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SIXTH AVENUE 
Between West 23rd Street and West 24th Street 

EAST SIDE 

lie-122 SIXTH AVENUE between West 23rd Street and West 24th Street (East Side) 
[Tax Map Block/Lot: 825/1] 

See listing under 71 West 23rd Street 
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EAST 15TH STREET 
Between Fifth Avenue and Union Square West 

The block of East 15th Street between Fifth Avenue and Union Square 
West forms one of the southern boundaries of the district. It is flanked 
at the Fifth Avenue corners by eleven-story store and loft buildings which 
share certain characteristics: facades organized into three major 
divisions consisting of a base, a large midsection arranged in bays, and a 
top (capital), uniform materials -- brick, stone and terra cotta, and 
classically-inspired ornament. These buildings (discussed under their 
Fifth Avenue addresses) are the dominant building type in the district. 

On the north side of the street are two additional buildings, R. H. 
Robertson's striking Romanesque Revival YWCA Building (1887) at number 5-9 
and the small polychromatic building at number 13-17 (1877) with 
ground-story shops and flats on the upper two stories. Both of these date 
from the middle development phase of the district. The YWCA provided 
services to many of the young women working in the area, while the smaller 
building offered working and living accommodations to proprietors of small 
business establishments. 
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3-17 East 15th Street 



EAST 15TH STREET 
Between Fifth Avenue and Union Square West 

North Side 

5 EAST 15TH STREET between Fifth Avenue and Union Square West (North Side) 

[Tax Map Block/Lot: 843/1] 

See listing under 73 Fifth Avenue 

########## 
7-11 EAST 15TH STREET between Fifth Avenue and Union Square West (North Side) 

[Tax Map Block/Lot: 843/8] 

Y.W.C.A. 

TYPE STYLE 

Institution Romanesque Revival 
ARCHITECT ORIGINAL OWNER 

Robert Henderson Robertson Y.W.C.A. 

DATE OF CONSTRUCTION: 1885-87 

SUMMARY 
The YWCA, a Romanesque Revival building of five stories with a basement, 
constructed during the middle development phase of the district, is 
located in the middle of the block. Seventy-five feet wide, it is 
clad in brownstone and red brick. Designed by the prominent New York 
architect R.H. Robertson, this architecturally-distinguished building 
was constructed in 1885-87 as the first part of a larger complex of 
buildings for the YWCA. The design with its prominent central pavilion 
was praised by Montgomery Schuyler. Built under the direction of 
Margaret Louisa Shepard with money from many prominent New York families 
and institutions to assist young women alone in the city, and subsequently 
occupied by the Rand School for Social Science and other organizations 
involved in the labor movement and socialist politics, it is important 
both for its social history and its architecture. 

HISTORY 

The Y.W.C.A. at 7-11 East 15th Street, designed in 1885 by the 
prominent architect R.H. Robertson was built in 1885-87 with 
money donated by John J. As tor and Margaret Louisa Shepard and many 
other wealthy New York families and businesses, including the leading 
retail establishments in the neighborhood. Its planning and furnishing 
were under the guidance of Mrs. Shepard, daughter of William H. Vanderbilt 
and wife of Elliott F. Shepard, a lawyer, banker, and railroad builder 
and owner of the New York Mail and Express newspaper. As an institution, 
the Y.W.C.A. had been founded only fifteen years earlier. Its purposes 
were "to aid self-supporting young women by providing special training 
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East 15th Street Between Fifth Avenue and Union Square West (North Side) 
continuation of . . . No. 7-11 East 15th Street 

in such industries as were adapted to them; to assist them to obtain 
employment; and to provide opportunities for self-culture." This 
building contained a library of 20,000 volumes, the first circulating 
library in New York open to women, a reading room, classrooms, a 
chapel-auditorium, a social room, and an employment office. Classes 
were offered in Bible study, physical culture, and every kind of employ­
able skill including type-writing, stenograpy, photogravure, needlework, 
art, and garment work. Such skills were much in demand among the busi­
nesses and industries in the vicinity. 

Montgomery Schuyler considered the design of the facade, which he called 
"a conscious and deliberate essay in the historical Romanesque," to be 
"an interesting application of the style to a modern street front," 
a difficult and laudable achievement. 

In 1889-91, the Y.W.C.A. facilities were greatly expanded with an annex 
to the original building, a residential hall (the Margaret Louisa Home), 
and a corridor linking the original building with the residential 
hall, all on an adjacent lot which fronts only on East 16th Street. 
These are discussed in a separate entry listed at 14-16 East 16th Street. 

In 1917 the Y.W.C.A. moved out of this building which then became known as 
"The People's House" of the Society of the Commonwealth Center. It 
was occupied by a variety of organizations associated with the labor 
movement and socialist politics in New York City. Chief among these 
was the Rand School of Social Science, one of the leading socialist 
institutions in the city, a publisher of scholarly material on the 
labor movement, and a victim of persecution by the New York State 
Legislature. Other tenants in the 1920s included the United Neckwear 
Makers, the Amalgamated Metal Workers, the Woman's Trade Union League, 
the Local New York Socialist Party, the Allied Dental Council, the 
Cloak Button Workers, and the New York Committee of the Socialist 
Party. 

As "The People's House" the building was also a cultural and social 
center, with its library, attic gymnasium, auditorium converted to a 
dance hall, bookstore, and, in the basement, People's House Cafeteria 
and Restaurant. 

In 1956 the building was taken over by the International Association 
of Machinists who converted the gymnasium and some classrooms to office 
space. In 1974 the dance hall was changed back to a meeting hall and 
the remaining classrooms converted to office use. 

The current owner is Nichiren Shoshu Soka Gakkai of America (NSA), an 
international Buddhist organization. The building is now known as the 
NSA New York Cultural Center. 
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East 15th Street Between Fifth Avenue and Union Square West (North Side) 
continuation of . . . No. 7-11 East 15th Street 

Prior to the construction of the Y.W.C.A. in 1885, the site was occupied 
by a large three-story brick house known as the Brown House, which was 
built in 1853 and was set back from the street and surrounded by an open 
yard. The Brown House was acquired by the Y.W.C.A. in 1875, and occupied 
by them in the years before the present building was constructed. 

ARCHITECTURE 

EAST 15TH STREET FACADE 
The five-story street facade of the Y.W.C.A. is in a two-part vertical 
composition with an attic and a central pavilion that rises for the full 
height of the building. Most of the windows are original or replacement 
wooden sash, and are casement windows except at the top floor where they 
are double hung. 

The building is set back from the property line for the width of its 
areaway, still in place, bordered by an original decorative wrought 
iron fence, now slightly diminished in size at either end of the building. 
The fence is interrupted by 2 steps and a shallow landing leading to the 
central entryway. A pair of bollards at the sidewalk have modern lamps. 

The basement facade, visible in the areaway, contains two simple 
rectangular window openings in a rusticated wall on either side, all 
of which are altered. The original bluestone areaway steps and bottom 
landing are intact. 

The first-story base of the design contains two arches in a rusticated 
stone wall on either side of the entrance pavilion. These arches, 
outlined in round frames that meet in a carved boss between each 
pair of arches, enclose stone transom bars at the imposts 
and central stone muntins. Several of the transom windows have been 
altered, and the westernmost bay is a brick wall with a modern door. 
The entrance pavilion is a projecting rectangular bay with rounded 
sides, a rusticated base, a smooth surface above the impost, and a 
rounded cornice with its ends carved in a foliate pattern. Where a 
ribbon embossed with the words "Young Women's Christian Association" 
once ran across the smooth upper surface of this pavilion, there are 
now the metal letters saying "NSA New York Culture Center". The 
front door is aluminum framed below a wood transom. The base is unified 
by a foliate molding at the impost and by a simple beltcourse across 
the entire facade. 

The main portion of the facade, framed in rusticated stone end piers, 
contains a one-story tier and a two-story arcade, unified by 
the similar treatment of wall surfaces in contrast to the 
base and attic, and by a two-story arched bay window in the wider 
central pavilion. The two tiers are separated by a smooth 
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East 15th Street Between Fifth Avenue and Union Square West (North Side) 
continuation of . . . No. 7-11 East 15th Street 

band with a central string course that rests on foliate carvings at 
either end. The two rectangular windows on either side of the central 
pavilion are framed by thin colonnettes and enclose a grid of casement 
windows with two tall sashes below two pairs of half-sized sashes in 
each, divided by a cental stone muntin and two stone transom bars. 
Between the windows are stone banded brick walls. The three-sided 
central bay windows which rises two stories inside a three-story arch 
consist of a lower casement and a transom in each of its sides. There 
are rich foliate panels at the base of each side, and a pipe colonnette 
dropping from a lion mask at the two angles of the bay window, at this 
level only. 

The arcade of the upper tiers has very slightly recessed rusticated 
spandrel panels. The walls between the arches and the arch spandrels are 
brick with stone quoins. The third-story rectangular side windows 
have transoms over double-hung windows that have replaced 
casement windows. The brick side arches are outlined in round frames 
that meet in foliate bosses between the pairs of side windows and in 
wild asymmetrical foliate panels at the impost of the embellished stone 
central arch. 

In the central pavilion, the second story of the angled bay window is 
identical to the story below minus the decorative base panels and lion 
masks atop pipe colonnettes. The wide arch of the top floor is framed 
in a grid with six casement windows and three solid, foliate panels. 
A cornice composed of a pair of round moldings that end in carved 
foliate designs terminates this portion of the design. 

The attic consists of a wide trabeated opening on either side of a 
blocky central pavilion. The three main divisions of this level are 
framed by heavy piers topped by four-sided dome-shaped coping blocks 
with finials. Between the two central coping blocks, above the central 
pavilion, is a modern aluminum parapet. Each of the side openings 
encloses four double-hung windows framed in engaged Romanesque colonnettes 
separated by a square pier. The central pavilion, likewise, is a 
trabeated opening with a cluster of three Romanesque colonnettes at 
either end and a single such colonnette in the middle carrying a richly 
carved foliate frieze. The central pavilion is topped with a hip 
roof which itself is a windowless dormer to the larger hip roof over 
the whole building. 
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East 15th Street Between Fifth Avenue and Union Square West (North Side) 
continuation of . . . No. 7-11 East 15th Street 

DEPARTMENT OF BUILDINGS INFORMATION 

*1885-87: NB 1290-1885 [Source: New Building Application] 

*1889: Alt 834-1889 [Source: Alteration Application] 
One-story and basement annex constructed with Guastavino tile vault floor 
and peak roof, measuring 31' X 64' . 
Architect -- Robert Henderson Robertson Owner -- Mrs. Elliott Shepard 

1917: Alt 2295-1917 [Source: Alteration Application] 
Entire interior redone including new non-bearing partitions, 
and new regulation fire escapes installed. 
Architect -- Eugene Schoen Owner -- "The People's House" 

1921: Alt 2545-1921 [Source: Alteration Application] 
Auditorium floor replaced. Occupants included labor and political orgs., 
the Rand School, auditorium and gym, and club rooms. 
Architect - - Eugene Schoen Owner - - Society of the Commonwealth Center 

1956: Alt 1455-1956 [Source: Alteration Application] 
Fifth and sixth floor classroom and gymnasium space converted to offices. 
Architect - - William & Joseph Vladeck 
Owner -- 7 E. 15th Street Machinists Bldg. 
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East 15th Street Between Fifth Avenue and Union Square West (North Side) 
continuation of . . .No. 7-11 East 15th Street 
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######### 

13-17 EAST 15TH STREET between Fifth Avenue and Union Square West (North Side) 
[Tax Map Block/Lot: 843/11] 

TYPE STYLE 
Store and Flats Late 19th C. Commercial 

ARCHITECT ORIGINAL OWNER 

Benjamin W. Warner M.M. Van Beuren 

DATE OF CONSTRUCTION: 1877 

DESCRIPTION 
This three-story late 19th-century commercial store and flats building, 
constructed during the middle development phase of the district, is 
located in the middle of the block but at the eastern boundary of 
the district. Seventy-five feet wide on the street front, it is sited 
on an unusual wedge-shaped lot that extends twenty-eight feet at its 
maximum depth. Faced in red brick with contrasting stone trim at 
the upper two floors, it has a cast-iron storefront. 
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East 15th Street Between Fifth Avenue and Union Square West (North Side) 
continuation of . . . No. 13-17 East 15th Street 

HISTORY 

Built covering its full wedge-shaped lot in 1877 by Colonel Michael M. 
Van Beuren, this building is unusual in that its shape is determined 
by the northern line of a pre-urban farm boundary. The site was part of 
the early 19th century farm of Henry Spingler and was divided into city 
lots in 1810. By 1853 the site was occupied by a one-story brick struc­
ture, probably a stable. Designed by Benjamin H. Warner, this building 
was constructed by C.H. Tucker and Son in 1877 with two stores on the 
ground floor and a one-family flat on each end of its upper two floors, 
probably intended for occupancy by the proprietors of the stores. This 
is an uncommon surviving building type within the district. 

One of the stores was occupied by Glaze and McCready Shoes, a 
characteristic tenant within the district, from its opening until at 
least 1914. Since the 1950s the ground floor has been used for storage, 
the second floor for offices, and only the third floor as a residence. 

ARCHITECTURE 

EAST 15TH STREET FACADE 
Originally divided into three principal bays by cast-iron pilasters, 
the storefronts of the ground level have been bricked in and the 
entablature and entrance ways have been covered over with porcelain 
enamel panels (which appear to be easily removable). Only the two 
central pilasters survive from the original. 

Above are two stories of nine windows set in a red brick wall laid in 
running bond. All the window sash are recent replacements. The wall 
is articulated by a belt course of light stone at the level of the 
sills on each story, and by a broken belt course of linked dropped 
lintels at the tops of the windows on each story. The iron cornice 
is carried by paired brackets with simple panels between each pair. 
Ball finials that originally stood above the ends of the cornice have 
been removed. 

The top of the east side of the building is exposed above its two-story 
neighbor, revealing a brick wall laid in common bond, and a wide 
brick chimney. 

DEPARTMENT OF BUILDINGS INFORMATION 

*1877: NB 123-1877 [Source: New Building Application] 

1942: Alt 1037-1942 [Source: Alteration Application] 

Interior converted for storage. 
Architect -- Scott & Prescott 
Owner -- Spingler-Van Beuren Estates, Inc. 
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East 15th Street Between Fifth Avenue and Union Square West (North Side) 
continuation of . . . No. 13-17 East 16th Street 
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