralph Ellison moved to New York City in 1936.63 After living at several Harlem 
addresses and serving in the United States Merchant Marines during World War II, he settled in 
Sugar Hill at 749 St. Nicholas Avenue, a three-story 1890 rowhouse that had recently been converted 
to apartments.64 While in residence he wrote Invisible Man, a "novel in the tradition of the picaresque 
slave narrative that recounts the journey of an unnamed protagonist through life and from the Deep 
South to Harlem."65 A popular and critical success, it received the National Book Award in 1952.66 

Sugar Hill received considerable media attention during the late 1940s. According to Ebony 
magazine, the "tree-shaded blocks between Edgecombe and Amsterdam Avenues" were populated 
by "Harlem's most talked-about men and women in law, sports, civil liberties, music medicine, 
painting, business and literature."67 Photo essays focused on the luxurious living conditions found 
at 409 Edgecombe Avenue and the racially integrated Cosmopolitan Tennis Club (Convent Avenue 
and 149th Street, demolished c. I960).68 

In a 1949 issue devoted to New York City, Holiday magazine published a vivid description 
of life and living conditions in Harlem. Ann Petry observed: 

•? 

There is a moneyed class which lives largely in and around the section known as the 
Hill... There is no inherited wealth on the Hill. The leisure class is composed of the 
wives of successful doctors, lawyers, dentists, real-estate operators and business men. 
Their lives refute the picture of Harlem as a poverty-stricken community... The Hill 
suggests that Harlem is simply a pleasant and rather luxurious part of Manhattan.69 

63 Concerning his early years in Harlem, in 1969 Ellison wrote: "Later, I met Langston 
Hughes, who took me up to Sugar Hill to visit the Duke in his apartment." From "Homage to 
Duke Ellington on His Birthday," printed in Ralph Ellison, Going to the Territory (Random 
House, 1986), 222. 

64 Robert McFerrin, the first black male to perform with the Metropolitan Opera, was 
also a resident of 749 St. Nicholas Avenue, where he lived from 1949-90. See Dictionary of 
Blacks in the Performing Arts (1990), 2325. 

65 "Ralph (Waldo) Ellison," The Encyclopedia of New York City, 373. 

66 Ellison is buried in Washington Heights. 

67 "Sugar Hill: All Harlem looks up to 'folks on the hill,'" Ebony (November 1946), 4. 

68 Ibid. During the 1920s, it was known as the Hamilton Grange Club. During the 
1940s, it consisted of five courts. Members included Lester Granger, of the National Urban 
League, and Negro College Fund executive William J. Trent. Wimbeldon and U.S. Open 
champion Althea Gibson trained here beginning in 1940. 

69 Holiday, (April 1949) 112, 16. 
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The article also devoted space to neighborhood critics, such as Dan Burley, the editor of the New 
York Age, who maintained, contrary to Petry's view, that many of the "folk on the Hill are so stony-
broke that they can not afford the luxury of overnight guests."70 

During the 1950s, Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill began to change. Jet magazine reported in 
1953 that the neighborhood had begun to experience "steady deterioration." Doormen and around-
the-clock elevator operators had disappeared from the entrances of the better apartment buildings, 
and St. Nicholas Avenue had begun to fill with bars, saloons, and "third-rate diners."71 It was during 
this period that Luckey's Rendezvous closed and many of the neighborhood's better-known black 
residents began to move, seeking homes on Riverside Drive, or in St. Albans, Queens. 

Whereas many neighborhoods in central Harlem suffered at the hands of insensitive 
landowners and urban renewal projects during the 1960s, Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill has retained 
much of its original historic fabric. In 1974 the Harlem Task Force, a subsidiary of the New York 
State Urban Development Corporation, commended the neighborhood's "stable residential pattern," 
particularly the houses along Convent Avenue, which it described as "amongst the best built and best 
preserved in all of New York City."72 Despite such praise, the neighborhood was not without 
problems. While some observers were quick to point out its current difficulties and decline, others 
took great pride in recalling the neighborhood's celebrated past.73 

Efforts to preserve the Hamilton Heights and Sugar Hill area began soon after the creation 
of the Landmarks Commission in 1965. The following year a public hearing was held regarding the 
creation of an historic district in Hamilton Heights, from 140th to 145th Streets. While no action was 
taken, several individual landmarks in the area were designated, including the Alexander Hamilton 
House in 1967, the Hamilton Grange branch of the New York Public Library in 1970, and the James 
A. and Ruth M. Bailey House in 1974. In November 1974 the Hamilton Heights Historic District was 
designated. The Landmarks Preservation Commission designated 409 and 555 Edgecombe Avenue 
in 1993, the Nicholas C. and Agnes Benziger House in 1999, and the (former) Hamilton Theater in 
2000. In March 2000, the boundaries of the Hamilton Heights Historic District were expanded, 
adding 51 buildings, including 31 rowhouses, 17 apartment buildings, and 3 related (and contiguous) 
ecclesiastical structures to the district. 

Built for middle and upper middle-class white residents between the late 1880s and the First 
World War, the area achieved its greatest fame during the 1930s and 1940s when a large number of 

71 "Has Sugar Hill Gone to the Dogs?," Jet (March 19,1953), 12-15. 

72 A Profile of Harlem: Findings of the Harlem Task Force (The Harlem Urban 
Development Corporation, December 1973), 28-29. 

73 See "Neighborhoods: Sugar Hill in Harlem, Once a Model of Sweet Life, Has Soured," 
New York Times, October 14, 1976. 
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black professionals, active in law, business, medicine and the arts, took residence here. With 
unbroken rows of single-family houses and fine apartment buildings on its major thoroughfares, 
Sugar Hill has remained, for more than a century, one of New York City's most architecturally 
distinguished and culturally significant neighborhoods. 
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"Pinehurst," undated 19lh century photograph 
source: New-York Historical Society 
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Koch's New Mount St. Vincent Hotel (originally "Pinehurst") 
from St. Nicholas Avenue and 148th Street, looking west 

source: New-York Historical Society 



Jo 519 . • j M I R I t d N aHGHITtCT UND | l II DING | tWS. Bee 5 1555 • If 

— • • ! • ! ! ' 

HOUSES ONTHC AVCNur ST.NICHOLAS 

"Houses on the Avenue St. Nicholas" 
northwest corner of 146lh Street, designed by T.M. Clark 

source: American Architect and Building News, December 5, 1885 
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729-731 St. Nicholas Avenue, c. 1886 
source: Museum of the City of New York 
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"Breakneck Hill" 
St. Nicholas Avenue, between 146"' and 147"' Streets, c. 1886 

source: New-York Historical Society 



718-730 St. Nicholas Avenue, 1893 
source: Real Estate Record and Builders Guide, March 24, 1893 

708-714 St. Nicholas Avenue, 1926 
source: Subway Construction Photograph Collection, New-York Historical Society 



" a choice block of new houses on St. Nicholas Avenue, between 148lh and 149"' Streets" 
757-775 St. Nicholas Avenue (aka 401 West 148"' and 400 West 149th Streets) 

source: Real Estate Record and Guide, February 2, 1895, supplement 



"Apartment House, Northwest Corner of 145* Street and St. Nicholas Avenue, New York City" 
701-703 St. Nicholas Avenue 

source: Architecture and Building, August 22, 1896 


