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INTRODUCTION

The Ladies Mile Historic District takes its name from the
stretch of Broadway, which in the last third of the 18th century
was lined by fashionable shops and stores. Ladies Mile began at
A. T. Stewart's uptown store at East 9th Street and ended at West
23rd Street at the Fifth Avenue Hotel which faced Madison Square.
Although the district incorporates only a portion of the
traditional Ladies Mile within its beoundaries, the name has come
to encompass a larger area defined by a variety of buildings
reflecting the changing nature of retailing, commerce, and
manufacturing, as well as advances in building technology during
the second half of the 19th century and in the first two decades
of the 20th century. These buildings reveal the history of New
York's commercial architecture as it evolved from the Civil War
to World War I, representing a range of stylistic, structural,
and technological solutions to the problem of the appropriate
building type for the purposes of business and commerce,

The boundaries of the district roughly encompass the area
from 15th Street at the south to 24th Street at the north, and
extend into the blocks east of Broadway at the east and into the
blocks west of Sixth Avenue at the west. Each of the three
avenues spanning the area tells part of the story of Ladies Mile.

Broadway, beginning in the late 1850s, became the city's
most exclusive shopping street catering to the "carriage trade,"
a role which intensified in the years following the Civil War and
well into the 1880s. In addition to large dry goods stores like
Arnold Constable at East 19th Street and Lord & Taylor at East
20th Street, Broadway contained retail establishments
specializing in the sale of househcld furnishings like W. & J.
Sliocane, the furniture and decorating establishment of David S.
Hess, and A. A. Vantine, "The Oriental Store" specializing in
goods from the Middle and Far East (all between East 18th and
East 19th Streets)}, as well as smaller specialty shops, many of
which located in altered rowhouses or in the ground-story
shopfronts of larger office and loft buildings.

The portion of Sixth Avenue within the district, which has
been known as Fashion Row, began to change to a major shopping
street in the vyears following the Civil War, a trend which was
intensified by the opening of the Sixth Avenue El in 1878, The
El1 was able to bring shoppers to the major department stores of
Sixth Avenue from all over the city. These vast retalling
establishments, 3. Altman, Simpson, Crawford & Simpson, Adams Dry
Goods, Hugh O'Neill, Ehrich Brothers, and Siegel, Cooper & Co.
(as well as Sterm Brothers prior to its relocation to West 23rd
Street), were joined by smaller specizalty establishments like



Cammeyer for shoes and W. H. Hall for furs. At the opening of
Siegel, Cooper in September 1896 the New York Daily Tribune
described Sixth Avenue as the "Shopper's Paradise.”

Linking the two shopping avenues of Broadway and Sixth
Avenue was 23rd Street, which began to be redeveloped for retail
purposes about the same time as Sixth Avenue. It, tcoco, had its
major department stores, McCreery, Best & Co., LeBoutillier
Brothers, and Stern Brothers {(only the Stern Brothers building
survives on West 23rd Street), as well as specialty emporiums
1ike Flint & Horner, furniture; Villeroy & Boch, china; and
F. A. 0. Schwarz, toys,.

Fifth Avenue was initially the area's most prestigious
residential street, but the arrival of commerce to nearby
Broadway brought changes to Fifth as well, as Arnold Constable
expanded westward and specialty retailers moved into altered
townhouses. Beginning about 1890, the avenue began to undergo a
transformation, first with office buildings, many of which housed
publishers and architects, and then in a short span of some
fifteen vyears, beginning in the late 1890s, with numerous
speculatively-built store and 1loft structures. These provided
accommodations for the rapidly increasing number of wholesale
establishments in the area, which helped to make New York City a
national center for the expanding readymade clothing industry.

The side street blocks crossing the three avenues have their
own variegated character which also helps to tell the story of
Ladies Mile. The introduction of commerce to the avenues had a
spillover effect on the side streets, particularly on the short
blocks between Broadway and Fifth, the blocks immediately to the
east of Broadway, and the lots close to Fifth Avenue. Specialty
merchants who could not obtain space on the avenues often moved
into altered rowhouses on the side streets or sometimes into
newly-designed store buildings, l1ike 18-22 East 18th Street
(Griffith Thomas, 1878), which housed the decorating firm of
Herter Brothers for several years. Numerous surviving mid 19th-
century four- and five-story rowhouses, which were altered for
commercial use with the insertion of two-story shopfronts are
scattered among the later, taller, loft buildings of six to
twelve stories on the side street blocks. The loft building is
the characteristic building type on the side streets,. Built
between the late 1890s and World War I, some of these structures
were service facilities for the retail stores of Broadway and
Sixth Avenue. The majority housed thriving wholesale and
manufacturing establishments which catered to a national market.
Here dry goods, furs, clothing and related accessories were
manufactured, stored, and shipped. Spaces in the first two
stories held showrooms and wholesale stores.



The Flatiron Building, which in recent vyears has become as
much a symbol of Ladies Mile as the department stores, sits
astride the intersection of Broadway and Fifth Avenue at East
23rd Street. Designed by 2. H. Burnham & Co., the building was
constructed in 1902-03 as the headguarters of the Fuller
Construction Company and because of its form and siting, captured
both the popular and artistic imagination. Like other buildings
of the early 20th century within the district, it contained
cffice and liloft spaces for lease to the diverse business
enterprises to be found in the ares.

Broadway, Fifth Avenue, Sixth Avenue, West 23rd Street, and
the side streets crossing the three avenues each has a
distinctive character, reflecting relative uniformity in height
from each historical development period; each is important to
understanding the historical and architectural development and
the varying scale, form, and character of Ladies Mile as it has
come to be known.

The Historical Development of Ladies Mile

The historical development pattern of the area of Ladies
Mile, in many respects, follows that seen in other sections of
Manhattan to its south, and may be divided into several phases,.
What had been farmland in the 17th and 18th centuries, traversed
by Broadway and meandering farm lanes, was subsumed in the 19th
century by the Manhattan grid, laid out in accordance with the
Commissioners' Plan of 1811. The Plan mandated wide north-south
numbered avenues and narrower east-west numbered side streets,
thus creating blocks which are 800 feet long and approximately
200 feet deep. Contrasting with the regularity of the Plan which
resulted in the very long blocks between Fifth and Sixth Avenues
is the diagonal of Broadway. This thoroughfare bisects the blocks
between Fourth Avenue (now Park Avenue South) and Fifth Avenue,
creating short and irregularly shaped blocks. Within the area of
the historic district Broadway linked Union Square, opened in
1832, and Madison Sguare, opened in 1847. Broadway had long been
New York's most important street, and further to the south, was
dominated by commerce, which had displaced residential
communities beginning in the early 19th century. The imposition
of the grid and the opening of the numbered streets and avenues
had the potential of making much of the island available to real
estate development to meet the needs of an expanding population.
The typical pattern in New York City was to divide the blocks
into lots which were twenty-five feet wide and 100 feet deep.



First Development Phase

The residential development of what would be the Ladies Mile
area began in earnest in the 1830s and '40s, in response fto
commercial changes occurring in residential neighborhoods further
to the south. Fifth Avenue, north of Washington Sguare, hagd
become New York's most desirable residential street in the 1830s.
Both Union Sguare and Madison Sguare were lined with rowhouses as
well as larger town houses. In addition to rowhouses, Broadway
contained two large mansions, that of Henry Parish at the
northeast corner of Broadway and East 17th Street, and the Peter
Goelet residence at Broadway and East 19th Street. The side
street blocks continued to be built up with residential
structures in the 1850s, and some private residences were built
on West 23rd Street as late as the early 1860s. Residents of the
area were among the city's most prosperous -- upper middle class
merchants and professionals as well as wealthy capitalists and
members of New York's old families. Numerous dwellings from this
first development phase survive throughout the Ladies Mile
Historic¢ District, but in altered forms which reflect the
changing development patterns of the area. This thriving
residential community also brought with it related structures
like stables, a scattering of which survive in much altered form,
clubs, a2nd churches and religious institutions. The sole
survivors are the Church of the Holy Communion complex at Sixth
Avenue and West 20th Street and on West 2ist Street, west of
Sixth Avenue, the third cemetery of Congregation Shearith Israel,
whose synagogue stood at 5 West 12th Street. The Union Club,
built in 1854-55 at the northwest corner of Fifth Avenue and West

ist Street, is recalled in the name of the Union Exchange Bank
Building which stands on the site.

Early Commercial Development Phase {Late 1850s-early 1870s})

As the area was being developed, it was quickly succumbing
to a continuation of the trends which dominated Broadway further
to the south. The entertainment district was moving northward to
14th Street, and then to Madison Square, Among the notable
structures for entertainment purposes within the area of the
district were Franconi's Hippodrome, the Eden Musee, and the
Masonic Temple. The entertainment district brought with it
hotels and related services. The most prominent of these, the
Fifth Avenue Hotel designed by Griffith Thomas, opened in 1858 on
the north side of West 23rd Street, opposite Madison Square. (It
was replaced in 1909 by the office building currently on the
site.) Hotels extended along Broadway northward from Union
Sguare. The Bancroft House, still standing at the northeast
corner of Broadway and 2ist Street, was a single-family rowhouse
that was enlarged and converted for use as a hotel and rooming
house.
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The continued northward movement of commerce in response %o
the growth of the city's population and its economy was the
determining factor in the present physical appearance of the area
0of Ladies Mile. The first commercial inroads seem to have begun
as early as the 1850s on Broadway, north of Union Square, as
small retail shops and services began to open on the first and
sometimes second stories of rowhouses., Adapting a residential
structure for commercial use had been a common pattern during the
first half of the 1%th century, and even such commercial
structures as the "counting houses" of South Street were closely
related to the design of residential structures. A. T. Stewart
had revolutionized the selling of drygoods in his commercial
palace which opened in 1846 at Broadway and Chambers Street. In
the fellowing years, when Ladies Mile was in its first
development phase, his rivals had opened their own drygoods
palaces along Broadway as far north as Prince Street. Other
merchants, like the jewelers Tiffany & Co. and Ball, Black & Co.,
similarly opened establishments along that stretch.

The Mortimer Building at Broadway, Fifth Avenue, and East
22nd Street, built in 1861-62, was one of the earliest buildings
in the district constructed solely for commercial use even though
the Civil War had slowed the city's development. In the years
following the war, retail merchants slowly began to relocate
further northward, The first to make the leap to Ladies Mile
were Edward Hoyt and the firm of Arnold Constable, which occupied
twin marble-fronted buildings designed by Griffith Thomas on the
west side of Broadway between 18th and 19th Streets. Dating from
1868 after the end of the Civil War, they were quickly followed
by Lord & Tavlor which occupied a new cast-iron fronted store in

the block to the north in 1870, Smaller retail and service
establishments began to open in altered dwellings; many of these
were on the side street blocks off Broadway. This early

commercial development phase was essentially halted by the
economic recession which followed the Panic of 1873.

Middle Development Phase {Late 1870s-early 1890s)

As the city's economy recovered in the late 1870s, the area
of Ladies Mile entered into a middle development phase, which saw
an expansion in retail establishments and related services, the
introduction of a new type of residential structure, the
continued alteration of single-family residences for retail
purposes, and the introduction of the first office buildings into
the area.
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The late 1870s and the 1880s were +the era of the great
Ladies Mile department stores along Broadway and the concurrent
development of a Fashion Row along Sixth Avenue and on West 23rd
Street bhetween Broadway and Sixth Avenue. Arnold Constable and
Lord & Taylor continued to expand their premises on Broadway and
Fifth Avenue; W. & J. Sloane opened its carpet and upholstery
palace on Broadway in 1882, The Gorham Manufacturing Co.,
specialists in silver, moved in 1884 into a building on Broadway
with retail and office space on the lower floors and French flats
above. The commercial development of Sixth Avenue was largely
fostered by the opening in 1878 of the Sixth Avenue El with stops
at 14th, 18th, and 23rd Streets. Among the merchants on Sixth
Avenue were B. Altman, Hugh O'Neill, Adams Dry Goods, Simpson,
Crawford & Simpson, and Ehrich Brothers. McCreery, Best & Co.,
LeBoutillier Brothers, and Stern Brothers dominated West 23rd
Street. These merchants each began in a single building, usually
a dwelling altered for commercial purposes, and then expanded
into adjacent structures. Eventually, as business prospered, the
early buildings were demolished to be replaced by a unified five-
or six-story department store design. The department stores
catered to clienteles of varying econcmic classes. Broadway had
no mass transit lines. Instead customers arrived via horse-drawn
omnibuses or private carriages. By contrast, the steam-powered
Sixth Avenue El1 was able to bring in shoppers from all over the
city to the Avenue's department stores.

Regardless of clientele, department stores generally carried
drygoods, curtains, upholstery, and carpets, later expanding into
such wares as furs and hosiery. Specialty merchants like the
purveyors of laces, ribbons, gloves, millinery, corsets, and
perfumes were generally found in smaller premises. This was
hefore the era of ready-made clothing; hence dressmakers and
tajlors found it profitable to locate in the wvicinity of the
department stores, usually in altered dwellings, where they would
be readily accessible to customers.

Decorators like Herter Brothers, specialists in Oriental
goods like A. A. Vantine, merchants and manufacturers of
household furnishings, furniture, and pianos, and purvevors of
art wares also located in the area, sometimes in five- or six-
story store buildings which followed the commercial palace
formula of the department stores (examples are the Hess Building,
876-878 Broadway, and the Flint & Horner Furniture Store, 61-65
West 23rd Street), more often in dwellings altered for commercial
use with the introduction of shopfronts at the basement and
parlor floors. The Goelet Building (McKim, Mead & White, 1887}
with its arcaded facades is an unusual example of the mercantile
building type.
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It was during this period that a new type of residential
structure began to be introduced, the multiple dwelling
containing French flats (single-family apartment units). The
most striking example is Bruce Price's handsome Queen Anne style
design (1878) at 21 East 21st Street. Such accommodations could
afford some of the economies in scale and services found in hotel
living but provided more privacy. Single-family houses which had
not been altered for commercial use began to be converted into
boarding houses, particularly those on the long side street
blocks between Fifth and Sixth Avenues. Boarding house residents
were often the personnel of the shops, department stores, and
smaller service establishments found in the area. The Young
Women's Christian Asscociation, which had located on East 15th
Street in 1875, sought to provide for the needs of a significant
portion of these workers, constructing the stili-extant YWCA
building on East 15th Street in 1887 and cpening a residential
structure, the Margaret Louisa Home, on East 16th Street in 1891.

During this middle development phase, publishers began to
locate in the area, often in office buildings which were designed
to accommodate the needs of business, both profit-making and not-
for-profict. The Judge Building, the Scribner Building, the
Methodist Book Concern, and the Presbyterian Building are
examples of the type. The music publisher, Oliver Ditson, moved
to a new building at Broadway and 18th Street in 1883.
Architects, too, set up their offices in many of these new
buildings.

Later Development Phase (Late 1890s-c.1915)

An economic depression in the early 1890s once more
effectively slowed development in the area. With the recovery,
Ladies Mile was dramatically transformed during its later
development phase.

In the late 1890s the drygoods and department stores

continued to prosper, responding to ever larger markets. Lord &
Taylor continued to expand into new facilities on East 20th
Street and Fifth Avenue. Arnold Constable added an office

building, linked to the department store complex, at Fifth Avenue
and East 18th Street. The Chicage merchant Henry Siegel set out
to challenge the New York market and built the Siegel-Cooper
Department Store, the city's largest, in 1895-97 on Sixth Avenue.
B. Altman and Hugh O'Neill continued to expand, while Simpson,
Crawford & Simpson and Adams Dry Goods completely replaced their
smaller buildings with larger ones.
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