Morris Avenue Historic District

Designation Report

jiipesd 10 LY

Landmarks Preservation Commiission

GENE A. NORMAN, Chairman
ELLIOT WILLENSKY, Vice-Chairman
BARBARALEE DIAMONSTEIN

SPIELVOGEI ADOLF PLACZEK
'HOMAS J. EVANS DAVID TODD
FRANCES HALSBAND ANTHONY M. TUNG
JOSEPH MITCHELI BARRY B. WILLIAMS

Commussioners



http://Barbarai.ee

MORRIS AVENUE HISTORIC DISTRICT
DESIGNATION REFORT

1986
City of New York
Landmeriks Preservation Coamission

Report prepared by:
Charles Savage, Research Department

Bditing:
Marjorie Pearson, Director of Research

Photography:
Charles Savage and
Landmariks Preservation Camigsion files




Landmarks Preservation Commission

—

E. 179 St.

&0 108

2‘
<
)
-
L ]
o
-

MORRIS AVENUE HISTORIC DISTRICT
Bronx |

Designated JULY 15, 1986




Landmarks Preservation Commission
July 15, 1986, Designation List 185
LP-1392

MORRIS AVENUE HISTORIC DISTRICT, Borouwgh of the Bronx
BOUNDARIES

The property bounded by a line extending easterly along the southern curb
line of Bast 179 Street, southerly along the eastern property line of 108
East 179th Street, souther along the eastern property lines of 1990-1966
Morris Avenue, westerly along the northern curb line of East Tremont
Avenue, northerly along the western property lines of 1957-1991 Morris
Avenue, and northerly along the western property line of 60 East 179th
Street, to the point of beginning.

TESTIMONY AT THE PUBLIC HEARING

On September 14, 1982, the Landmarks Preservation Commission held a
public hearing on the proposed designation of the Morris Averme» Historic
District (Item No. 9). The hearing had been duly advertised in accordance
with the provisions of law. PFour statements were received in support of
designation, including statements from the local commmity board and the
South Bronx Development Corporation. There were no speakers or statements

opposing designation.



HISTORICAL AND ARCHITECTURAL INTRODUCTION

The block of Morris Avenue between Tremont Avenue and East 179th
Street in the Bronx, constructed between 1906 and 1910 by the speculative
builder August Jacob to the designs of architect John Hauser, is a notable
example of a uniformly planned streetscape. The resulting architectural
homogeneity is rare in any urban situation. While the houses appear to
take the form of the standard single-family rowhouse found throughout the
urbanized sections of Manhattan and Brooklyn in the 19th century, these are
in fact two-family dwellings. They are significant as examples of how law
can effect design. Hauser's response to proposed changes in the building
law Is responsible for the three-story elevations of the houses on Morris
Avenue and the unique interior arrangement behind them. Jacob's land
acquisitions and the subsequent tuilding history here reflect the Bronx's
early urban development.

Bronx Development

This block of Morris Avenue, in the 17th century, had been but a
miniscule and uncharted portion of the 3200 acre Manor of Fordham, the only
Hestchester County manor to be granted by Royal Charter, that of James,
Duke of York, to John Archer, the first lord, In retrospect the manor's
final dissolution in 1764 — sold in tracts by the Dutch Reformed Charch -~
has been called the largest sale of real estate in the history of the
Bronx. By mid-19th century this block was still a small part of a larger
proparty owned by Thomas W. Ludlow, described as located at Fordham in the
Town of West Farms. In 1846 Westchester was divided; east of the Bronx
River remained part of Westchester County, but the area between the Bronx
arnd Harlem Rivers became West Farms. In 1874 West Farms was annexed to the
City of New York as the 24th Ward. Four years later Ludlow sold his
holdings in four parcels, or sub—divisions, an area roughly approximated
today by the Grand Concourse on the east, East Tremont on the south,
University Averue on the west, and Burnside Avenue on the north.

In 1889 three of these subdivisions were reunited and within a matter
of months were sold together to one Augustus Kountze, who bought more
property in the neighborhood a year later. Kountze died in 1894, leaving
his widow Catherine and their children to consolidate most of the inherited
holdings into ownership by a single entity of which the son, Herman
Kountze, was presjdent-~the Unlited Real Estate and Trust Company
incorporated in the State of Nebraska and located in Omaha. Herman
himself, and his brothers, Luther and Charles B, of Denver, joined their
mother as trustees. As a consquence of their distant domiclles, legal
transactians involving their Bronx property required a battery of notaries,
The property increased in value in the seventeen years of their
stewardship; 1in 1901 179th Street was opened from Jerome Avenue to Anthony
Avenue:; in 1904 Morris Avenue was opend from Tremont Avenue to Parkview
Terrace. By 1906 Morris Averme had been given its full length.

The urban development of the Bronx gained momentum after the
introduction of the Interborough Rapid Transit in 1904. Although the area
had been served by the Harlem and Hudson River Railroad for several decades
already, the factor of public transportation was still a major one in the
area's transition from rural and suburban to urban. The IRT esttended under
nearby Jerome Avenue. In 1907, it was announced a trolley line would be



laid along Tremont Avenne.l

Convenient transportation encouraged residents of the more densely
populated borough of Manhattan to seek more spacious accommodations in the
Bronx. Real-estate speculators and builders were ready; indeed, it appears
they were more than ready. The anticipated influx from Manhattan, though
significant, didn't fill all of the brand new space available, especially
the new tenements. Despite the cheaper rents and promotional headlines
like "Flat hunting in the Bronx is now a seascnable pastime/Every taste can
be suited," ¢ many new tenements were still empty and loan companies
refused to back further tenement construction. Manhattan tenement
residents who did not have sufficient means to buy a single~-family house
were looking for a less congested environment. Realizing this, developers
then turned their attention to bullding two-family dwellings. This block
of Morris Aveme is a response to such trends.

The Builder and the Architect

At present little is known of August Jacob, the developer and builder
of this block of Morris Avenue. Nor is it known i1f this was his first
effort, When he began the Morris Aveme project, Jacob resided at 527 West
149th Street. He was married; his wife's name, Philipina C. Jacob, appears
on the deeds conveying each of the new houses on Morris Avemue to its new
owners. Jacob's frequent associate, George H. Jacob, is somewhat of a
mystery as well. Based on the scant evidence which deeds and conveyances
offer, it is posited that George Jacob was either August's brother or his
son, Slim evidence points to the latter. At the time this block was
developed, George was unmarried and living at the same address as the
August Jacobs. Although the last six houses on the the east side of the
street (extending to the corner of 179th Street) were erected on land
ba«.ulgt by August but nominally George's when bullding permits were applied
for,” each was sold by August and Philipina C. Jacob. By 1910 George was
secretary of the August Jacob Construction Company, formed to erect the two
five-story tenement buildings flanking the Tremont entrance to the block,
while August was president. Yet, after this block had been developed all
three Jacobs bought and sold property independently in the block west, on
179th Street. The large size of their undertaking on Morris Avenue, the
complexity of coordinating the several bullding campaigns, the timely
manner in which they arranged loans for both land acquisition and building
construction, and the speed in which they accomplished i1t all leads to the
assumption that the Jacobs had some previous experience in real-estate
development.

John Hauser had been designing single residences and tenement
buildings, predominantly in northern Manhattan, for more than a decade when
he began his collaboration with August Jaccob in the Bronx in 1906. Indeed,
that year saw the completion of the residential row at 453-475 West 141st
Street, Manhattan, which he designed for the Picken Realty Canpany These
twelve four-story rowhouses were built of brick and limestone in the "free
classical" style. The alternating pattern of three-sided and curved bays
is of interest in the context of his designs for August Jacob on Morris
Averne,

August Jacob's initial purchase from the the United Real-Estate and
Trust ccnpany5 included three parcels: the whole eastern half of Tax Map



Block 2829 (i.e., the west side of Morris Avenue from Tremont Avenue to
East 179th Street); the last five lots an the east side of Morris Aveme
{(Tax Map Block 2807, now the six lots mmbered 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, and 96);
and the first four and one half lots on the east side {(lots 1, 90, 2, 3 and
one half of 4 of Tax Map Block 2807). The first of the remaining seven and
one half lots (half of lot 4 through lot 10 of Tax Map Block 2897) was
bought from Catherine Kountze's surviving trustees, dwindled down to only
Luther and Charles B. Kountze, The other lots were also bhought
individually or in pairs throughout 1907.5 A1l of these, on both sides of
the street, were covered by protective covenants enforceable until 1910,
restricting what could and could not be constructed on them: no slaughter
houses, smiths' forges, furnaces, foundries, iron factories, breweries,
distllleries, noxious or dangerous emissions, no building less than two
stories, no building without a cel lar except barns and outhouses, and no
barns within sixty feet of the street,

Building History

Despite its common authorship and for all its apparent homogeneity,
this block of Morris Avenue has a rather disjointed building history.
Differences among the groups of houses best identify the five building
campaigus which Jacob and Hauser undertook, sometimes overlapping,
sometimes simultaneously, within the short four-year time span in which
both sides of the street were developed.

The reasons for these differences are very basic. The property
records demonstrate that Jacob could not acquire the land all at once,
Cosistently, from the same two mortgagors, he had to secure lcans from one
to buy the sites and from the other to bulld the houses. What with
preparations like the probable democlition of a few existing structures,
grading and excavating, he was unable to launch a single building campaign.
Jacob purchased the three inltial parcels in 1906, the remainder on the
east side of the street throughout 1907. The first building campaign, from
June 20, 1906 to January 1, 1907,7 occurred on the last six lots on the
west side of the street, now occupled by Nos. 1989 through 1999 (plate 1},
and the adjacent lot, containing No. 60 East 179th Street (plate 2). The
six, all abutting, were articulated as three buildings, as 1f Hauser's
major concern at the ocutset was to differentiate between the houses, rather
than to create uniform rows. This appears to have been his intention when
designing the row on West 141st Street in Manhattan for the Picken Realty
Company. The alternating bays on West 141st Street are immediate
predecessors of these six on Morris Avemue, which are two stories high set
on high English basements. Here pairs with curved bows flank a pair with
angled bays. Stoop and areaway rallings are uniform in decorative pattern.

The second campaign, which began two months after the first, August 21,
1906, comprised the last six houses on the east side of Morris, Nos. 1988
through 1998, directly across the street from the first group, and a
seventh, No. 108 East 179 Street (plates 3 and «I.).B Like those of the
first campaign, these houses were designed as two-family dwellings., Like
the first campaign, pairs of dwellings alternate brick shades, red and
buff. But the overall design is different; this was the first group to be
a full three stories. Stoop and areaway railings are uniform though a
different pattern from those across the street,
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The third campaign, the construction of Nos. 1970 through 1986,
appears to have been started late in 1906 or early 1907 (plate 5). The
earliest house sold was No, 1986, on October 27, 1907. This group of nine
three-story houses is characterized by the greatest variety of brick
shades, buff, dark honey and burnt orange. The wrought-iron stoop railings
are similar to those of Nos. 1988 to 1998 and 108 East 179th Street, but
the aremvay railings are, again, a different pattern.

Nos. 1971 through 1987, the row of nine houses on the west side of
Morris (plate 6}, were constructed in a fourth campaign about mid-1907 —-
the earliest house in this group was sold on September 30, 1908, All of
these houses have three stories, and there is no variation in color; they
are all buff brick. However, stoop and areaway railings are yet a
different pattern.

The two tenement buildings on Tremont (plates 7 and 8) and one house,
No. 1968 Morris Avenue {plate 9), comprise the Jacobs' fifth and final
bullding campaign. The plans for these three were all approved on Jamary
27, 1909, However, No. 1968 was begun on April 1, while the tenements were
begun four months later, on August 12. No. 1968 was finished on January
31, 1910, and the tenements were sold about two months later, on April 4.
The wrought-iron sidewalk rallings are chest height.

Evolution of the Design

Two major questions, unanswered in the bulldings' history, remain.
The first 1s why Hauser introduced a new design two months after his
initial designs for the group of houses, The second, not unrelated to the
first, i1s why Hauser shifted his earlier emphasis upon variety in facade
design towards a greater homogeneity. Explanation of the rest of the
Inconsistencies and differences may depend on the resolution of these two

questions.

August Jacob's earliest purchase of land on Morris Avemie, the west
side of the street between Tremont and East 179th Street and the two
separate parcels on the east side, suggests that, from the start, he
intended to develop both sides of this block as a whole. But Hauser did
not repeat his designs for the first group of houses in the succeeding
bullding campaigns. The two-story dwellings on their high English
basements were superceded by three-story houses., Yet both designs were for
two—family houses. In the first group there was a floor for each family,
and the family on the first floor also had use of the high basement. The
slightly later three-story houses contained two units also; a duplex
apartment with connecting interior staircase on the first and second
stories, and the second apartment on the third story. No doubt, the three-
story houses with their duplexes were an attractive alternative to two-
family housing elsewhere. But might not some circumstance extemrmal to the
design process have prompted this unconventional arrangment? wWhy this
sudden generosity?

There was at this time (1906-07) a bill introduced before the New York
State legislature to amend the Tenement House Law to exempt three-family
dwellings. Proposed by builders predominantly active in the Bronx and
called the Sheridan Bill, 1t was sponsored by Bronxt Assemblyman Sheridan of
the 39th Assembly District. Contemporary newspapers carrled accounts of



this effort daily. Proponents posited that land values in sane sections
were too high to build two-family houses profitably. They reasoned that
three~-family houses would attract the same class of tenant who was seeking
single or two—family accommodation and that tenants would be willing to pay
more for this semi-privacy than they would for comparable space in a
tenement building. Although not often mentioned but basic to the
builders' argument, building costs for exempt housing were much lower.
Single or two-family dwellings were cheaper to construct; all supports
could be of wood. Tenements, by law, had to employ masonry columns and
girders of lron or steel. And the builders argued that the return on one
rental apartment was insufficient to maintain a family, a mortgage, and
meet annual charges. Could it be that Jacob hoped to be in a position to
take advantage of this amendment the mimite it was approved? With little
trouble his duplexes could be transformed to two single apartnents.lo

By 1911 the Sheridan Bill, and others like it before the legislature,
had continued to meet with opposition. The staunchest opponent was the
Tenement House Ccmmission itself. The atroclous conditions existing before
1801, the year the Commission was established to supervise construction for
multi-family use, haid1 not been forgotten. The tenor of a contemporay
report on the issue, was pro-Commission, describing the speculative
builders as a self-seeking minority and encouraging the Commission to
enforce protection. The hoped-for amendment was well on its way to
becoming a dead issue only five years after it had seemed a mere
legislative formality.

Hauser's three-story bowed facades, used from the second campaign on,
perhaps a direct response to the promise held within the Sheridan Bil11l,
became the module to be repsated the length of the block. But what about
the second question; why had Hauser shifted his earlier emphasis from
variety toward greater homogenelity? In successive bullding campaigns
Hauser reduced the prominence of his earliest architectural features to a
more subtle, syncopated rhythm of component elements. Indeed these
undulating brick rows are reminiscent of the Scanfan ashlar granite double-
bowed facade of the David Sears house (1816) on Boston's Beacon Street,
designed by Alexander Parris.

The reason Hauser eschewed varjety in favor of homogeneity is most
likely the same reason he shifted from a two- to a three-story dwelling.
Jacob, aware of the hard econamic facts of speculative building, requested
him to do s0. A repeated elevation is much cheaper than any kind of
variation. A curved bow uses less brick than an angled bay. But Jacob did
not forgo all amenities; the bows admitted more light and air than a simple
flat facade.







