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HAMILTON HEIGHTS/SUGAR HILL NORTHWEST HISTORIC DISTRICT, Manhattan

Boundaries

The Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill Northwest Historic District consists of the properties bounded by
a line beginning at a point at the intersection of the northern curbline of West 151* Street and the
western curbline St. Nicholas Place, extending northerly along the western curbline of St. Nicholas
Place, westerly along the southern curbline of West 153" Street to a point formed by the intersection
of the western curbline of St. Nicholas Avenue and the southern curbline of West 153" Street,
northerly across West 153" Street and along the western curbline of St. Nicholas Avenue, westerly
along the southern curbline of West 155" Street, southerly along the western property line of 454
West 155" Street, westerly along the northern property lines of 415, 417, 419, 421, 423, 427, and
429 West 154" Street, southerly along the western property line of 429 West 154" Street, across
West 154" Street, southerly along the western property line of 432 West 154" Street, westerly along
the northern property lines of 465 and 467 West 153" Street, southerly along the western property
line of 467 West 153" Street, across West 153" Street, southerly along the western property lines
of 468 West 153" Street and 479 West 152™ Street, easterly along the northern curbline of West
152" Street to a point in said curbline formed by its intersection with a line extending northerly from
the western property line of 462-464 West 152" Street, southerly across West 152™ Street, southerly
along the western property line of 462-464 West 152™ Street, easterly along the southemn property
lines of 462-464, 460, 458, 456, 454, and 450 West 152* Street, southerly along the western
property line of 484 Convent Avenue, easterly along the southern property line of 484 Convent
Avenue, southerly along the western property line of 480 Convent Avenue, across West 151 Street
to the southern curbline of West 151 Street, westerly along the southern curbline of West 151°
Street, southerly along the western property line of 470 Convent Avenue (a/k/a 444 West 151°
Street), easterly along the southern property line of 470 Convent Avenue (a/k/a 444 West 151%
Street), northerly along the western curbline of Convent Avenue, across West 151 Street 10 a point
formed by the intersection of the northern curbline of West 151% Street and the western curbline of
Convent Avenue, easterly across Convent Avenue, easterly along the northern curbline of West 151%
Street, to a point in said curbline formed by its intersection with a line extending northerly from the
western property line of 400 West 151st Street (a/k/a 815 St. Nicholas Avenue), southerly across
West 151* Street, southerly along the western property lines of 400 West 151 Street (a/k/a 815 St.
Nicholas Avenue), and 813, 811, and 809 St. Nicholas Avenue, easterly along the southern property
line of 809 St. Nicholas Avenue, northerly along the western curbline of St. Nicholas Avenue, across
West 151* Street to a point formed by the intersection of the western curbline of St. Nicholas
Avenue and the northern curbline of West 151 Street, easterly across St. Nicholas Avenue, then
extending easterly along the northern curbline of West 151* Street to the point of the beginning.



TESTIMONY AT THE PUBLIC HEARING

On November 20, 2001, the Landmarks Preservation Commission held a public hearing on
the designation of the Hamilton Heights/ Sugar Hill Northwest Historic District (item No. 1). The

hearing had been duly advertised in accordance with the provisions of law. Five people spoke in.

favor of designation including representatives of the Borough President of Manhattan C. Virginia
Fields, the Historic Districts Council and the Society for the Architecture of the City. No witnesses
spoke in opposition to designation. The Commission also received letters of support from Council
member Stanley Michels, Community Board 9 and the Landmarks Conservancy.

INTRODUCTION

The Hamilton Heights/ Sugar Hill Northwest Historic District is located at the northwestern
corner.of the northern Manhattan area that, in the early twentieth century, came to be known as Sugar
Hill. This is at the southern portion of the area known, from the late 1840s through the early
twentieth century as Washington Heights. The historic district includes approximately 97 buildings
and extends from the southwest corner of Convent Avenue and West 151 Street and the west side
of St. Nicholas Avenue, just south of West 151 Street, north to the southwest corner of St. Nicholas
Avenue and West 155 Street. Buildings in the historic district face on Convent Avenue, St.
Nicholas Avenue, St. Nlcholas Place, and West 152*, West 153", West 154“1 and West 155"
Streets. :

The area of the historic district remained largely rural until the last two decades of the
nineteenth century. Beginning in 1881 speculative builders started erecting handsome residential
structures in the historic district, most of which were single-family row houses. Between 1881 and
1898, 62 extant row houses were erected. These row houses were designed in several popular late
nineteenth-century styles, including Neo-Grec, Queen Anne, Neo-Renaissance, and Beaux-Arts.
They are faced with various materials, notably brick, brownstone, and limestone, and are trimmed
with finely crafted terra cotta, cast iron, wrought iron, stained glass, and wood. The row houses are
the work of several local architects who specialized in residential design. Besides the row houses,

there is one freestanding mansion, dating from 1887, in the district. A few middle-class apartment -

buildings were also erected during the late nineteenth century, but most of the district’s multiple
dwellings date from the early twentieth century. In total, there are 33 apartment houses in the
district. These apartment houses are either five or six stories tall and almost all have brick facades
with limestone bases and terra-cotta trim. Most were designed by architects who specialized in
apartment house work. In addition, the district contains a taxpayer containing a store w1th residence
above and a masonic lodge, the only institutional building within the boundaries.

Since its initial development, the historic district has been home to.a wide variety of New
Yorkers, both native and foreign bom, of varied ethnicity and races and from various economic
levels. By the 1930s, the area became known as “Sugar Hill,” a neighborhood that attracted many
of the city’s most prestigious African-American residents. Today, the Hamilton Heights/ Sugar Hill
Northwest Historic District remains an architecturally-distinguished and culturally significant
neighborhood.




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

The Early History of the Ared’

The development of the property in and around the Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill Northwest
Historic District was influenced both by the natural geography of the area and by the pattern of land
subdivision extending back (o the seventeenth century. The district is located on high ground just
west of the steep escarpment that separates the “Heights” from the Harlem Plain to the east. These
cliffs run north from about 110" Street almost to the northern tip of Manhattan Island with only a
few natural breaks. They are of solid Manhattan schist, in contrast to the easily eroded Inwood
limestone on the lowlands.”

During the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, estates were laid out to the north and
south of the Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill Northwest Historic District; the land within the district
never became part of such an assemblage. Rather, it was farmland that, after passing through several
hands, was opened for development. In 1624, the first European settlers arrived in the Dutch colony
of the New Netherlands. In order to encourage settlement in the New Netherlands, the West India
Company, which had the exclusive right to property, provided immigrants with large land grants.
In June 1639, Captain Jochiem Pietersen Kuyter arrived in New Amsterdam, the major settlement
in the New Netherlands, from Holstein, Denmark. Kuyter was given a large land grant in northern
Manhattan, along the Harlem River, extending west as far as what is now St. Nicholas Avenue.
Reginald Pelham Bolton notes in his history of the Washington Heights neighborhood that “a title
to the contiguous wooded upland seems to have been claimed by the settler, so that the hill became
known in all the early records of the township of New Harlem, as Jochem [sic] Pieter’s Hills.”
Thus, Kuyter was the first European to claim ownership of the property within the Hamilton
Heights/Sugar Hill Northwest Historic District.

Kuyter was killed during an Indian attack in 1654 and when Dutch governor Peter Stuyvesant
established the village of New Harlem in 1658, land was to be sold for the benefit of Kuyter’s heirs
and creditors. The lowlands near the Harlem River were divided into village and farm plots, but the

' This portion of the essay is based on material from James Riker, Harlem (City of New
York): Its Origin and Early Annals (New York: James Riker, 1881); Reginald Pelham Bolton,
Washington Heights: Its Eventful Past (New York: Dyckman Institute, 1924); and New York City
Landmarks Preservation Commission., Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill Historic District Designation
Report (LP-2004) (New York: City of New York, 2000), report prepared by Matthew A. Postal.

> The geologic history of the area is discussed in International Geological Congress,
Guidebook 9: New York Excursions New York City and Vicinity, Charles P. Berkey, ed.
(Washington: United States Geological Survey, 1933), pp. 12-14.

* Bolton, Washington Heights, p. 84.



heights (Yochem Pieter’s Hills) was not part of this early land division, and instead was regarded as
common land. In 1691, the residents of Harlem decided to subdivide the common lands of Jochiem
Pieter’s Hills into parcels of approximately equal size, with village residents drawing lots in order
to acquire the property. The land included most of the property between what is now St. Nicholas
Avenue and the Hudson River from about 133™to 162™ Streets, as well as some property to the east
of St. Nicholas Avenue. Most of the historic-district, west of St. Nicholas Avenue, was included in

.. allotment No. 14, which was acquired by Jan Dyckman.

Jan Dyckman was an immigrant from Westphalia (now part of Germany) who first became
a land holder in Harlem in 1666. By the time that Jan Dyckman died in 1715 ownership of his
property had been conveyed to his son Gerrit. It is-probably Gerrit who erected a farmhouse that
stood on St. Nicholas Avenue between 151% and 152™ Streets, at least until the late nineteenth
century.* Gerrit died in 1729 and the property was held by his widow until it was passed on to
Gerrit’s son, Jan Dykman (he dropped the “c””). Dykman sold the entire property on November 13,
1767 to John Watkins. - :

The eastern portion of the historic district was subdivided as a result of an act passed by the
governor, council, and general assembly of New York in 1708 to partition the remaining common
lands of Harlem. The blockfronts of the historic district along the east side of St. Nicholas Avenue
and the west side of St. Nicholas Place were part of allotment No. 19 of the fourth division,
subdividedin 1711-12. This plot was acquired by Captain Charles Congreve, an English gentleman
who came to New York to serve Govermnor Cornbury. Congreve sold the property in December 1713
to Jonathan Waldron. The property passed to his son Samuel and then to the Dykman family and
was sold, along with the Dykman property to the west, to John Watkins.* In 1776, during the
Revolutionary War, American forces constructed their second line of defense, including a series of
earthworks, on 153" Street, across Watkins’s property.

Jonathan Watkins extended the size of his holdin gs by purchasing lots 15 and 16 to the north,
eventually incorporating 142Y2 acres. In order to purchase his property, Watkins borrowed money
from General John Maunsell whose wife was a relative. The Maunsell’s owned the property to the

* Bolton describes that house: “It was a fine Colonial farm dwelling, a single story and attic,
with the usual wide sloping roof, embracing a porch, front and rear, much of the same proportions
as the old William Dyckman house at 204® Street [extant; a designated New York City landmark].
Its walls were stone, for it was locally known as the ‘Stone House.” It faced south; its east gable-end

* being close to the fence on the Post Road. Its precise position was just where Convent Avenue now

joins the present St. Nicholas Avenue, and its site extended half-way across Convent Avenue. At
the rear of the house the barns and barn-yard covered the space between 152™ and 153™ Streets...”
(Bolton, Washington Heights, pp. 105-106). An image of the house, entitied “View of Kingsbridge
Road Near Dykemans [sic] Farm,” is in D. T. Valentine, Manual of the Corporation of the City of
New York (1866), opposite p. 74. E

3 Riker, Harlem, pp. 609, 613-615.



south. In 1793, the Maunsell’s foreclosed on Watkins, but continued to allow his family to live on
the property. Mrs. Maunsell died in 1815 and bequeathed her farm to John Watkins's three children.
Dr. Samuel Watkins acquired the property to the north, which includes the southwest comner of St.
Nicholas Avenue and West 155% Street, in the historic district. The bulk of the historic district is
located on land acquired by one of John Watkins’ two daughters, Elizabeth Duncan, widow of
Robert Duncan or Lydia Beekman, the wife of James Beekman.®

The development of the farmland in the historic district contrasts with the appearance, in the
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, of estates owned by wealthy New Yorkers to the north and
south. These estates were erected on the high ground in northern Manhattan, taking advantage of
the area’s picturesque views over the Hudson and Harlem Rivers and its cooling breezes. To the
south of the historic district was Pinehurst, the 110-acre estate of Samuel Bradhurst, with its elegant
Federal style mansion (demolished), while south of that was the Grange, the 1801-02 home of
Alexander Hamilton (a designated New York City Landmark). To the north of the district was
Mount Morris, the eighteenth-century villa of British military officer Roger Morris (1765; a
designated New York City Landmark), which was used by General George Washington as his
headquartets in September and early October 1776.

The farmers and estate owners on the Heights reached New York City via the King’'s Way,
renamed King’s Bridge Road (or Kingsbridge Road) after the opening of the King’s Bridge over the
Harlem River in the 1690s.® This road, dating back to the seventeenth century, connected New
Amsterdam/New York with outlying regions to the north. The Commissioner’s Plan of 1811, which
laid out the grid of rectangular blocks over Manhattan Island, from 1* Street to 155 Street, called
for the elimination of the Kingsbridge Road. However, since it would be many decades before the
grid of streets was actually laid out in northern Manhattan and this road was heavily used, it
remained. In 1867, the Commissioners of Central Park, who, in the previous year, had been given
jurisdiction by the New York State Legislature over altering the street grid and laying out streets in

8 There is some confusion about the division of property. Land maps show that most of the
historic distnct was part of the Duncan inheritance (Riker, Harlem, p. 608, spells the name Dunkin),
while the block histories provided in the conveyance records state that blocks 2065, 2066, and 2067
passed to Lydia Beckman.

? For information on these estates, see New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission,
Hamilton Grange Designation Report (1967), Hamilton Heights Historic District Designation
Report (1974), Hamilton Heights/Sugar Hill Historic District Designation Report (2000), Morris-
Jumel Mansion Designation Report (1967), and Jumel Terrace Historic District Designation Report
(1970).

[

§ Kingsbridge Road was also known as Great Post Road, Albany Post Road, and Queens
Road; see Henry Moscow, The Street Book: An Encyclopedia of Manhattan’s Street Names and
Their Origins (NY: Hagstrom Company, 1978), p. 91.
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northern Manhattan, prepared a map of new streets that included St. Nicholas Avenue.” The
commissioners referred to it as the “Avenue St. Nicholas.” Convent Avenue was also an addition
tothe 1811 grid plan.'® As planned in 1866, Convent Avenue terminated at 145" Street, but by 1892
it had been pushed farther north, angling slightly northeast at 150" Street and terminating when it
joins St. Nicholas Avenue at West 152™ Street. The other streets in the historic district are those at
the northernmost edge of the 1811 grid plan, including St. Nicholas Place which is actually a portion
of Ninth Avenue (Columbus Avenue).

The earliest urban intrusion into the rural character of the district was the construction of the
Croton Aqueduct in the 1830s, which brought fresh water from northern Westchester County to New
York City. The route of the aqueduct cuts across the district. The aqueduct entered Manhattan over
High Bridge, at 174* Street. The aqueduct then ran south through what is now Highbridge Park until
about 158" Street. At 158" Street, the aqueduct crossed béneath what is now Edgecombe Avenue,
then continued south, cutting through several blocks and turning southwest beneath St. Nicholas
Avenue at about 154" Street. The aqueduct route then traverses the southeast corer of the block
between St. Nicholas and Amsterdam Avenues and 154® and 153" Streets in the historic district and
diagonally across the block directly to the south before reaching Amsterdam Avenue and continuing
south towards the receiving reservoir in Central Park. The aqueduct’s route through the historic
district is evident since this undeveloped property has determined the eccentric shape of buildings
on adjacent properties. '

In the 1850s, property within the historic district left the hands of the early landholding
families when the Beekman and Duncan holdings, extending as far west as the Hudson River, were
sold to Richard F. Carman. The area soon became known as Carmansville."! Carman built a few
houses on the property, close to the river and to the Hudson River Railroad’s Carmansville station
at 152™ Street. Carman died in 1867 and in1880 his holdings were divided into 257 lots that were
sold for $181,609. Buyers, however, refused to take title to the property because of legal difficulties
and a second sale, registering only $67, 809, took place in 1881."? The property was soon subdivided

® Eleventh Annual Report of the Board of Commissioners of the Central Park for the Year
Ending December 31, 1867 (New York, 1868).

'® Convent Avenue derives its name from the Convent of the Sacred Heast. Originally
located between 126™ and 135® Streets, the convent was destroyed in a fire in August 1888.
Moscow, p. 41.

" According to James Bradley, in Kenneth T. Jackson, ed., Encyclopedia of New York City
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), p. 179, Carman “had become tremendously wealthy by
rebuilding much of New York City after the Great Fire of 1835.” Pelham, Washingron Heights, p.
107, notes that Carman “made money in his box-making business in Beaver Street.”

12 A History of Real Estate, Building and Architecture in New York City During the Last
Quarter of a Century (NY: Record and Guide, 1898), p. 97, 131.
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into smaller land holdings, leading eventually to the development of a residential neighborhood.
Speculative Development in the Historic District

Developmentin Washington Heights and other northern Manhattan neighborhoods, including
the Upper West Side, Upper East Side, and Harlem, was inhibited by a lack of mass transit facilities
permitting people to live in these areas and easily commute to jobs, shops, and places of
entertainment that were located several miles to the south. In 1878 and 1879, elevated rail lines were
extended north along Second and Third Avenues on the east side and along Ninth Avenue
(Columbus Avenue), as far north as 110" Street, continuing north on Eighth Avenue to 155 Street,
on the west side. This resulted in the earliest speculative development in the district, the
construction of a row of six houses at 450-460 West 153" Street in L881. With only a few
exceptions, atl of the row houses and apartment buildings in the historic district were erected as
speculative ventures.

The section of Washington Heights, south of 155" Street, seemed to be a natural location for
first-class development. The area was, as the Real Estate Record noted, “a very salubrious one.”
The magazine reported on the area’s high ground, fine views, and “pure and bracing atmosphere.”"
Nevertheless, development south of 155* Street proceeded slowly. Although the elevated station
at 155" Street was close to the property in the historic district, it was virtually inaccessible because
of its location below the cliff east of St. Nicholas Place. In order to reach the station from
Washington Heights, a potential commuter would have had to ascend and descend between eighty
and ninety stairs each day. The Real Estate Record commented that residents were “compelied to
do this or watk down to the 145" street station at 8" avenue, or take the cable car to 125" street.”’
The difficulty in actually reaching the 155" Street station from the Heights inhibited speculative
development; “this has been the reason why Washington Heights has not been improved more than
it has,” charged the Real Estate Record in 1890." The 1881 row of six houses was followed, in
1882, by a single mansion {(demolished); in 1883, one row of eleven houses (one has been
demolished) were erected; in 1884, a single row house and a row of four (demolished); in 1886, three
row houses and a related apartment building; in 1887, a single mansion; and in 1889, a single row
house.'® By the end of the decade the streets of the historic district were lined with scattered rows,
a single apartment building (468 West 153™ Street), and a few freestanding houses, most predating

" “Tempting Offerings to Home Buyers,” Real Estate Record and Builders Guide 56
(October 5, 1895), p. 436.

14 “On Washington Heights,” Real Estate Record and Builders Guide 47 (September 6,
1890), p. 300.

'S “On Washington Heights,” p. 300.

'8 Other freestanding houses may have been erected during this decade; the date of al)
demolished buildings has not been ascertained.







