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Charlton Street is one of the great historic streets in New York City and indeed one of the
extraordinary residential blocks in the United Stat@n Charlton Street, American
history comes alive.
Charlton, King and Vandam streets were developékde 1820s by fur trader
John Jacob Astarn the grounds of majesticcountry estate. The north side@harlton
today contains the longest unbrokew raf Federal and early Greek Revival homes extant

in New York City. These houses, together with the four townhouses sottte side of

Charlton Street is located in
Lower Manhattan, just south
of Greenwich Village. The
homes were built in the 1820¢
through the 184Qs )

Charlton, are the remnants of a great procession of townhouses that once lined both sides
of Charlton from MacDougal Street nearly all the way to the Hudson River.
Inrecognitonof our nei ghborhoodés thncessihori ¢ and
1966 the New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission designated Charlton, King
and Vandam, from Sixth Avenue to Varick Street, as the Chafiog-Vandam Historic

District. This designatiomeans that the buildings cannot be torn dpmar an their

exteriors be altered without the commi ssi oné



Early History: the Lenape, the Dutch, Queen Anne and Richmond Hill

If you could go back in time and staad Charlton Street00 years ago, you would find
yourself ina wooded landscapeterspersedvith swamps and streams. Our neighborhood
was then a favoritbunting anccamping ground of the Lenape, a Native American group.
Deer, flying squirrels and other wildlife abounded.

But matters began to change irR46vhen thdirst Dutchsettlersarrived. Soon,
the Dutchhadclearedmuch of the land south olur neighborhoodbr farming.Four
decades later, in 1664, the British captured the city. And four decades after that, in 1705,

our neighborhood was transformed forever when Queen Anne of Brgpae a large

i The CharltorKing-Vandam Historic

District encompasses the remains of

| what was once a larger neighborhood

of townhouses extending from

MacDougal Street to the Hudson River.

Pictured are numbers 69 and 71

Charlton, which stoodvest ofVarick. In

1915,American Architectmagazine

described the two buildings as being

among fAthe best masterpieces
old city homes. 0 They were ra
1926 tomake wayor a garage.

expanse of landlongthe Hudson Riveib et ween t odayodFsltorChri stopher
streets, including all the land on Charltbmo Trinity Church, an Episcopal parish at
Broadway and Wall Street. To this day, the church is the largest préyéddsr inLower
Manhattan, owningnore thar25 commercial buildingg¢and the land ben#athem)on
Varick, Hudson and otherearbystreetsAll o f  t h e printfecomroencidleal estate
dates backto that 1705royal grant.
In contrast to the land still owned by Trinity Church, the land on Charlton
between Sixth and Varick came into thetis of the residents in a lengthy, circuitous
manner. The chain of events began in 1767 when the church leased J6iaceting
al | the | and on itoadrishdngjor,@brahant Modieto b&itl a e e t

country mansion. Called RichmondllHthe mansion stood on a low bluff overlooking



the Hudson River, just west of Theoedidegtd s
of Richmond Hill, and thus early residents of our neighborhood, included Founding
Fathers and othdéuminaries of tle time.

George Washington seized the mansioh776and used it as his Revolutionary
War headquarters in the summetladt yearHe was livingat Richmond Hillwhen the
Declaration of Independence was proclaimed on July46.In September 177®ritish
troopsdroveWa s h i n @myé&amdhe city,and the mansion waccupied bysir Guy
Carleton, commanden-chief of British forces in North America.

Following the war Richmond Hillbecamehevice presidential home of John and
Abigail Adams in 17879 0, when New York was the n

The homes on
Charlton, King
~ D) ~ ez N and Vandam

: % were built on
the grounds of
the 26acre
Richmond Hill
estate. The
estatemansion
one of the
finestin
colonial New
York,stood on
a low bluff
overlooking tle
Hudson River.
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loved theestate withts beautiful groundsansswe epi ng vi ews of t
| live in so delightfuas pot , 6 he wrote.

Aaron Burr, an attorney and U.S. aéor, acquired themansion and the church
lease on the lanid 1794, shortly after his wife died, and livatdRichmondHill with his

daughter, Theodosia. In 1797, as residential development pushed northward from the
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southern end of Manhattan, the Richmatilil estate stood in its path. To capitalize on
the opportunity, Burr filed plansith the city to subdivide the s t arownds $or what

we would today call tract housing, although his idea of tract housing was considerably
more elegant than the traaiuses of our time. His plans called for the creation of three
new streets running west from MacDougal Street toitlee. (Because Sixth Avenue did

not yet exist, Charlton Street originally began at MacDougal.) He named the proposed

We can thankolitician Aaron Burr (17561836),left, for conceiving the
idea of Charlton Street, but we can thank fur trader John Jacob Astor
(1763 1848)for making it happenThe
Richmond Hillland was owned by Trinity
Church an Episcopal pariston Broadway
at Wall Street. Burr acquired themansion
and a church lease on the laimd1794
andfiled planswith the cityto subdivide
the estatecreatingCharlton, King and
Vandamstreets.However, hesuffered
financial reversaldefore he could put his
plansinto action. Subsguently Astor
purchased thenansion and thehurch

leaseand openedCharlton, King and ,/
Vandamin the 1820s. /uw £ e J/I;

streets Burr for himself; King for Rufus King, a Founding Father and fellow U.S. senator;
and Vandam for Anthony Van Dam, a wealthy importer @tydalderman.

Al t hough the city approved Burrds pl ans,
proceed. In 1802, he tried to sell the estate for $150,000, but few could afford the price
and he took it off the market. Then on the morning of July 11, 1804 Biow vice
president of the United Stateésrose from his bed at Richmond Hill and departed for
Weehawken, New Jersey, for his infamous duel with Alexander Hamélfter.
wounding Hamilton, Burr returned to Richmond Hill for a leisurely breakBagtwhen
Hamilton died the next day, Burr was charged with murder and fled the city.

Heading to New Orleans, Burr was arrested in 1807 for allegedly plotting to
capture southwestern regions of the United States and form a separate country. Although
acquittedn a sensational trial, popular opinion condemned him. New York City now

expunged the name Burr Stré@m its planning maps andaieristened th@roposed



roadwayCharltonStreet inmemoryof Dr. John Charltorformer gesident of thé&New

York Medical Saietyandatrustee of Columbia Universityvho had dieagnonths earlier

John Jacob Astor and the Development of Charlton Street

Burr ultimatelylost the estate to creditors, who sold the mansion and the Trinity Church
lease on the land to John Jacob Asto Ast or revived Burrds pl ans
fruition. The development of our neighborhood helped launch Astor on a real estate
career that made him the wealthiest man in America.
New York boomed in the early Y@enturyas ts population swelled fra 65,000
in 1800 to 250,000 in 1820, creating tremendous demand for holrsit20, Astor had

Astor soldchurchleases onndividual
lotsto carpenters and masons, who bui
the homesOne of the mosictivewas a
carpenter named John V. Gridleyho
built at leastfive houses37 and 39
Charlton, 44 King, and 48 and 50 King
(the twin buildings in the center of this
photo). Numbers 48 and 50, together
with 46 on the far lefof the photpare
amongthelost treasures: thewere
demolished il956and replaced bya
ten-story apartment building.

the Richmond Hill mansion rolled downhill on logs to the southeast corner of Charlton
and Varickt he site of todayés WNemdveWasaledlayeel Space.
briefly by a s ab elledeoutin@ sewspapertad/plated onChristmasa s s p

Day 1820 by Simeon Brown, who was hired by Astor to supervise the move:

The public is respectfully informed that the house of Richmond Hill, owned by

J. J. Astor, Esqg. which was advertised to be removallesnesday last, was
postponed on that day in consequence of some evil disposed person having put
obstructions on the ways; but on the following day it was actually removed a
distance of 55 feet in 45 minutes, with chimnies standing and without the siighte
injury to the house or fixtures.



Once the relocation of the mansion to the corner of Charlton and Varick was
completed, Astor turned the building into a fancy tavern with gardens to lend tone to the
new neighborhood. The structure later became a theradewas torn down in 1849.
In 1822, after leveling the hill on which the mansion had stood, Astor opened the
three streets and divided the land imdividual buildinglots. He then solcthurchleases
on the lots to carpenters and masons, who builtdlieds and lived in them or sold them
to merchants and professionals.
Most of todayds private homes -otyle Charl t on

houses constructed in the 1820s and 1830s. The Federal style draws on Roman ideals of

Nearly all the homgon Charlton Street
originally had dormershut only these three
on thesouthsidei numbers 20 through 24

i mmedi ately westiof todayos
still do. They were photographédthe

1930s by Berenice Abbokinown for her
documentation of New Yoftity

architecture. Number 20 at the far left had a
stoop when the photo was taken. The stoop
was later removed but has recently been
restoredin a major renovatiorof the

building.

beauty and proportion. However, the townhouses at 15, 17, 19 and &biChee Greek
Revival structures built after the original homes on those sites were destroyed in an 1840
fire. The Greek Revival style, popular from about 1840 to 1860, is characterized by
columned entrances and other features suggestive of Greek temples

The early residents owned their homes but paid ground rent to Trinity Church. As
of 1874, the typical ground rent on a Charlton Street lot was $400 annually, according to
a newspaper account of the time. It was not until the 1910s that the churchesold th

residents the land on which their homes stood.



Clement C. Moore, who wrofehe Night Before Christmawas the most famous
original resident of our block, living briefly at 1 Charlton (now torn down) with his wife,

Catherine, and their nine children. AdughMoore camdrom a weltto-do family,

Charl ton Street wa sAsshown indghe 18B0ccity dirpatorfggoohn 6 s b | o c

Armitage at 12 Charltowasa hosiery merchanNoah Camp at 17 Charlton a carpenter
Samuel Darling at 24 Charlt@n accontant and Jared Pope at 32 Charlton a rigger.
Nearly all the residents had English or Dutch ngraed for good reasothec i t y 6 s
population was still preamminantly of English and Dutch stock.

If we are to judge by the 1830 U.S. census, Charlton Sttestted many
families with young children, as might be expected of a new neighborhood. The census
shows scores of children unden (Of course, families were bigger then.) It also shows
that the majority of adults were under 40, suggesting that mahsg afriginal residents

were relatively young and still egndcoming in their careers.

Horse Manuraand Riots

New York was a wonderful place to live in thé™@ntury, as it isoday One observer
said the city fApossess mandelatveymmsophisidcated n o f
fl amboyance. 60 Yet, | ife was primitive by
initially a dirt roadand horses were the primary means of transporidiaots became
coveredwith mud and manuréNearly two centurig later, nanyof the homes still have
their originalcastiron railings with boot scrapergarly maps show outhoussthe
backyardsRunning water anchdoor plumbinglid not arriveon Charlton Streaintil the
1860s Electricity made its debut ithe 1890s.

Today fires are a rarity and seldom jump from one building to the next. In'the 19
century, by contrast, they were a constant tHyeatuse of the use of fireplaceandles
and oil lampsMoreover, thegouldspread rapidlypecause otherudimengry
firefighting equipment of the era. The biggest fire in the history of Charlton Street, in
1828, destroyed six homes on the north side of the block.

Perhaps the single worst day in the history of our block was July 10, 1834, when

Charlton Street was okrein by a racist mob seeking to harm the Rev. Samuel H. Cox,

mo d



who lived at 3 Charlton. Cox was an abolitionisan era when abolitionists werewed

asradicals androublemakersDaysbefore the mob invaded Charlton Stréwthad

preached that Americarshould have sympathy for the plight of slaves because Jesus

Awas a colpooddbmygneéf

a

dar k

Syrian

whites.Newspapers accused Cox, who wmasselfwhite, of seekingocialequalityfor

This formidable loking gentleman ithe Rev.Dr.
Samuel H. Cox17931880), one of the original
residents of Charlton Streef.o x wmandfi a

brilliant but eccentric genius, accor di ng

Dictionary of American BiographyA
mesmerizing preachene was aranti-slavery
firebrandearly in his careewhen he lived on our

block.Not only was his house on Charlton Street

attackedin 1834by an antiabolitionistmob, but

to

a woman in Georgia wrote,

come to Savannah. | should love to see him
tarred and feathemd, and his head cut off and
carri ed dafterleavingoaribleck lie
tempered hisnti-slavery viewsmakingenemies
amongthe abolitionists whoonce were his
friends.The photo was taken in about 1855 by
Matthew Brady.
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blacksin orderto promotéanterracialsex andnarriage As tensions mounted, white

mobattacked an abolitionist meeting on Chatham Street on July 9. The following day,

rioterss mas hed the windows

of

Cox06s

church

Charlton, barricading the stiteend breaking into his house. Fortunately, Cox and his

family had fled, but the rioters looted the house and returned thenoeexingto loot it

hue, O

o

again. Mob violence continued throughout Lower Manhattan for three days, targeting the

homes, churches andags of blacks and abolitionists. Shaken by these events, Cox

moved upstate to teach theology.

Decline, Rediscovery and Renaissance

Lower Manhattan was filled withederal and Greek Reviviabmesin the 14" century In

that eraCharltonKing-Vandamwas pst anothemiddle-classneighborhoodn aseaof
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