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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 States. On Charlton Street, American 

history comes alive. 

Charlton, King and Vandam streets were developed in the 1820s by fur trader 

John Jacob Astor on the grounds of a majestic country estate. The north side of Charlton 

today contains the longest unbroken row of Federal and early Greek Revival homes extant 

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

 

 

Charlton Street is located in 

Lower Manhattan, just south 

of Greenwich Village. The 

homes were built in the 1820s 

through the 1840s. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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. 

In recognition of our neighborhoodôs historic and architectural importance, in 

1966 the New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission designated Charlton, King 

and Vandam, from Sixth Avenue to Varick Street, as the Charlton-King-Vandam Historic 

District. This designation means that the buildings cannot be torn down, nor can their 

exteriors be altered without the commissionôs approval. 
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Early History: the Lenape, the Dutch, Queen Anne and Richmond Hill 

If you could go back in time and stand on Charlton Street 400 years ago, you would find 

yourself in a wooded landscape interspersed with swamps and streams. Our neighborhood 

was then a favorite hunting and camping ground of the Lenape, a Native American group. 

Deer, flying squirrels and other wildlife abounded. 

But matters began to change in 1624 when the first Dutch settlers arrived. Soon, 

the Dutch had cleared much of the land south of our neighborhood for 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 England gave a large  

 

The Charlton-King-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 stood west of Varick. In 

1915, American Architect magazine 

described the two buildings as being 

among ñthe best masterpieces of our 

old city homes.ò They were razed in 

1926 to make way for a garage. 

 

 

expanse of land along the Hudson River ï between todayôs Christopher and Fulton 

streets, including all the land on Charlton ï to Trinity Church, an Episcopal parish at 

Broadway and Wall Street. To this day, the church is the largest property-holder in Lower 

Manhattan, owning more than 25 commercial buildings (and the land beneath them) on 

Varick, Hudson and other nearby streets. All of the churchôs prime commercial real estate 

dates back to that 1705 royal grant. 

In contrast to the land still owned by Trinity Church, the land on Charlton 

between Sixth and Varick came into the hands of the residents in a lengthy, circuitous 

manner. The chain of events began in 1767 when the church leased 26 acres ï including 

all the land on todayôs Charlton Street ï to a British major, Abraham Mortier, to build a 

country mansion. Called Richmond Hill, the mansion stood on a low bluff overlooking 
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the Hudson River, just west of todayôs intersection of Charlton and Varick. The residents 

of Richmond Hill, and thus early residents of our neighborhood, included Founding 

Fathers and other luminaries of the time. 

George Washington seized the mansion in 1776 and used it as his Revolutionary 

War headquarters in the summer of that year. He was living at Richmond Hill when the 

Declaration of Independence was proclaimed on July 4, 1776. In September 1776, British 

troops drove Washingtonôs army from the city, and the mansion was occupied by Sir Guy 

Carleton, commander-in-chief of British forces in North America. 

Following the war, Richmond Hill became the vice presidential home of John and 

Abigail Adams in 1789-1790, when New York was the nationôs first capital. Adams  

 
The homes on 

Charlton, King 

and Vandam 

were built on 

the grounds of 

the 26-acre 

Richmond Hill 

estate. The 

estate mansion, 

one of the 

finest in 

colonial New 

York, stood on 

a low bluff 

overlooking the 

Hudson River. 

George 

Washington, 

John Adams 

and Aaron 

Burr were 

among its 

residents. 

 

loved the estate with its beautiful grounds and sweeping views of the Hudson. ñNever did 

I live in so delightful a spot,ò he wrote. 

Aaron Burr, an attorney and U.S. senator, acquired the mansion and the church 

lease on the land in 1794, shortly after his wife died, and lived at Richmond Hill with his 

daughter, Theodosia. In 1797, as residential development pushed northward from the 
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southern end of Manhattan, the Richmond Hill estate stood in its path. To capitalize on 

the opportunity, Burr filed plans with the city to subdivide the estateôs grounds for what 

we would today call tract housing, although his idea of tract housing was considerably 

more elegant than the tract houses of our time. His plans called for the creation of three 

new streets running west from MacDougal Street to the river. (Because Sixth Avenue did 

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

 
We can thank politician Aaron Burr (1756-1836), left, for conceiving the  

idea of Charlton Street, but we can thank fur trader John Jacob Astor 

(1763-1848) for making it happen. The 

Richmond Hill land was owned by Trinity 

Church, an Episcopal parish on Broadway 

at Wall Street. Burr acquired the mansion 

and a church lease on the land in 1794 

and filed plans with the city to subdivide 

the estate, creating Charlton, King and 

Vandam streets. However, he suffered 

financial reversals before he could put his 

plans into action. Subsequently, Astor 

purchased the mansion and the church 

lease and opened Charlton, King and 

Vandam in the 1820s. 

 

 

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 and city alderman. 

 Although the city approved Burrôs plans, he was pressed for money and did not 

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, Burr ï now vice 

president of the United States ï arose from his bed at Richmond Hill and departed for 

Weehawken, New Jersey, for his infamous duel with Alexander Hamilton. After 

wounding Hamilton, Burr returned to Richmond Hill for a leisurely breakfast. But when 

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 

acquitted in a sensational trial, popular opinion condemned him. New York City now 

expunged the name Burr Street from its planning maps and rechristened the proposed 
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roadway Charlton Street in memory of Dr. John Charlton, former president of the New 

York Medical Society and a trustee of Columbia University, who had died months earlier. 

 

John Jacob Astor and the Development of Charlton Street 

Burr ultimately lost the estate to creditors, who sold the mansion and the Trinity Church 

lease on the land to John Jacob Astor. Astor revived Burrôs plans and brought them to 

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 19
th
 century as its population swelled from 65,000 

in 1800 to 250,000 in 1820, creating tremendous demand for housing. In 1820, Astor had 

 

Astor sold church leases on individual 

lots to carpenters and masons, who built 

the homes. One of the most active was a 

carpenter named John V. Gridley, who 

built at least five houses: 37 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 left of the photo, are 

among the lost treasures: they were 

demolished in 1956 and replaced by a 

ten-story apartment building. 

 

 

 

 

the Richmond Hill mansion rolled downhill on logs to the southeast corner of Charlton 

and Varick, the site of todayôs WNYC Greene Space. However, the move was delayed 

briefly by a saboteurôs dirty tricks, as spelled out in a newspaper ad placed on Christmas 

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, Esq. which was advertised to be removed on Wednesday 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 slightest 

injury to the house or fixtures. 
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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 theater and was 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 into individual building lots. He then sold church leases 

on the lots to carpenters and masons, who built the houses and lived in them or sold them 

to merchants and professionals. 

Most of todayôs private homes on Charlton, King and Vandam are Federal-style 

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

 

 

 

Nearly all the homes on Charlton Street 

originally had dormers, but only these three 

on the south side ï numbers 20 through 24, 

immediately west of todayôs 2 Charlton ï 

still do. They were photographed in the 

1930s by Berenice Abbott, known for her 

documentation of New York City 

architecture. Number 20 at the far left had a 

stoop when the photo was taken. The stoop 

was later removed but has recently been 

restored in a major renovation of the 

building. 

  

 

 

beauty and proportion. However, the townhouses at 15, 17, 19 and 21 Charlton are 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 church sold the 

residents the land on which their homes stood. 
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Clement C. Moore, who wrote The Night Before Christmas, was the most famous 

original resident of our block, living briefly at 1 Charlton (now torn down) with his wife, 

Catherine, and their nine children. Although Moore came from a well-to-do family, 

Charlton Street was not a rich personôs block. As shown in the 1830 city directory, Enoch 

Armitage at 12 Charlton was a hosiery merchant, Noah Camp at 17 Charlton a carpenter, 

Samuel Darling at 24 Charlton an accountant and Jared Pope at 32 Charlton a rigger. 

Nearly all the residents had English or Dutch names, and for good reason: the cityôs 

population was still predominantly of English and Dutch stock. 

If we are to judge by the 1830 U.S. census, Charlton Street attracted many 

families with young children, as might be expected of a new neighborhood. The census 

shows scores of children under ten. (Of course, families were bigger then.) It also shows 

that the majority of adults were under 40, suggesting that many of the original residents 

were relatively young and still up-and-coming in their careers. 

 

Horse Manure and Riots 

New York was a wonderful place to live in the 19
th
 century, as it is today. One observer 

said the city ñpossesses a combination of leisurely charm and relatively unsophisticated 

flamboyance.ò Yet, life was primitive by modern standards. Because Charlton Street was 

initially a dirt road and horses were the primary means of transportation, boots became 

covered with mud and manure. Nearly two centuries later, many of the homes still have 

their original cast-iron railings with boot scrapers. Early maps show outhouses in the 

backyards. Running water and indoor plumbing did not arrive on Charlton Street until the 

1860s. Electricity made its debut in the 1890s. 

Today fires are a rarity and seldom jump from one building to the next. In the 19
th
 

century, by contrast, they were a constant threat because of the use of fireplaces, candles 

and oil lamps. Moreover, they could spread rapidly because of the rudimentary 

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 overrun by a racist mob seeking to harm the Rev. Samuel H. Cox, 
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who lived at 3 Charlton. Cox was an abolitionist in an era when abolitionists were viewed 

as radicals and troublemakers. Days before the mob invaded Charlton Street, he had 

preached that Americans should have sympathy for the plight of slaves because Jesus 

ñwas a colored mané probably of a dark Syrian hue,ò a description that infuriated many 

whites. Newspapers accused Cox, who was himself white, of seeking social equality for 

 

This formidable looking gentleman is the Rev. Dr. 

Samuel H. Cox (1793-1880), one of the original 

residents of Charlton Street. Cox was ña man of 

brilliant but eccentric genius,ò according to the 

Dictionary of American Biography. A 

mesmerizing preacher, he was an anti-slavery 

firebrand early in his career when he lived on our 

block. Not only was his house on Charlton Street 

attacked in 1834 by an anti-abolitionist mob, but 

a woman in Georgia wrote, ñI wish he would 

come to Savannah. I should love to see him 

tarred and feathered, and his head cut off and 

carried on a pole.ò After leaving our block, he 

tempered his anti-slavery views, making enemies 

among the abolitionists who once were his 

friends. The photo was taken in about 1855 by 

Matthew Brady. 

 

 

 

blacks in order to promote interracial sex and marriage. As tensions mounted, a white 

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

rioters smashed the windows of Coxôs church on Laight Street and swept north to 

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

family had fled, but the rioters looted the house and returned the next morning to loot it 

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

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

moved upstate to teach theology. 

 

Decline, Rediscovery and Renaissance 

Lower Manhattan was filled with Federal and Greek Revival homes in the 19
th
 century. In 

that era, Charlton-King-Vandam was just another middle-class neighborhood in a sea of 


