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MOTT HAVEN EAST HISTORIC DISTRICT 

POUNDAGES 

The property bounded by a line beginning at the intersection of the northern curb line of 
East 139th Street and a southerly extension of the western propeity line of 403 East 139th Street, 
extending easterly along the northern curb line of East 139th Street, northerly along the eastern 
property lines of 447 East 139th Street and 450 East 140th Street, northerly across East 140th 
Street, easterly along the northern curb line of East 140th Street, northerly along the eastern 
property line of 481 East 140th Street, westerly along the northern property lines of 481 through 
407 East 140th Street, southerly along the western property line of 407 East 140th Street, 
southerly across East 140th Street, and southerly along the western property lines of 406 East 
140th Street and 403 East 139th Street, to the point of beginning; The Bronx. 

TESTIMONY AT THE PUBLIC HEARING 

On June 2, 1992, the Landmarks Preservation Commission held a public hearing on the 
proposed designation of the Mott Haven East Historic District (Item No. 15). The hearing had 
been duly advertised in accordance with the provisions of law. There were seven speakers in 
favor of the designation. While no persons spoke in opposition to the designation, one person 
expressed reservations about the inclusion of city-owned multiple dwellings within the boundaries 
of the historic district and one other speaker was unsure of his position. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Mott Haven East Historic District consists of a small enclave of rowhouses and tenements 
on East 139th and East 140th streets, between Willis and Brook avenues, in the Mott Haven neighborhood 
of the Bronx. This section is one of the oldest settled areas of the Bronx and the first in the borough to 
be developed with rowhouses. Though common in Manhattan and Brooklyn, rowhouses from the 
nineteenth century are relatively rare in the Bronx. 

Within the area of the district are three groups of single-family rowhouses (one row including a 
small multiple dwelling) and two groups of tenements. Erected between 1889 and 1903, these buildings 
serve as a virtual catalogue of speculatively-built housing types common to the South Bronx building 
boom of the 1880s and '90s. Complementing these residential buildings are the neo-Gothic St. Peter's 
German Evangelical Lutheran Church and Parsonage of 1911-12. As a whole, the buildings in the 
historic district include fine examples of neo-Grec, Queen Anne, Renaissance-inspired, and Flemish 
Revival design, illustrating the stylistic trends in residential architecture in New York City in the final 
decades of the nineteenth century. 

Mott Haven, located in the historic township of Morrisania, takes its name from the village 
developed early in the nineteenth century by industrialist Jordan L. Mott, who opened an ironworks on 
the Bronx side of the Harlem River in 1828 and built his own house near the foundry. Industrial 
expansion occurred during mid-century, accompanied by sporadic residential construction, but the area 
remained relatively undeveloped until the opening of rapid transit lines in the early 1880s made it more 
accessible to Manhattan. Mott Haven was one of the few sections of the Bronx to attract nineteenth-
century speculative developers, who sought to capitalize on the demand for new housing brought on by 
the increasing immigrant population in the metropolitan region. Soon the area became an urban extension 
of Manhattan and was known in the period as the "North Side," drawing middle-class families to its 
rowhouses, and working-class families to its numerous tenements and flats buildings. 

The first two groups of rowhouses built in the Mott Haven East Historic District, one on the 
south side of East 140th Street (1889) and the other on the north side of East 139th Street (1892), were 
constructed by local developers William O'Gorman and Hermann Stursberg, who built other similar rows 
in the immediate area of the historic district. For these rows, O'Gorman acted as his own architect, 
designing the houses in a style known as neo-Grec. Typical of the style, the uniform brick facades are 
adorned with incised geometric ornament in stone and topped by bracketed metal cornices. As built, the 
long handsome rows of forty-nine two-and-one-half-story houses were terminated at each end by a house 
with an additional story; the eastern twenty-nine buildings of each of these rows were demolished to make 
way for the construction of P.S. 40 in the 1960s. 

The third group of rowhouses, on the north side of East 140m Street, was built by O'Gorman 
in 1897-1900 to the designs of architect William Hornum. The picturesque row includes pairs of two-
and-one-half-story houses separated by single three-story houses, and is terminated at the west end by a 
four-story tenement. The shorter paired houses are somewhat simply designed, with modest stone trim, 
door enframements, and modillioned cornices; by contrast, the three-story houses have varied window 
patterns, pedimented lintels, carved details, and stepped and gabled rooflines. O'Gorman's own house, 
distinguished from the others by its greater width and different face brick, was built as part of this row, 
at No. 427. 

Further east on the north side of East 140th Street are two matching groups of "New Law" 
tenements built in 1902-03, one designed by the firm of Neville & Bagge and the other by George F. 
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Pelham; these architects were active practitioners in the field of multiple dwellings, designing numerous 
buildings throughout the city at the turn of the century and into the 1920s. Faced in brick with stone 
trim, each Renaissance-inspired building has an elaborate entranceway with a shallow projecting canopy, 
round-arched fifth-story windows, and an imposing metal cornice. Between the tenements and Hornum's 
row to the west stands the attractive, neo-Gothic St. Peter's German Evangelical Lutheran Church (1911-
12), designed by Louis A. Allmendinger. Faced with brick and stone trim, it has a central tower which 
adds to the picturesque character of the streetscape. 

The buildings of the Mott Haven East Historic District, like those of surrounding areas, were 
initially inhabited by immigrant or second-generation families of European origin. By the mid-twentieth 
century, demographics in the area shifted to include African-Americans; the neighborhood now has a 
predominantly Hispanic-American population. Throughout the twentieth century to the present time, 
residential redevelopment, increased industrial usage, and demolition have eliminated many of the South 
Bronx's examples of original nineteenth- and early twentieth-century improvements; however, the 
blockfronts of the district retain their architectural integrity to a high degree. The Mott Haven East 
Historic District remains a vibrant residential enclave dating to the region's original phase of urban 
development. 
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HISTORICAL AND ARCHITECTURAL INTRODUCTION 

The History of Morrisania1 

Prior to its incorporation into New Netherland in the early seventeenth century, the land 
corresponding to Morrisania was occupied by Native Americans in the Weckquaesgeek and Manhattan 
branches of the Mohegan tribe, who had named the region Laaphawachking. In 1641, Jonas Bronck, a 
Danish Lutheran, bought from Native Americans a SOO-acre tract at the very southern reaches of what 
is now the borough named for him, between the Harlem River and the Aquahung (Bronx) River. Bronck 
constructed a house and outbuildings near the mouth of the Harlem River, southwest of the area of the 
Mott Haven East Historic District. From 1664 to 1673, while the Duke of York had control over New 
Netherland, the area became the dominion of the English. "Broncksland" was made subject to the 
government of the city of New York and Harlem. 

In 1670, the English holding known as "West Farms," located between the Harlem River and 
Bungay Creek to the west and extending north to about the present 150th Street, was purchased by two 
brothers: Captain Richard Morris and Colonel Lewis Morris, Englishmen of Welsh descent. The 
Morrises had served in Cromwell's army, and upon the restoration of the monarchy (1660) in England, 
they immigrated to Barbados, where they became estate-owners and merchant sugar-planters. After 
falling from favor with local authorities, Captain Richard Morris moved to New York in 1668. He 
relocated to West Farms upon its purchase in 1670, and died two years later, leaving a wife and baby 
son, named Lewis after his uncle. Over the next few years, during a brief return of Dutch rule and 
ensuing resumption of English control, Colonel Morris secured claims to his holdings as well as adjacent 
unclaimed parcels, which totaled nearly two thousand acres. (The colonel also purchased at this time 
thirty-five hundred acres in New Jersey, later known as Morris County.) 

The county of Westchester, including the Morris land and all of what is now the borough of the 
Bronx, had been formed in 1683 under an English charter, with the town of Westchester, east of the 
Morris property, as the county seat. Westchester became a borough-town in 1696, when a mayoral court 
was established. Colonel Morris's nephew and heir, Lewis, who became known as Lewis Morris, Sr., 
as well as Lewis Morris, Jr., and Lewis Morris UJ (who was actually the fourth Lewis Morris), all in 
turn served as Westchester county representatives to the Provincial Assembly. 

Lewis Morris, Sr., settled for a time in New Jersey and became its first provincial governor. 
He returned to New York and secured in 1697 a royal patent for the manor of Morrisania, which he had 
inherited from his uncle. Judge Morris's second son, Lewis Morris, Jr., inherited the entire Morrisania 
estate. Lewis Morris, Jr., died in 1762, leaving his son, Lewis Morris III, to become the lord of the 
Morris manor. At that time, the vast majority of inhabitants of the relatively more-populated Westchester 
townships to the east of Morrisania, along the Long Island Sound, were conservative Loyalists. In 
contrast, Morris was a vocal critic of British taxation and control tactics, and he dominated a 1774 
borough meeting held to elect delegates to a county convention. He was chosen as a representative, and 
later became a brigadier-general in the Congressional army; he resigned his army post to become a 
member of the Continental Congress, and was a signer of the Declaration of Independence. 

'For information on the history of Morrisania, see Stephen Jenkins, The Story of the Bronx 1639-1912 (New 
York and London: Tlie Knickerbocker Press, 1912). 

4 



During the first hundred years following the original Morris land purchase, or up until around 
1770, the upper sections of Westchester County were fairly uniformly settled with farms and villages, 
while virtually no development occurred in the lower portions. Only a few houses, barns, and mills, on 
the banks of Mill Brook, which divided the Morris estate in two, had been extant. In about 1760, 
General Morris had developed a mill at the western recess of his lands.2 

In 1788, an act of the state legislature caused Westchester County to be divided into twenty-one 
townships, one of which was called Morrisania, corresponding to the Morris lands and reaching north 
to what is now East 170th Street. At this time Morrisania was the least populated township in the county, 
and Lewis Morris in was one of only thirteen heads of families there. By 1790 there were a total of only 
103 free persons and thirty slaves - seventeen of which were owned by the Morrises - in Morrisania.3 

Lewis Morris III had lobbied for township status and the rights to make other improvements to 
Morrisania, concurrent with his unsuccessful campaign to have the new nation's capital established there. 
In 1790, the state legislature granted him permission to construct a stone-piered wooden dam-bridge at 
the base of present-day Third Avenue, to connect Harlem with the northerly Post Road; these 
improvements were known as the Coles Bridge and Road. Traffic through the northern Kingsbridge 
crossing slowed dramatically, as travelers to West Farms, Eastchester and beyond chose the more 
convenient and shorter route across the Coles Bridge and Morris estate lands. Despite Morris's efforts, 
however, the township of Morrisania was merged into the older, neighboring town of Westchester in 
1791. Nevertheless, a village, known as Morrisania, had been formed on the Westchester side of the 
Coles Bridge. 

Port Morris, at the southeast edge of Morrisania and southeast of the present-day Mott Haven 
East Historic District, was another early Morris manor improvement and a proposed site of the new 
national capital. The Morris family also hoped that Port Morris would rival the port of New York on 
Manhattan island, because of adjacent deep water, and for a time the port had its own custom house. 
However, the community was located in a lowland area which experienced regular tidal flooding. It 
remained a small anchorage and ferry terminal throughout the nineteenth century and, at the end of the 
century, was filled in and laid with sewers and streets to accommodate several large factories. 

Soon after 1791, when it had been merged into the neighboring township of Westchester, 
Morrisania became part of the contiguous West Farms township. In general, development in what is now 
the southwest Bronx remained limited throughout the next half-century to the construction of estate 
structures and scattered frame houses, and the laying of additional private farm roads. When Lewis 
Morris III died in 1798 at the age of sixty-two, the division and redivision of the Morrisania manor lands, 
and resulting nineteenth-century urban development, began. 

2A Revolutionary War era map shows only two structures (presumably the Morris manor house and an 
outbuilding), at the southwest tip of "West Chester County." The area between the "Broonks River" and 
"Morrisena" was labeled a "Salt Meadows." Thomas Kitchin Senior, "New York in 1778," map published in 
London Magazine, 1778. New York Public Library, Map Division. 

'Jenkins, 2. The last African slave to be held in New York, when slavery was abolished in the state in 
1827, belonged to the Morris family, 93. 
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The Early Development of Mott Haven4 

Substantive development began in the southwest corner of Morrisania in 1828 when Gouverneur 
Morris II sold a large tract to the inventor of the coal-burning stove, Jordan L. Mott, and several co-
investors.5 Mott, the first major industrialist to locate in the Bronx, established the Mott Iron Works 
on the Harlem River at Third Avenue and 134th Street, west and south of the present-day Mott Haven 
East Historic District. Mott built a residence near the foundry, and named his pocket of Morrisania 
"Mott Haven." Questioned about Mott's new designation of land linked historically with the Morris 
family, Gouverneur Morris II is said to have stated "I don't care what he calls it; while he is about it, 
he might as well change the name of the Harlem [River] and call it the Jordan."6 

By 1839, the population of Westchester County as a whole was just over 3,000 people.7 

Evidence of Morrisania's slow development and rural character is provided by die fact that the area's first 
religious structure was not built until 1840. In a field near the Mill Brook, Gouverneur Morris, Jr., 
founded St. Ann's Episcopal Church (now a designated New York City Landmark) at the site of his 
parents' tomb, at what is now St. Ann's Avenue and East 140th Street, just to the east of the present-day 
Mott Haven East Historic District. 

Mott Haven proper, in contrast to the rest of Morrisania, began to grow steadily in the mid-
nineteenth century. Mott's firm was incorporated and expanded into new buildings constructed 
throughout the neighborhood. The Mott Ironworks began to manufacture a wider range of goods, 
including kitchen and bathroom fixtures as well as stable fittings, gates, statuary, and garden furniture, 
produced in brass, bronze, and nickel-plate, in addition to iron. 

Though some considered his ventures an unwanted intrusion, in 1850 Mott proceeded with plans 
for the lower part of the Mott Haven Canal, which followed an underground stream running parallel to 
Morris Avenue, about halfway between it and the Harlem River. The canal enabled boats to travel inland 
as far norm as 138th Street, about the distance of a dozen blocks, and encouraged local industrial 
development. New enterprises included other metal works, lumber yards, saw mills, stone yards, enamel 
works and a notable concentration of impressively-built piano factories. A corresponding residential 
building boom, resulting from the need for worker housing, occurred in areas immediately north and east 
of the burgeoning canal zone. 

*For information on the history of Mott Haven, see Jenkins; Harry T. Cook, Borough of The Bronx 1639-
1913 (New York: Harry T. Cook, 1913), 20-21; James L. Wells, Louis F. Haffen, and Josiah A. Briggs, eds., 
The Bronx and Its People: A History 1609-1927 (New York: Lewis Historical Publishing Co., 1927), 330-331; 
New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission, Mott Haven Historic District Designation Report (1969); 
and Building a Borough: Architecture and Planning in The Bronx, 1890-1940 (New York: The Bronx Museum 
of the Arts, 1986). 

5Mott may have had ancestral ties to Westchester County; it is interesting that his family name appears as 
the first grantor listed in the county Deed Index of the Bronx Register, in conjunction with a 1684 transaction. 

'Jenkins, 367. 

'The animal populations included about 2,000 swine, nearly as many cattle, 585 horses, and 352 sheep. 
Over half of the area's 16,000 acres had been "improved," mostly as farms. Westchester contained two post 
offices, one each in the villages of Westchester and West Farms; see David H. Burr, Map of the County of 
Westchester (Ithaca, NY: Stone and Clark, 1839). 
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Mott Haven's industrial and residential growth was facilitated by the advent of the railroad, and 
preceded a period of intense development following the introduction of mass transit lines which 
transformed the farmlands of Morrisania into the urban environment that remains today. The introduction 
of the railways and additional bridges over the Harlem River in the 1840s linked Morrisania and 
Westchester county with the city of New York to the south. The New York & Harlem Railroad, 
incorporated in 1831, had taken over the New York and Albany line in 1838 and received authorization 
from the state legislature to bridge the Harlem River in 1840. Thus, the first railroad in what is now the 
borough of the Bronx passed in 1841 through Morrisania along Mill Brook, to West Farms and 
northward. The industrial community of Mott Haven, with its own rail-line station-stop, was firmly 
established. 

In the following decades, a railroad and streetcar boom resulted in a web of crossing lines, many 
radiating from the Harlem (previously Coles) Bridge. Morris family members and other local landholders 
pushed for infrastructure improvements which would stimulate interest in speculative land purchases, and 
began selling off their acreage to builders.* Mott Haven's industrial and commercial development and 
its proximity to Manhattan made it a favorable environment for real estate speculation. The earliest 
known rowhouses in the area, dating from the early 1860s, are located at 276 to 294 Alexander Avenue 
between East 139th and East 140th streets, in the Mott Haven Historic District. Though commonplace 
in Manhattan and Brooklyn, rowhouses were unusual in what is now the Bronx, where homes were 
customarily freestanding frame structures. Throughout the nineteenth century, Mott Haven contained the 
only concentration of rowhouses in the borough. 

The new rail system was responsible for the evolution of a number of other South Bronx villages 
into well-established towns. By contrast, the area now constituting the Mott Haven East Historic District 
had yet to be developed by 1860. On a contemporary map, only the street grid plan, devoid of built 
improvements, characterized this section east of Third Avenue.9 After 1856, the new township of 
Morrisania was consolidated, with its town hall located at 160th Street and Third Avenue. 

By 1858, traffic over the old Harlem Bridge had far surpassed the structure's capacity. The 
second Harlem (or Third Avenue) Bridge, another drawbridge made of cast iron, was erected in place 
of the earlier structure in 1860. This bridge was extant until the 1890s, when the much larger, surviving 
drawbridge of steel and iron was constructed to accommodate the markedly increased traffic, which 
included trolley cars. The earliest streetcar rail line in the Bronx ran up Third Avenue to Fordham from 
the Harlem Bridge as of 1863. In 1870, the New York-New Haven freight yards moved to Port Morris 
and spread along the waterfront in the South Bronx. 

*For a discussion of the development of the infrastructure and transportation improvements, see Evelyn 
Gonzalez, "From Suburb to City: The Development of the Bronx, 1890-1940," in Building a Borough..., 8-18. 

*M. Dripps, "Map of the Five Cities of New York, Brooklyn, Jersey City, Hoboken and Hudson City," in 
Valentine's Manual of the Common Council of the City of New-York (New York: D.T. Valentine, 1860). 
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The Urbanization of Mott Haven 

In 1874 the townships of Morrisania, West Farms and Kingsbridge split from Westchester County 
and became the 23rd and 24th wards of the City of New York, and thus part of New York County. (The 
southeastern portion of Westchester County was joined to the city in 1895.) New Yorkers referred to 
the area as "The Annexed District." 

The severe Financial Panic of 1873 caused a city-wide building hiatus which lasted most of the 
decade. In the late 1870s, as the depression lifted, construction resumed slowly in what had become 
known as New York City's "North Side,"10 encompassing Mott Haven. Development began to creep 
inward from the loose ring of towns in the southwest Bronx toward the open area of the present-day 
historic district, adjacent to Mill Brook. Directly to the south, along East 136th Street, three adjoining 
rowhouses were built as early as 1877-78 (located in what is now the Bertine Block Historic District). 

Large-scale improvements to the infrastructure in the Annexed District advanced the pace of 
development. Businessmen formed booster organizations such as the North Side Association, active 
through the 1880s, which pushed for the improvements. As a result, streets were paved, sewers dug, 
parklands purchased, and perhaps most importantly, rapid transit lines laid. In 1884, the Madison 
Avenue Bridge was built at East 138th Street to provide a further connection between Manhattan and the 
North Side. Rows of housing, churches, offices, a school, and a fire station appeared along Alexander 
Avenue and above 141st Street. Industrial works and manufactories continued to surround the lower Mott 
Haven Canal west of Lincoln Avenue. Spanning the two blocks between Lincoln and Willis avenues, 
below 132nd Street, was the vast Harlem River station rail yard of the New York, New Haven & 
Hartford line. Still, at this time, very little had been developed between Willis Avenue and the newly-
formed Brook Avenue just to the east of the Mott Haven East Historic District." 

The first mass transit line to travel to the Annexed District was the Suburban Rapid Transit 
Company's Third Avenue El, begun in the early 1880s, which passed two blocks west of the area of the 
Mott Haven East Historic District. In 1886 the SRT began work on an additional North Side transit line, 
running through the blocks between Alexander and Willis avenues.12 The line incorporated a stop at 
138th Street, just south of the Mott Haven East Historic District. It reached 145th Street in 1887, and 
then swerved westward to Third Avenue. A network of streetcars leading to and from the transit line 
stops was soon established. In response to an act of the New York State Legislature which was 
implemented in 1890 to coordinate the borough's improvements, the Commissioner of Highways of the 
Bronx Department of Street Improvements ordered a grid-type street layout for remaining unpaved areas 
and worked quickly to complete the borough's network of roadways and sewers.13 

Seventy-five percent of the area's population in the 1890s lived in close proximity to the El, 
which first served as a magnet for concentrated tenement construction south and west of the area of the 

""Gonzalez, 10. 

"By 1885, Brook Avenue had only been completed as far south as 138th Street, below which the Mill 
Brook still flowed. All of Mill Brook finally disappeared in the 1890s when Brook Avenue was completed. 
Jenkins, 16. 

l2Atlas of the City of New York and Part of the Bronx (New York: E. Robinson, 1885). 

"Timothy Rub, "Introduction," in Building a Borough..., 5. 
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Mott Haven East Historic District.14 Development, however, soon fanned out from the rail line. 
Single-family rowhouses, and then more lucrative apartments and tenements, were built in surrounding 
areas. Examples of these building types exist in both the Mott Haven and the Bertine Block Historic 
Districts, as well as in this historic district. The South Bronx region at the end of the nineteenth century 
is described by historian Evelyn Gonzalez as follows: 

By 1897, just a decade after the el began operation, the once vacant blocks east of Third 
Avenue were almost completely built over with solid brick buildings. This area held a 
mixture of building types: single-family town houses built in the late 1880s; multi-story 
apartment houses, built with increasing frequency in the 1890s; and to complete the 
picture, various industrial and manufacturing establishments along the neighborhood's 
southern fringe. This newly built-up area demonstrated the importance of the urban 
features the North Side had so painstakingly acquired.15 

The Bronx held the record as the fastest growing borough in the city between 1890 and 1940. 
The population of the North Side was 89,000 in 1890; ten years later it had more than doubled to over 
200,000. By 1915, the number had increased threefold, to 616,000." 

The Mott Haven East Historic District 

Within the compact, one- and one-half-block area of the Mott Haven East Historic District are 
three groups of single-family rowhouses and two groups of tenements. Erected between 1889 and 1903, 
these buildings serve as a virtual catalogue of speculatively-built housing types common to the South 
Bronx building boom of the 1880s and '90s. Complementing these residential buildings are the St. 
Peter's German Evangelical Lutheran Church and Parsonage of 1911-12. 

In 1887 and 1888, subsequent to the opening of the new transit line just west of Willis Avenue 
at the western edge of the historic district, speculative-building veterans William O'Gorman and Hermann 
Stursberg filed New Building applications for the construction of single-family houses in parallel rows 
along the entire south side of East 140th Street and north side of East 139th Street, between Willis and 
Brook avenues.17 At the time the rows were constructed, there were vast, undeveloped tracts east of 
the area of the historic district, farther from the rail line and past the grounds of nearby St. Ann's 
Church, and many blocks neither demarcated by paved streets nor subdivided into lots." The rows 
were completed in 1889 and 1892, respectively. 

As built, the long handsome rows of forty-nine two-story-and-basement houses were anchored 
at each end by a house with an additional story; possibly multiple dwellings, the taller end buildings 
appear to have been planned in the course of construction. The eastern twenty-nine buildings of each of 
the rows were demolished to make way for the construction of P.S. 40 in the 1960s. Surviving structures 

'*Gonzalez, 14. 

1JIbid., 17. 

'•ibid., 8, 17. 

l7New York City, Department of Buildings, Borough of the Bronx [NB 501-1887; NB 551-1888]. 

"Atlas... (1885). 
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