A REPORTER AT LARGE

. THE MAKING OF BOERUM HILL

ROUND 1964, the name Boe-
rum Hill began to appear on

maps of Brooklyn's old brown-
stone neighborhoods. The name, an-
nouncing a new residential arca in
downtown Brooklyn, was to be seen
not on all maps but chiefly on those that
had heen drawn up in Boerum Hil it-
self. People living in such nearby arcas
as Brooklyn Heights, Cobble Hill, and
Park Slope —the establishment, so to
speak, of Brooklyn’s brownstone neigh-
borhoods—had never heard of a pl:n‘e
called Boerum Hill. And later, when
tl1e],' had had more frequent accasion
to notice the name, they stll did not
want to au:knml.lrctg« it on the ntighv
borhond maps that they drew, They
had discovered by then that Boerum
Hill was a made-up name, and that the
area it stoad for did not truly belong in
the family of brownstone neighbor-
hoods Like their own. The frosty recep-
tion these neighborhoods accorded the
parvenu Boerum Hill put a few people
in mind of something John Lomas and
Alfred 5. Peace said in their book “The
Wealthy Men and Women of Brooklyn
arm] Williamsburgh,” which was pub-

Tlicl in 1847 : “Persons who move in
sociery with borrowed ]:-ium:::-'., and oth-
s who assume high positions from

fictitions capital and merely ostensible

priss sionsg, have fele alarm lest their
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real situations be made apparent.” T'his
criticism could not, however, be broadly
applied to Boerum Hill. That it was in-
deed wearing the horrowed plumes of a
refined-sounding name not even its most
faithful partisans would deny. But
most of the people living there at that
time could pretend neither to capital
nor to much in the way of possessinns,
‘I'he only imposture of which they stood
rightfully accused, then, was that of
taking on a highn::r—s.mmding name than
their crcumstances justified, Sull, it
was their intcnton, as time went on, to
live up to the name they had adopted—
to raise themselves to the status it im-
plied.

The unkindest cut of all had come
fromn within Boerum Hill itself. The
name had been coined so recently, and
by such a small number of the resi-
dents, that peopls who had heen living
in the area all their lives had never
heard of Bocrum Hill and hadn®t the
slightest idea where it was. Mareaver,
those among them who were poor—
which in 1964 meant almost every-
body—did not care what their neigh-
baorhiood was called. T handfu! of

penple who had coined the name Boe-
rum Hill should not have becn sur-
prised by the reactions it evuk 1, or

Eiled to evoke, They should have real

ized the difficulty of the task they had
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assigned themselves- to lift out of ob-
scurity a community that had been rela-
tively anonymous cven in the days when
its standding as a residential area was
higher, and that in more recent decades
had deteriorated into one of the most
desolate shums in Brooklyn.

The n::igh[’mrhnn:l in questl'on oc-
cupies a rectangle of something over
thirty blocks adjacent to the business
district of downtown Brooklyn. It i
enclosed by Schermerhorn Strect on
the north, Wyckoff Strect on the south,
Fourth Avenue on the east, Court
Street on the west, and one block of
Warren Street between Bond and
Nevins. Crisscrossing within the arca
are Smith, Hoyt, Bond, Nevins, State,
Pacific, Dean, and Bergen Streets,
Boerum Place, and Third and Atlantic
Avenues. Up uniil the early nincteen-
sixties, this community had no formal
boundanes. It had SI-[TJIII}' hlended, or
bled, into the areas sm’ruutlding it—
especially the business district and a
large community to the south called
Gowanus. If Court Street, to the wost,
had always been regarded by some
pecple as an informal boundary, it
was because lying on the other side
of it were the well-known and highly

esteemed brownstone neighborhoads ¢ f
Cobble Hill and Browk!y o Helghiso s
Lit s the etd of the :L;!:.'.\._a.'l!'l‘lrr.i.'\-,
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if one had asked residents of Boerum
Hill where they lived some would have
said Borough Hall, which s not far
away, and most would have said down-
town Brooklyn, which & a convenient
catchall. But the official name of the
area was North Gowanus.

To the middle-class professionals
who began moving there in the mid-
sixties, Borough Hall and downtown
Brooklyn were bad enough as names,
for they sugzested linle more than
political activity and the noise of com-
merce. But North Gowanus was worse,
for whenever strangers heard the name
all they could think of was the Gao-
wanus Canal, which lies a shore dis-
tance away. And by then the Gowanus
Canal had been a dumping place for
sa many pollutants— largely industri-
al wastes- that it had become possibly
the most unsightly and smelly body of
water in all of New York City. S0 it
is not hard to sec why the middle-class
families, mostdy from Manhattan, who
were moving into North Gowanus in
the mid-sixties—investing futures and
savings in a shabby, dilapidated area—
felt the need for a different name, One
of them, a fiction writer, remarked a
decade later, “You don’t believe that
the middle class is going to start a new
neighborhood and call it North Go-
wanus, do you? Who wan:s to live in
North Gowanus, for God's sake?™

ESPITE the jokes that Manhat-
tanites often make about Brook-

lyn, that borough has been for more
{than a hundred and fifty years a sort

{of haven for refugees from across the
| East River. What it offered middle-

and upper-income Manhattanites in the
old days was a chance to live in spa-
cious houses of their own, and the op-

“}portunity to satisfy their hunger for
~7 {]a sedate residential atmosphere. With
- i|only brief interruptions, this tradition

has persisted. Today, most of the peo-

‘| ple who own brownstones in Boerum

‘| Hill, as in other old neighborhoods of

Brooklyn, moved there at one time or

‘| another from Manhattan.

Since the middle of the eightecn-

‘| hundreds, Brooklyn has had more liv-

ing space, more brownstones, and more

| Anc brownstone neighborhoods than
{any other borough of New York City,
{In the early years of the nineteenth
“ L century, while Brooklyn was graduaﬂ_r
1 r.]cvc:]upmw inte a city—which it be-

came in 1834—its leaders and men of

N affairs must have ruled out any attempt

at emulating Manhatean as a eenter of

M ogreat financial enterprise and cultural

attainments. The kind of city they

chose to builld was one mm which busi-



ness and Tndustry could flourish on a
modest scale along with modes of do-
mesticity and tmnqtlml-l'.}' that were not
so plentiful in Manhaitan, And they
appear to have succeeded so well, and
so carly, in what they set out to do
that by about 1890 the proudest boasts
heard in Brooklyn were that it was the
city of churches and the community of
homes,

When city people said “homes” in
the nineteenth century, they did not
mean apartment buildings, however
superior their apartment buildings
were to much of what is being put up
these days. They meant row houses or
il,rn.rrn houses——those charming :|i1tfqlltfs
that survive in Brooklyn and Manhat-
tan today as reminders of the Feder-
al (1780s-1830s), Greck Revival
(18205-40s), Italianate (1840s-70s),
and Gothic Revival (1840s-50s) peri-
ods in American architecture, In other
words, they were talking about “brown-
stones”—the term under which all
these houses are lumped today, whether
!they are in fact brownstones (those
whose fagades are covered with a thin
layer of brown sandstone), or have
facings of gray limestone, or are red-
hrick frents with marble or brownstone
trim. At any rate, during the eighteen-
hundreds more of these houses were
put up in Brooklyn than anywhere clse
in what is now New York City, which
is why Brooklyn also came to possess
the largest number of elegant brown-
stone neighborhoods.

The carliest and the most elegant of
these neighhorhoods was  Brooklyn
Heights, which had heen a wooded
Wuff looking our across MNew York
Harbor and commanding a dramatic
view of lower Manhattan, Its estab-
lishment as 2 residential community he-
zan soon after 1814 —the year Man-
hattan and Brooklyn were first linked
by a steam ferry. Wealthy merchants
from across the Fast River bhegan
building mansions on the bluff, and in
a few years they had transformed it
into Manhattan’s first suburh, Writing
more than a century later, Harold C.
Syrett, 2 Columbia University historan,
ohseived:

The residents of Brooklyn Heights
gazed from their solid perches with dis-
dain on the *vigorous, voluble, somewhat
less respectable population™ which sur-
rounded, but even today, has not been
shle to storm this citadel of gentility....
The Kings County version of Back Bay
was peopled by gentlemen “of solid re-
spectability and well lined simplicity,”
who leit their offices shortly afrer chree;
returned from Moanhattan on the Wall
Street Ferry: dined at four; and then
during the long spring twilights went on
2 sedate drive to the outskirts of the city.

«-. Like ‘members of any other aristoc-
racy, residents on the Heights were con-
viiced that they possessed inherent quali-
tics not shared by those in the lower
castes. ... 1 heir children were forhidden
to associate with the offzspring of the lews
elevated sections of Brooklyn.

The development of Brooklyn
Heights was followed by that of the
slightly less elegant Cobble Hill, Carroll
Gardens, Fort Greene, Clinton Hill,|
and Park Slope. This building move-'
ment crept gradually inland from the
waterfront, up a gentle slope that be-|
gins in downtown Brooklyn and l::m]s|
in the vicinity of Prospect Park and the |
Brocklyn Public Library, VWhat con-
ferred prestige upon these neighbor-
hoods was not just the stately brown-
stones that lined the streers or the
prospernus class wo which meost of the
residents belonged but also the fashion-
able names that the neighborhoods
bore. Who wouldn’t have wanted two
live in a neighborhood with a name
like Brooklyn Heights or Clinton Hill
or Park Slupt?

These were not, of course, the only
brownstone neighborhoods cstablished
as the building movement spread grad-
ually from downtown Brooklyn up to
Prospect Park. They were simply the
most stately and genteel, the ones most
worth speaking of. A number of others,
especially those built after the eighteen-
forties, were occupied chiefly by small
husinessmen, ward policians, industri-
ous tradesmen, and moderately success-
ful professionals, All these neighbor-
hoods remained relatively stable until
well into this century, though the
wealthier residents had been maoving
away for snme tme- especially when,
with the inception of the public-transit
system, Brooklyn smrted  becoming
more and more accessihle to the lower-
middle and working classes of Manhat-
tan, Dubng the Depression, however, ||
the exodus of old families accelerated,
and the neighborhoods started running
down. This trend continued unel the
end of the Second World War, by
which time many of the once siately
orownstones had been converted into
apartment houses for the middle clas
or rooming houses for the working
¢lass and the poor.

According to Joy and Paul Wilkes,
the authors of the book “You Don't
Have to Be Rich to Own a Brown-
stone,” many of the old familiss
“moved to the suburbs instead of try-{
ing o cope with coal-burning stoves,
gaslight fixtures, ailing tailets, jullg]csl
of lead pipe in the cellar, and pecling
wallpaper.” The authors continue,
“The homes hecame mainly rooming
houses with old people and transients




as their new occupants, There were al-
most no children, and young people
were moving out in droves, The area
was deteriorating so rapidly that slum-
dom scemed only a few years away.”
iT}:is was not unifarmly true of all the
neighborhoods. For instance, slumdom
descended more heavily and more rap-
idly upon Clinton Hill, Fort Greene,
and Narth Gowanus than upon Brook-
lyn Heights, Even in those places,
moreover, not all the longtime residents
decided to move away. And of those
who did move away, not all did so be-
cause of headaches with coal stoves and
the like. Some left because their chil-
dren had grown up and gonc, and oth-
ers because, with the gradual invasion
of the lower classes, it no longer meant
what it once had to live in an exclusive
brownstone neighborhood, By the nine-
teen-filties, one did not in fact have to
be rich to own a brownstone. Many of
the old residential neighborhoods in
Brooklyn- -though by no means in
Brooklyn alone, or in New York City
alone, for that matter—were so run-
down, and some of the houses were he=
ing offered for sale at such low prices,
that almost anybody of modest means
conld afford the down payment on
a brownstone, It was an astonishing
reversal of the impressive circums-
stances in which these brownstones and
!fTFwst neighhorhoods had come inte
being more than a hundred years be-
lore.

This deterioration led to one of the
remarkable urban developments in re-
cent times—the  brownstone-renova-
tion movement. Couples, a few with
children, and mostly from Manhat-
tan, hegan going to Brooklyn, buying
brownstones at prices ranging from
twelve thousand dollars to thirty thou-
sand, fixing them up, living in them,
and refurbishing the neighborhoods
around them. Many of these people
were middle-income professionals and
artists, who needed more living and
working space than they could afford
to rent in Manhattan, They became
known as brownstone renovators, and
they did not mind answering to that
quite accurate description. But since,
as educated people, they were taken
with Victorian ambience—conscious of
the residental tradition they were at-
tempting to restore—they much pre-
ferred the stylish term “brownstoners.™
It implied that they were not just re-
pairing and living in brownsiones—ig-
norant, like so many ordinary tenants,
of the culwral and historical hack-
ground of these old dwellings—hut
that they were qualified by imagination
jand tasre to appreciate what they once

stood for. It also implied that in sa ving
the houses from collapse they deserved
to be commended for being protectors
of one of New York Ciry’s rich but
neglected historical treasures, Perhaps
their feeling that they were among the
last custodians of an architectural past
that was in danger of disappearing was
what made them so aggressively Fussy
over the minutiae of Victorian decora-
tive detail. It is doubtful whether the
rﬁru*tr'|‘.11T_]'L-{'Eﬂr.m'}' people who built the
hauses in the first place had such a feel-
ing for roof brackets and cornices, par-
quet and wide-plank floors, panelled
dressing  rooms, carved mahogany
woodwork, elaborate celling  conter-
picces, 5[3fr1ﬂ‘1—ghss doors, wooden
shutters, and cast-iron fences—which
15 not to say that the original residents
took no aesthetic pleasure in such things.
Finally, the term “brownstoners” im-
plied a certain neo-pioneer  heraism.
Many of the new owners felt that in
helping to arrest the decay of certain
areas of New York City they were af-
firming, against the direst predictions, a
belief in the city™s future—showing that
it €an be a livable place for everyone.
The renovators, or brownstoners,
were mostly white, with some hlacks
and Puerto Ricans and a scattering of
Chinese and Japanese. I'hey were gen-
erally hiberal in political atttude. A sur-
vey conducted some time ago by an
organization of brownstone ncfg]:d'u,r-
hoods in Brooklyn found that Brooklyn
brownstoners  were mostly in their
twenties, thirties, and forties; were
mostly married (eighty-seven per
cent); had an average of 1.5 children;
earned from ten thousand to thiny
thousand dollars a year; were hizily
educated (ninety-one per cent had col-
lege degrees); and tended to send their
children to private schools. To guote
from a leaflet prepared by a group

called Today’s Consumer, Lid., the |

brownstoners were “pioneers in inner
city housing.” The leaflet continues:

While creating agreesble fiving spuce
for themselves, they often bring together
the bezr of the traditional and the con-
temporary in architecture and interior de-
sign. They are inventive, creative, and
dogzed aboutr making something special
out of the {frequently) derelict house
they buy. They have a strong sense of
community; are collectors {ie., scaven-
gers); tree and animal people; and have
a lor to do with building or rebuilding
the neighborhond where they have come
ta live.

Today, these people have totally re-
stored Brooklyn Heights, where the

renovation movement in Brooklyn be-
gan. They have virwally finished re-

sturing Cobble Hill. Park Slope and



Clhinton Hill are in advanced stages of
renovatinn. Carroll Gardens had less
need for revival than most of the other
neighborhoods, because it was one of
the few whose population had remained
relatively stable since at least the early
decades of this century. And Fort
Greene is now passing through some of
the early phases of revival.

HE brownstones in what is now

called Boerum Hill were built be-
tween the late eighteen-fortics and the
middle cighteen-seventies, and are most-
ly Greek Revival and Ttalianate in ar-
chitecture. They are nowhere near as
stately as many of the houses in Brook-
lyn Heights and Cobble Hill, or as
lavish mn their exterior and interior de-
tails as some of those in Clinton Hill
and Park Slope. They are on the plain
and unostentatious side, but they met
the need of their early owners—the
ward politicians, the small businessmen,
the successful tradesmen—for a modest
respectability. In fact, the “A.LA.
Guide to New York City™ claims thar
North Gowanus was “a  fashionable
district™ in the nineteenth century, that
visitors to the area “included Washing-
ton Irving, James Fenimore Cooper,
and William Cullen Bryant,” and that
“Sidney Lanier lived briefly at 195
IJcan Streer.”

At different times between the
eighteen-forties and the nincteen-for-
ties, the population of the area was
made uwp largely of Scandinavians,
Dutch, Germans, Lithuanians, Poles,
Irish, Itzlians, and a small community
of itinerant Indians—the Caughna-
wagas—irom Quechee. It began losing
must of its old families in the nineteen-
thirties, when homeowners started sell-
ing out and moving elsewhere, By the
end of the Second World War, the
majority of them had gone. They werc
succesded chiefly by rent speculators
and absentee landlords, whe houghe
up the hrownstones and turned them
into low-income apartment houses and
roovming houses. After a few years,
Puerto Ricans made up the largest eth-
nic group in the neighborhood, followed
by blacks, plus a handful of working-
class Irish and Italians and a few of
the original home-owning families who
had stayed.

People who remember what the
neighborhood looked like in the late
nineteen-fifties say that to walk
through most of it then was to make
nne’s way past loose garbage scattered
or piled up in front of buildings; bro-
ken furniture littering sidewalks and
vacant lots; gangs of young toughs

hanging out on sireet corners; and

ratty-Inoking tenements with hroken
doors and windows. By 1960, it was
virtvally a slum, and the City of New
York had dedgnated it a prime area
for demoliion and high-rise urban-
renewal housing projects. It was into
these surroundings that Helen Buckler,
a writer and public-relations woman
from Manhattan, chose te move iIn
1962—a decision that opened a new
chapter in the history of North Go-
wanus and added an absorbing one to
the story of the brownstonc-revival
movement in Brooklyn. '

Today, at eighty-three, Miss Buck-
ler lives in her own renovated four-
story brownstone on Dean Sireet, be-
tween Nevins and Bond. She occupics
the garden and parlor floors (she has
always rented out the rest), and moves
among her nineteenth-century furnish-
ings with the help of a cane, having
suffered a hip infection some years ago:
Untl the avtumn of 1974, when she
entered the hospital te have cataracts
removed, her eyesight had also been
falling for some time. Miss Buckler,
who 15 a Qu;llﬁ:‘]‘, attends an old
Friends mectinghouse in the neighbor-
hood. She says she has always lived
in brownstones, ever since coming
to New York in 1922, immediately
after graduating from the University
of Illinois, in Urbana, Among the
things she loves hest about brownstones
are the fircplaces. “I’ve always had
a fireplace,” she said one day not long
ago. “I counted at one time, before [
maoved here, and dizcovered thar T had
opened up somecthing like eight fire-
places in New York. You see, when
you move into soane of these huildings
vou find that the fireplaces have been
closed for years.” The total number
she has opened up is now twelve, in-
{_]:rdfng the four in her present house
on Dean Street.

A foew days after Miss Buckler came
to New York, she was hired by The
Nation as a secretary. The magazine
was then heing edited by Oswald Gar-
rison Villard and had offices on Vesey
Street. “Carl Van Deoren, who intro-
duced me to Villard, had just left as
litcrary editor,” she recalls. “And my
nominal job was to be secretary to
Juhn Macy, who took over from Van
Daoren as literary editor. Macy was
then scparated from his wife, Anne
Sullivan, who taught Helen Keller.
Even as a sccretary, I wrote short
editorial items for The Nation. I got
an apartment in Breoklyn Heights, on
the top floor of a hrownstone on Gar-
den Place that was owned by Tracy
Mygau and Frances Witherspoon, two
likeral ladies of the tme. And that was

where T opened my first fireplace. Aft-
er about a year and a half, I went to
Paris, where I worked on a paper for
two years, and when I came hack I
found an apartment in a brownstone in
the Village. And I upenced my next
fireplace there. When 1 moved out of
the Village, in 1927, T went up to East
End Avenue, And T npened up a fire-
place there. T remember that I almost
burned the house down with cannel
coal, After that, I lived on East Fifty-
sixth Streer. And I opened up a heaud-
ful fircplace there. Then I moved to
West Forty-ninth Street, into one of
the last brownstones left on the site
where Radio City now stands, Tt was

1a lovely brownstome, and when they
[{tore it down I found an apartment on

the top floor of a brownstone on East
Eighteenth Street, where | proceeded
to open up yvet anather fircplace.”

Miss Buckler was getting on in years
by then, and, although she was essen-
tally a writer, she had done “all sorts

il of work, including poliics.” Around

1958, contemplating her advancing
years, she asked hersclf, “What i to
become of yort” She had no savings to
speak of. She had been in the habit of
going off to Paris “every chance I got,”
which meant as often as she had put
aside enough to pay for a trip. One day
in 1960, she was walking with a friend
who vwned a town house in George-
town, and the friend said, “You know,
with five thousand dnllars you could
buy your own home.” Of course, the
friecnd was referring only to the down
payment, but Miss Buckler replied that
even that was then impossible,

As soon as Miss Buckler was able to
save the suggesied amount, she started
looking around in Manhattan for a
brownstone. She could find nothing
priced lower than forty thousand del-
lars—which neant a much larger
down payment than the five thou-
sand she then had. She was looking
through the Times onc Sunday morn-
ing when she noticed an ad for a four-
story brownstone in what was described
as “the Borough Hall scction™ of
Brooklyn, which was really the area
some people called North Gowanus.
The asking price was eighteen thousand
five hundred dollars, and, considering
what brownstones were going for in
Manhattan, Miss Buckler found it hard
to believe. “Why is a brownstone going
so cheaply? ™ she asked the agent when
she called up. Well, the agent said, it
was because the house was in a mixed
neighborhood, Since she was not
alarmed at the prospect of living in a
mived neighborhood, she went uver o
Brooklyn, looked at the house, and de-

1..3".‘L



cided to huy. It was the house on Dean
Street where she now lives,

Miss Buckler’s friends were shocked
to hear that she had bought a house n
North Gowanus. To them, living
such an area was unthinkable, Nor was
her confidence strengthened when some
of the older residents told her that ex-
cept for the rooming-house speculators
she was the first “outside person” in
years to buy a house in the commumity.
She herself could not help noticing how
shabby the area was, that there were
“gaps in some of the blocks, like teeth
missing in a face,” that “there were

lot of noisy people” on the streets,
“were always fighting.” But she
reminded herself that these conditions
could be found in many other sections
of New York, Besides, it was the best
opportunity she had had to live in a
brownstone of her own, and to open
up fireplaces of her own The house
was also within easy walking distance
of every major subway line 1o Man-
hattan, and was only a few blocks from
the Friends mectinghouse,

In August of 1962, Miss Buckler
moved in. “I had made up my mind
that T might lose my five thousand,”
she said later., “And, in fact, I had a
bad scramble for a while. The boiler
broke, the roof leaked, and all sors of
things happened. During this time, 1
became ill and had to go into the hospi-
tal. So I had to negotiate a lot of these
problems from my bed, I had to reno-
vate the upper floors first, so that I
could rent them and get an income
from them. There were problems there,
too. For instance, the city wanted me
to take out one of the hathrooms up-
stairs, hecause they were afraid my

who

tenants would cook in it. T said no, T
wouldn't do it. T asked them why they
were so concerned with how many
bathrooms poor people or middle-in-

! 't:._n."'ll oweld them 1_ atif 0
!E'-'F:'lg on Park Avenue they
nr 1o tell me how

[ cruld have in my

I finnlly zon my cer-

'-.:'-':I 1 I i "_|! 1o

1 ] in Augist of 1963,
They were a ile from Man-

.!-.‘...'u.]*h'l. :T!u_]u.uj-l]']'-"‘f'
Afier thar, I unnrl to Hilton Kr: m'u-r,
the 1.t critic of the Timees, He and lis
vife ¢f h n: fur three vears,
b witr it @ huase in 1;". 4t mrl_
“j‘-’. [ Tl-*’ Al
of the house T nnm,‘utr:i_ 1 had had
to Jive in it for a while with the old
faded green walls and the pami peeling
off everything, Nothing had been paint-

ar 'I-I.i

r was the ll.l.'-t part

el foar yoars, B CxCepT for the uper
Aiwars had heen convermed into
a rooming house, the house had lovely
AP dntments, The woman [ hollght it
froom had lived an the p::r]rrr floor her-
welf. The house would Liave heen in
fimpessinle shape if she had pot bheen
living here. She had hought it from a
Polish familv that had lived here for
foriy years, So when T got around to
ﬁ_\_'.'n_-:l__ up the parlor I L‘}:;u‘.gi‘d things as
little 2¢ o e. I was Jucky w find all
the afginal etched-gls: dacrs intact.
T fous nd the round ove

aathering dust in the nu] ir. | he hnuse
hqd elaharaie maldi ngs, and the mir-
rurs had  gilr frames. The original
chandcliers Fad been aken out, and
snmicthing Edwardian—-with chains
‘-__-;fng devwen—Dhad been put in. [
wasn't ahle to find a chandclier that
wag in kecping with the ptn'm‘l of the
house, T di S e i i ique shop
and 1t had the Ii:-__'l-l.[ :u}IL‘, but it
was poo small f-.-r the ]- rlor. Then, of
cere the freplaces, fhcre
are a lot uf pghpu: ,".]'I-.“.t buy these
and ﬂﬂn’t waAnL o F—p:?nﬂ the
moncy o fix the chimnevs, Kndif 1hc1.'
drn’t fix the 1...:7.'. neys, why, they can't
use their fireplaces. Hut,_ fnee Fr-_*!ucs
n, the chimney was the
first thing I did. And nosw [ have four

good wor L:ng fircpl aces”
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"'l'*HE protlems Aiss Buckler had in
11'\'3'1&: to restere her hrow

were nothing com 1.11'-:& with these she
L-.-u--'m.-u'.cnd in trying o sItFACt 3 new
middle-incoine prpulation to the neigh-
horhoed, Hardly any real-zstate brokers

"HI'HU"_'-. Er-m*- -5 in that

= !'ﬁl:]n.

“T:-,L-_:,- wouldn™t wach
ien-faot pole,” she said.
d i low clzs2 and dubi-
y and whatnot. They
ne the whire middle class
waniinz to move inte 2 nelzhborhood
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couldn’t imag?

Gowanus once possessed had vanished
from cverything but the momories of
the few old famiblies that had
living there. These survivors were like
the occasional little
times sees stll blooming in an aban-
doned ga rden, OVCTEROWIL W ith weeds.
And the presence of these old families
strengthened Miss Buckler in the hope
that something of the past could be re-
vived in the community.

One Wock down from Mass Biickier's
brownstone on Dean Streer was the
home of William Miiller and his wife,
Frances, A polished, softspoken law-
ver in his sixties, with an understared
wit and a sell-mocking sparkle in his
eyes, Miller soll lives in the house
where he was born, in 1909, His fecling
for the neighborhood is evidently strong
enough to have kept him there through
the years of its decline. What he nev-
er did like was the name. When he was
a student at Columbia, he used to be
embarrasscd when any of his classmates
asked him where he lived. Recalling
the experience recently, he said he
wished he could have told them he
lived in a place like Brooklyn Heights
or Park Slope—because whenever he
told them he was from downtown
Brocklyn (since not everyone called it
North Guwanus} he got nothing but
odd looks. The Millers’ house was buile
in 1839, and William Miiller’s father,
a plumbing contractor, bought it in
1902, It retains its original ornamen-
tation and much of the furniture that

continued

flowers one Sume-

was owned by Miller’s parents. Frances
McGoldrick Miiller is as blunt and |
ourspoken as her hushand is oblique and |
underseated, She evidently carries a
good deal of the neighhorhood’s past in
her head, cherishes it, and sees no rea-
son to he sllent about 1. “This 15 #of a
renovated house,” she announces to
visitors right away. “The young people
who are going in for Victorian houses
now like to come in here and look
around, to see how people lived in such
houses in the old days.” Like her hus-
band, she was born and brought up on
the hlock—in a house that hc‘r g and-
mother bought in 1834, and in which
her own maother was brought up.
“When my mother was growing up,
people over here didn't even bother m
think about places Fke Cobble Hill,”
Frances Maller says. “They didn't
think they were that inferior. She told
me that young gentlemen used to go
ca]]ing on the ladies over here on Easter
and New Year's Day. The men wore
top hats, and they used to arrive in what
was called a coach-and-two—a carriage
with two horses.”

Also Living on Dean Strcer were a




few- people the Miillers had known
for decades, One was Gerrrude Ma-
honey, who hal moved there as a
child, in 1908; her parcnts, who had
bought the house, became well-known
undertakers in the area. Anne Chiv=
vis was snother who had continued to
live in the house where she was born.
She is a granddaughter of Lawrence J.
Tormey, a prominent Democratic poli-
tician in Brooklyn during the eightcen~
eightics, who once represcnted the
Third Ward in the State Assembly.
And over on Bergen Street there was
Ida Olliffe, whose brother, the late
Lewis Olliffe, had been a State Su-
preme Court Justice and, hefore that,
a member of the State Assembly.

It was to people like these that
Helen Buckler turned in her efforts to
begin a restoration movement in her
new purlieus. Latc in 1963, real-cstate
agents were still not showing much in-
terest in advertising houses in the area.
And, to judge from the garbage that
was still piling up in the streets, and
the high rate of crime, neither the Sani-
tation Department nor the Police De-
partment considered the community
worthy of serious attention. To Miss
Buckler, there scemed to be no alterna-
tive but t organize. She called a meet-
ing in her parlor —it was attended by
seven or right representatives of the
old home-owning {amilies-—and by the
end of the meeting they had agreed 1o
form a neighborhood association.

One thing the people at the meeting
were not able 1o agree on was what
name to give their new ASSOCTATION.
They could not imagne hoisting a
fresh neighborhood flag under the stale
and shabby auspices of “North Go-
wanus” or “Downtown Brooklyn.’
They were quite clear in their minds,
however, about what they wanted the
new association to do: hadger the city
into improving sanitation and police
services; kcep pressuring  real-estate
agencies w advertise houses in the com-
munity; and publicize as widely as pos-
gible their vision of a rehabilitated mid-
dle-class residential neighborhood.

The temporary lack of a name for
their association proved to he a more
serious drawback than Miss Buckler
and her followers had imagined. Al-
most no one was impressed by demands
coming from a residental section that
did not even have a name to call itself by.
The answer began to cmerge one day
carly in 1964, when Miss Buckler
received a visitor from Manhatian, an
old friend who had once worked with
her when they were copywriters for
the J. Walter Thompson agency, DMiss
BuckKler mentioned the trouble she was

having in finding a name for the new
association of wl |L11 she was preadent.
A while Jater, both were standing by a
window and admiring an old sycamore
tree thay then v Az Buckler's
gate, and her visitor suggested that it
might not he a bhad iden to call the
neighborhood Sycamere Hill—a sug-
grsﬁnn Mics Buckler found i:ls[:ll]ﬂ}’
appealing. A hill North Gowanus cer-
tainly was not. Liing at the bottom
of the slope that . from downtown
Brooklyn to Prospece Park, it was, if
anything, a valley, But the term "Hll
had an irresistble appeal. Tt was high-
Iy favored among refined residential
areas, and it could not help conferring
some badly needed presuge upon her
neighborhood.

Mis= Buckler’s cnthusgiasm for the
name Sycamore inexplicably did not
last, however, and soon after the wvisit,
she journeved over to the Long Tsland
Historical Saciety, on Pierrepont Street,
in Brooklyn Heights, in search of fur-
ther advice. The curator there told her
that he himself would not recommend
the Pnl{c}r of naming il:fg|1lw}!'hﬂt}ds
after flowers, shrubs, or trees. He said
that a historical name was ;1111‘:@'5 pref-
erable—one commemorating cither an
event or a person. Sitdng her at a table,
he woent away and returned with a few
ugh:etmhagemun maps of downtown
HrrmH}n The maps showed many of
the Dutch farms and homesteads that
were in the North Gowanus area be-
fore it was divided up into streets and
avenues. Looking over the names of
the old farmers, Miss Buckler found
herself drawn to the name Boerum,
which was already the name of a streer
in the neighborhond. The most famous
member of that family was Simon Boe-
rum, whao, historians say, would have
been omc of the signers of the Decla-
ration of Independence if he had not
died in 1775, for Boerum rrpresemcd
Kings County in the Assembly of
what was then the C:Itﬂi'i}’ of New
York, and was cne of New York's del-
egates to the Sccond Cuontinental Con-
gress, in Philadelphia. Franklin Burdge,
one of Boctum’s hicgraphers, wrote in
1576:

steendd by

Mot long after the year 1733 he bought
in that part oi Brooklyn called Gowanus,
a farm of 80 acres. .. Brooklyn at that
time was a pleasant agricultural town of
about 700 white and 200 black inhahi-
tants, the latzer almost sl slaves.

Burdge =zlso wrote, of Bocrum's
scrvice in the New York Assembly:

He voted Yes o everyr maotion con-
demning the acts of the Brinsh Parlia-
ment and Mo o every ..i,"--:_;]llﬂm'l by which
the lovakists seught to pledge the Culony

of New York to support the more mod-
erate measures of British oppression.

When Miss Buckler returned o

North Gowanus, she called a meeting
uf her EUHQ‘igIJri and comvinced them
that the name of the neighborhood and
its association should be Boesrum Hill,
She then launched a campaign to pub-
licize the neighborhood and its new
natne, But in areas like Cobble Il and
Brooklyn Heights, and ¢ven in the re-
named neighborhomd dwself, the cam-
paign faltered in the face of a firm
conviction that Boecrum Hill existed
only in the heads of the peine who
had thought it up. One of the first posi-
tive responses to Aliss Bucklers cam-
-mgn was a story in the Hmnkhn sCC-
tion of the TWorld-Telegram & 8w on
March 26, 1964, Under the headline
“RESCUE OFERATION ON ‘ROERUM
HILL, ™ the story reported that Helen
Buckler, “wha likes old brownstones
with a fireplace in every room, is spear-
heading a campaign to win public ac-
ceptance of a new name, ‘Boerum
Hill, for a rundown section of down-
town Brooklyn.”

]:{I.?BERT and Patricia Snyder do not
remember today whether they
read that story. Bur if they did, their
spirits must have received a great lift,
because only a month or so earlicr they
had meoved info zn old brownstone on
Dean  Strect—ithe  first middle—class
home huyers to follow Niss Buckler
into the neighborhood. Their arrival
proved to he of invaluable importance
to the future of Boerum Hill. Where
Miss Buckler mayv be said o have done
her job by planting the flag of middle-
class revival in the community, it fell
to the Snuﬂ rs to Jead the most difficult
phase of the struggle to bring that re-
vival about. "'\n*m"trr had been farther
from their minds when they moved to
the neighborhood. Whatever their opin-
ions may have heen abowt keeping MNow
York livable for the muddle class, at no
time had they dreamed of casting them-
selves in the role of acoviszs in hehalf
of the idea. They had come to Boerum
Hill in search of one thing only - -space
that they could buy cheaply. It had not
mattered to them what the area looked
like. If living in a nice brownstone
neighborhood had originally been part
of their intention, that disappeared after
they had looked around in Brooklyn
Heights and Cobble Hill and Jiscav-
ered thar there was nothing in those
neighborhoods that they could afford.
Bocrum Hill may have been lacking in
clfg;mcc, but it pruhably had more
cheap brownsiones -if one Wwas willing

to undermake the ome and expense to



restore them—than any other area of |

its type in New York,

The Snyders were in their early thir-
ties, and recently married. Robert, who |
prew up in New York and attended !
Columbia, is a labor lawyer, and his
legal background, combined with a
certain doggedness of character, be-
came extremely useful later on, when
he found himself leading the revival
movement in Boerum Hill, A man of
medium height and build, whe now, in
his middle forties, has flecks of gray in
his hair, he speaks rapidly and intense-
Iy, tends to avaid small talk, and reacts
more readily 1o whar strikes him as
good sense than to what may strike
uthers as humorous or disarming, His
wife, Patricia, is an artst, who paints
under the name of Patricia Stegman,
She s a Midwesterner, and was trained
at the Art Students League in New
York, under the late Morris Kantor.
She s tall, attracdve, and mild-tcm-
pered, and she speaks with great fluency
and carnestness—and, like her hushand,
crisply and to the point. The Snyders,
who had lived in Philadelphia for the
first three years of their marriage, had
met in New York, where Robert hived
in Greenwich Village and Patricia had
been doing her painting in a small loft
on Hester Street. When his work
brought them back to New York and
they realized that in Manhattan they
could never find the space they want-
ed -which included a studio for Pa-
tricia-—at the price they could pay, they
went over to Brooklyn looking for an
old hrownstane to buy.

The house they found on Dean

Street was only a few doors from Miss
Buckler’s. It was huilt in the eighteen-
fiftics and had heen occupied continu-
ously by the same family untl 1962,
when the last surviving member died,
at the age of ninety. Having no heirs,

I,ll'-I |_I =1I-IL
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o the Salvad .n ."L':m, along with t
L.: rure that kad passc
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sed by and fell in 1.ne with it
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Toward the

this recently, Mrs. Sayder
id to Boh, ‘Lock a
The Tront of it T
it had leprosy, and there were many
4 away. But Jl:
had the original green shutters cuts side
and the shi-irony balcony across
the front. And it was the only block we
had seen that had trees on it.” The
quLm m'xrnrd a contract to buy. It
took several months to obtain a mort-
gage, however. And before they could
close the transaction on the house, the
Salvation Army woke up to the fact
that it was on the verge of criﬁ-ug
away a brownstoneful of valuable nine-
teenth-century  artifacts.  One  day,
shorily before the Snyders Fn-lll}' ah-
tained and after giving
them a chance to buy a few of the old
picces—the  Sa dvation Army sent a
truck around and ¢cleanced out 1:|'|L old
furniture. T the Snyders, however, the
house was sull a wonderful find. "We
probdably would have bouzht it even if it
m:{ heen in the middle of the Sahara,”
"'-]ﬁ. S yder said. “Te was 1‘"?\:!111-:]:1'
nal, ahsolutely unchangzed.” Every
fir ror, rur} doorknob was in place,
and every fircplace was working. The
double parlor was stll separated by
siding alazs doors, and there were =till
the orizinal celing rosettes, gas chan-
deliers, marble
w "7"‘-} st H.’!ﬁ
the Civil War,” Mrs, Snyder went on.
“ A far ns [ could 1]l there was noth-
inz in it that was later than 1930, Of

t that fan-
I: 'n."f ]1u| 15 4 .I‘\:L"‘I }'-LI:

Livers of paint siripping
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cast-iron  stove, and

ECuHrﬁc, mechanically it was in had

The only thing in working or-
der was the hc-:nnnr The house caded
replumbing and rewiring. W indow-
pancs were broken. The walls hadn’t
heen pat nted in ages. Some n[ the rooms
had layers and layers of wallpaper that
were hrown with age. And the place
was dark and dingy. Otherwise, it was
Fke a muoseum. We wish we could
have bought imore of the furniture
from the Salvation Army. It’s a pity.
We lnst a lot of history that way. And
not jw.-'-. the furniiure. There were louts
photographs, boxes and boxes of

:-:I.lpe

TJE ih
old papers and smﬁ.

“Erenbody waid we were clever or
luckr to zet our hands on a house ke
this, We were locky, not clever. We

‘It zave me the freling of.

only wanted a lot of space cheap. The
neighhorhood locked seedy, but all we
cared ahout was the house, I always
wanted to live where 1 could find
cnough space for my l__::;a:u‘l piana and
my studia, and this answered the pur-
pose. But we didn’t think when we
came here that such a tremendous
amount of work would be involved.
And 1 don’t mean only on the house,
I mean the work in the neighborhood,
and the time it took from our personal
lives—the mectings we had to organize
and attend, the fight we had to make
to turn this neighborheod around.”
The work and the ﬁghl began n
Neovember of 1964, when Raobert Sny-

der took over from IHelen Buckler as |

president of the Boerum Hill Asssocia-
tion. As the latest additions to the
handful of middle-class homeowners in
the area, and a5 the youngest mem-
hers of the association, the Snyders

symholized the sort of new community |

that Miss Buckler and her colleagues
had envisioned for Boervm Hill, The
older members of the association—al-
most all of whom were in thelr sixtics
and seventies—may well have felt that
the fight ta renovate the community
and generate new life in it was more
appropriately a fight for the young, who
would probably be living there for years
and years to come,

One of Snyder’s first decisions as
president of the association was to nar-
row its immediate objectives—to con-
centrate on getting new home huyers
in the community. Only after many
maore brownstone renovators Came n-—
with all the organizable concern for
property and investment that such peo-
ple a‘fw.-t:,'s hr‘jng—wau]d Boerum Hill
he in a strong enough position to de-
mand hetter police, sanitation, and oth-
er services, Bur Snyder quickly ran up
against the same old problem that had
been defeating Miss Buckler: Hardly
any real-estate agencies wished to ad-
vertise houses in Boerum Hill-—despite
its new name. A few weeks after Sny-
der took office, Miss Buckler put a dar-
ing idea in his head—daring both in the
reach of its inventivencss and in the
bold intrusion upon the Snyders’ lives
that it entafled. The idea was this:
Since Snyder was already a lawyer and
would have no difficulty oltaining a
real-estate license, why didn’t he be-
come a part-time broker and advertise
houses for sale in Bocrum Hillf Sny-
der’s reply recognized both the merit
and the drawback of the proposal. He
said that the idea itself was wonderful
but that as a lawyer he already had
more than enough to do. Alrs. Snyder,
who, accurding 1o the j'.l’.':'.:'LJI would waork




|

as her hushand’s assistant, made a simi-
lar response. ““Fine,” che said. “But
I’'m a painter, and I didn’t buy a house
in Boerum Hill to go into real estate,”

Stilly the Snyders were trapped. The
idea was indeed gnmL But why should
they be the ones 1o carry it ont? Tt was
here that they were forced 1o examine
some of the opinions they harbored
concerning the futurc of the city. In
doing so they realized that it was not
ust the availability of cheap space that
1ad made them decide to settle in Boe-
rum Hill. They also belicved that New
York City would gradually become un-
available toe middle-income residents
like them unless such people were will-
ing to move into rotting neighborhoods
and .help to restore them. Recalling
what their thinking was at the tme,
Patricia Snyder said recently, “One
keeps reading about the exodus of the
middle class, Bur if the otes are to
make it, then somebody from the mid-
dle class has to live in them. And it is
much more realistic to expect a strong
city if it is ethnically and economically
mixed, as it tradidonally has been. Just
because you are in the middle class
doesn’t mean that New York ﬂD
Iungl.r a p]acr where you can live.”
Thus, hack in 1964, the Snyders knew
that it was only a marter of time before
they would capitulate to whar Miss
chk]er had suggesied. Within a few
months, Sm der ohtained a license as a
real-estate bmkcr and Patricia agreed
to he his assistant,

After working hours, and in any
other spare time they had, the Snyders
became Boerum Hill Realty. ’rhE}r
walked through the neighborhood look-
ing at shabby J‘nrmﬁng houses and
brownstone tenements and soliciting
them for sale. As the weeks passed,
they got an occasional owner to agree
to sell—partly, perhaps, because they
iniﬁa]l}' asked no commission for their
scrvices. They were carcful not to sell
to speculators, who they feared would
simply hold the houses off the market
in order to run the prices up. They
sald to no one who did not intend to
occupy the building he bought, At the
end of two years, the Snyders had sold
about twelve brownstones, Several oth-
ers had been sold by full-time real-
cstate agents, who, hearing of the suc-
cess thar the Snyders were having, had
started advertising houses in Boerum
Hill. Lawyers, teachers, arists, writers,
actors, young stockbrokers, and other
professionals were moving into the area
and renovating brownstones. But it was
the Snyders who had made the break-
through, and apparently only people
like them could have done it. One of

the young professionals told Snyder
later, “Nobody could have sold me a
house in an area like this except some-
body who was already living here. It
was casier to come in when I'saw that
you were living in the neighborhood.”
After those two years, the Snyders had
had enough of selling houses, Being
voluntary realtors for the neighborhood
was consuming more of their personal
Iives and careers than they could spare.
“The job became much too difficult,”
Mrs, Snyder said later. “It was taking
over our lives, I couldn’t
ing. So we finally told ourselves that
the neighborhood was not going to fall
down if we stopped selling houses, And
we stopped. By then, though, other
people had started selling houses, so it
didn’t make such a termble Jot of dif-
ference.”

Sclling houses was not all that Sny-
der had been doing to attract new
people to Boerum Hill. He had also
been functioning as a sort of ambassa-
dor-at-large. Whenever other brown-
stone-neighborhood  assocations  held
meetings, he showed up and sought
permission to address their memberships
on the change that he and a few others
were trying to bring about in Boerum
Hill. He prepared film shows on ur-
han restoration—one of the films was
based on Lewis Mumford’s “The City
in History"”—and, through ads in pa-
pers Tke the Village Voice, invited resi-
dents of other arcas to coms overlio
Boerumm Hill to view the screenings
and look at the neighhorhond. He
wrote tirelessly to neighborhood news-
papers, city agencies, and influental
figures in New York calling attention
to the rehuilding of Boerum IHI as
a middle-class residential communiy.
One of those lerters, to Ada Louise
Huxtable, the architecture writer of
the Times, informed her of “an area
like this, which is heing saved from
what no doubt would have been com-
plete mzfng—h}' a determined band of
pioneers who are devoted to urban liv-
ing.”

Mrs. Snyder, whose devotion to the
revival of Boerum Hill was as deep as
her hushand’s, was also an indefatigable
letter writer-for the cause. One of her
letters went to Jane Jacobs, the author
of “The Death and Life of Great
American Cides,” who is regarded by
brownstone renovators as the inspira-
tional genius of the neighborhood-
restoration movement. In what sound-
ed as much like an expression of faith
as a plea for a blessing, Mrs. Snyder
wrote:

Aly hushand zand I live in the section
of Brooklyn called Boerum Hill, having

sand decayed house there,

do my paint-

moved there just 2 bit wver toa vears
ago after falling in love with an ancient
which we hove

. We are presum-

since been restoari p

ing to write to yau
vour hook as eur
to !1C1P Gur '.:--:1'I

and used your Grpoment

ase to the banks; in
Cunm |.1IL'I"|:‘_': g -.r: T ..1 ) H|s|_.= o 1 | J i !'i
s in our fight to stay o the city rather
than run away to the suburhs.
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The letier concluded, “I knew that
I loved New York Ciiy; unul I read
your book I really never knew why!”

HE Sn}'ﬂ-;r!'.’ r:!l.p:_-:iu:nc': with

banks wag probably the toughest
part of their fight for their neighbor-
hood. Despite the enecgy with which
the two had pressed their campaizn for
a2 new Bosrum Hill, and despite the
slow but steady trickle of m1d ilc-in-
come home buyers inta the area, most
hanks =ill refused 1o grant mortgazes
and home-improvement  loans, and
their refusal reared wp as an ohstacle
on which the entire renovadon efort
might founder. When the Snyvders
bought their brownsione, it had 1aken
them four months 1o find 3 hank that
was willing 1o grant them a morigage.
Vﬁm.ﬂ]j‘ EVEry renovator who moved
inio Bocrum Hill went throngh a simi-
lar expericnee. And for o ETY renenator
who stuck out the long fight 1o ﬁ"r:-{n
a morigage, there were '--- banly t
who gave vp the whnle idea.

Whatever ¢lse can he said about ft—
whatever faflure of v:0n or of perve
it signified-—the banks® refusal o lend
money i Borrum Hil was not hard
w understznd, “The banks had pre-
ordained the racter of the netsh-
borhoeud Fr-__r-f-_-r sxid recently, " They
weren’t going to lend mane v in a slum
community, on houtes that were falling
down. They weould have been kappier
to finance demelition,
clearance had heen th vave of the
nineteen-filiizs, and because they knew
that Bocrum Hiﬂ had in fact heen des-
ignated by the city as a prime demo-
Ftivn area. They were also influenced
b}' the faer that federal p::;l-.!-_:. favored
suburban growth and sprawl There-
fore, they p:‘:f‘-rn-d to lend monev in

hecauze slum

the suburhs, There wzzn’t even an of-
fice of the Federal He r_."'n"- Adminis-
aton in downiewn Bro 1-._.”1, Where
could you find i ofces? I:t Bages ke
Hempstead, That*s where :"'u: acdon
that"s where the banks wers

their money., Two of the biz-
-1--1 1-.": T‘Lb I‘I. r'-’ LI | ,[} 4 .
Dime Savings snd W
were making virresly

in Bocrum HI, even thouzh &t




the shadow of both. My wife and T ap-
plied to more than twenty lending in-
stitutions hefore we realized II'I:][ the
area was on what Jane Jacobs calls a
‘credit ‘blacklist.” The hanks told

in effect, "Sorry, we're not interested
in that house. Nothing wrong with
vour personal qualifications, you un-
derstand—it’s just that your house is
in a bad area.” When we told them that
our house was IJ!I]_T a [ew Wocks from
the horder of Brooklyn Heights, they
said, *Yes, but you're not in Brooklyn
Heights. Brooklyn Heights is an excep-
tion.” The problem was almost insolu-
ble, But finally we found a bank, way
outside this neighborhood, that was
willing to give us a small mortgage—
and by that time we were surprised to
find that there wes a bank willing to
give us a mortgage. It must have heen
sheer luck. I don’t know whether they
ever gave another mortgage in this
area, because when we went back to
refinance our mortgage they turned us
down.”

On the morning of Sunday, March
20, 1966, residents of Boerum Hill
whao npem-d their Times to the real-
estate su:rl:mn came across an article
headlined “MORTGAGES ARE MAIN
HURDLE 1IN HISTORIC BROOKLYXN
AREA,” which revealed further reasons
that banks were in no hurry to under-
write renovation in Boerum Hill, The
article said, in part:

A group of young homevwners and
wauld-be owners who are trying to re-
claim and restore a deteriorated but his-
toric section of downtown Brooklyn
have accused ncighborhood banks of
thwarting their efforts by refusing to
grant mortgages. ... | he banks acknowl]-
cdge that they scldom lend there, but
contend that the section iz only an oasis
in a vast desert of hopeless blight that is
downtown Brooklyn. Extensive slum
clearance and remewal, the banks argue,
is the cure. .. “Sure one particular house
may be rood, but we have to consider it
it will lose in value from the neighbor-
hood,” said Frederick L. Kriete, assistant
vice-president of the Williamsburgh, “Is
a financial institution justified in purting
muney into something that is Lninrr to be
degraded by what's next door?” Calling
the Buerum Hill situation an isolated
“odd case,” Mr. Kricte said he “just
duesn’t  understand”™ why this “hardy
band of people™ would want to move into
the area, with all its crime and poverty.
“CGenerally, they're cultivated, artistic
peuple, with an appreciation for antigues
and art—they're a class zll to them-
selves,” he said. "1 admire and appreciate
their taste, but you wonder if the bank

| the Boerum Hill Assaciation had starsed

L!E.ifu-.'-%'-'ng the possthiliy of bojcotting
all the banks that refused them loans,
{and after cermin meorigage officers had

! visited the area and had .'r::.'..'n-irr'.?rr.-::'-:d

by the qunfft_r of renovadon they saw

being done.

Snvder’s term as president of the
l Boerum Hill Association expired in the
f‘lll of 1966, Shortly after leaving of-

 fice, he served a3 one of the lc.-Ld.. re of

a deleearion thas appeared before the

' New York City Landmarks Preserva-

ton Commission to request, Unsuccess-
fully, that Buerum Hill be designated
|.'1 historic-landmark  districe, Part of
| what he said te the comunizsion can
"stand as an account of how far Buerum

 Hill had come since 1962, when Mis

Buckler moved there—and as a record
of his own stewardship as"well.

“The first year was verv difficuly,”™
Snyder “rold the commission, “How-
ever, slowly, very slowl, we gat our
first half-dozen pionecers. They pur-
chased their homes, even [hnugh they
had the same Stluggfq' l:ht.iining mort-
gages that we had had, Very slowly,
also, we were ahle to convince a few
courageous hanks tu give us morigaze
monev. Since then, the pace has accel-

erated 'rrrnn'min'l:ST:l.', The [1111111.\f;;g
figures will give you some idea of that
acceleration, In 1962, one house was
purchased for renovation. In 1963,
two more houses., In 1964, three
houses were purchased ... Then, in
1963, seven houses. This vear, 1966,
thirty-five houses have been  pur-
chased. . ..

“The growth in members of the
Boerum Hill Association has zlo re-
fleccted this change, because by no
means 5 the strength of the area in
its new 'residents alone. There s a re-
surgence of pride and hope among
people who have lived here for many
years, From a sroup of less than a
dvzen founding members, the Bocrum

should get involved.”

Gradually, however, some of the
bigger hanks overecame their reluctance
and hegan making loans in Boerum
Hill. It 3 not cdear what led to this
caenge, but it came after membere of

Hill Assaciation now has one hun:Tre:I"

and thirty-four dues-paying members.

. We feel &t ?{hS&J]!IItI}' essential to
convey to you something of the enthu-
sitsm—and it s really not too strong
a word to call it a passion
li1ir1g of the dedication and devodon

which we who live in Boerum Hill!
ahove all, to,

fecl. We are dedicated,
urban living—to life in the city—in

this {‘itl’ whieh, for all its difficultie 5, ;S,I

we fe 1.] ultimately the most rewarding.
Tt 55 in the success, or failure, of ncigh-
borhoads like our own that the suc-

cess, or failure, of New Yaork City it- |

self will ultimately be detersmined. And
not only New York City, bur all

-and snme- |

American cities,
the same problems.”

EW brownstoners fall roughly |
into three catcgories: those’ wim
do not think of themselves as renovators |
but prefer to buy and occupy houscs|
that need no repairs; those who can af- |
ford to hire drafismen and mntracmrs
to remode] the old houses they acquire ;
and those—the more heroic ones— |
who move right away into the run-
down structures they buy, and spend
years doing the restoration thcmse]ves,|
In Boerum Hill during the sixtics, most
brownstoners belonged to the third cat- |
cgory, They restored their dream
houses bit by hit: 2 room at a time or a
floor at a 1ime; bathroom this winter, |
kitchen next summer; roof now, base-|
ment later, back courtyard someday. |
Work on a room sometmes qtopped
where the money ran out—Je: aving a
stark record of raw masonry, uripainted |
wondwaork, loose wires hmﬂmg from
the ceiling, or exposcd pipes. It was im-
possible 1o 5pcnd any time in some of
these houses without feeling that their
restoration was proceeding upon the
tightest of budgets, and that their com-
pletinn—if that ever occurred—would |
demand of their owners an extreme
frugality.

Mozt of the renovators were fanatics
about nineteenth-century detail. They
s hated modern interor design Lhatl
they spent an unconscionable amount
of time scrounging for Victorian bric-
a-brac to 1-|l-ra].l in their houses. They
were to be seen combing antique shups !
and ransacking the dehrts of récent—
Iy demalis hed brownstones, f-emhmgi
painstakingly for such ftems as marhle
mantels, wooden shutters, ﬁT:_p!.-iE‘E
frons and grates, newel posts and han-
n:'=:er'=., doorknobs and  door brass,
stained glass, wrought-iron work, wide-
plank ﬂr.unr‘ﬂmn_a, mzrhIr; washhasins,

erched g!.tss,
and interjor hs'.-:-.‘u.

cornices, |

. The Bn.. s iton- |

hecause we all face

|}
-



 founded in 1968 to gather and dis-

' seminate

jarea said recenty,
can run to about ien thousand dellars ||

|

!we have over here.

er, published himonthly by the Brown-
stone Revival Committee—which was

information about brown-
stane 11eighhnrhﬂud5—5&m?ﬁmfs car-
ried an ad for the United House
Wrecking Company, in Suamford,
Connecticut. In the ad, the company

called itself *the junkyard with a per-|

sonality” and claimed to Eftﬂl‘k =5
Acres of Relics & Nostalgia.,” Renova-
tors from Boerum Hill and elsewhere
often made their way up to Stamford
and bore away not only doors and
mantels, brass and copper fixtures, but
statuary, old books, clocks, nautical an-
tiques, trunks, chandeliers, and even
discarded church pews.

Despite all this free or cheap booty,
the problem of moner never went
away, for renovaton is one of the most
costly of urban middle-class undertak-
ings. There are brownstones in Boe-
rum Hill that were hought in the Iate
sixties and in which renovation is stll
slowly going on. One renovator in the
“Restoration costs

a floor, especially if you 'buugh: the
house as a shell. In = wlsea, in Man-
hattan, they go as high as twenty thou-
sand or thirty thousand dollars a floor,
But thuse people have more money than
By comparison,
Bocrum Hill 5 a sort of poor man’s
par:u![su:."

At the time Carol Donner, a young
medical lustrator working in Man-
hattan, moved into her brownstone, on
Pacific Sireet, in 1968, it was “in ter-
rible shape,” she recalls. “It was linle
hetter than a shell. When we turned
on the plumbing upstairs, the water
just poured down through the floors.
Nothing worked. Everything had o
go. So my hushand and T learned the
hard way how to renovare. [ don’t
think m:;n}' renovators knew how o
pmm:l a nail when thI:_'l.' staried. We
learned to do things on the house by
making mistakes, and by talking with
our neighbors. Tt would have been
nice if we could have called in a con-
tractor to do the whole thing, but who
has that kind of money! We probably
would not have done as well as we did
{if we had not had neighbors who were
also renovators. We all sort of had our
Iw:tgnns in a circle—all of us reno-
vators. We felt that we were in the
zame boat, and that we had to help
lcach other in order to survive. There
was once a fire in our house, and after
the firemen lefr, my neighbors came in
| with buckets and mops. One even came
! with an orange. Whenever a renovator

|'|1h’_1\'|_'|:| onto a block, we passed on the

old hot plate. We had a hot plate that
had been in virtually every renovated
house on the block, You could always
go over to a neighbor’s for a shower,
teo, until you got your bathroom fixed.
I ako went into many a neighbor's
house with bloody fngers, to have them
h-ualdaged up. And there were Jots of
evenings when fellow-renovators took
us in for dinner.”

Brownstone renovation can also be
mugh On marriages, Caral Donner’s
marriage ended before the house was
fully restored, and she remained in the
brownstone, becoming what she calls
“a single-lady renovator”—one of the
few who were on Pacific Strect around
that time. I happen to know that
there have been a lot of problems with
married renovators,” she says today.
“Buying a house is like having a child
when the marriage 5 on the rocks.
Both parties think it might work out
after the child arrives, but it rarely does.
I’d be interested to know the stanistes
on marriages that have broken up over
renovating. The prohlem wsually oceurs
when one party is not so interested in
the house and the other one wants to go
on with it as a joint project. Maost mar-
ried people don’t have any great joint
projects except raising children—and a
lot of them don’t even have that, So
renovating is often a real test of mar-
rage.”

Another renovator whose marriage
did not survive the restoration of a
brownstone 15 Nat Hendricks, a young
Quaker from Vermont who, after earn-
ing a master's degree in American his-
tory at Columbia University, bought a §
house on State Streer in 1966, He said,
some time ago, “My house cost sixteen
thousand five hundred dollars, which
was reasonable. But my wifc and I were
scared soff when we moved in. We
didn’t know whether next day the city
was going to walk in and condemn ev-
ery building on the block for demoli-
tion, and we didn’t know whether there
was any hope of the neighborhood’s
ever changing. We couldn’t even sleep
nights after we moved in. Parties going |
on in the streets, beer bottles beingl
broken, fights. Wed run into a neigh-
bor, and he’d say, “You know, a guy
got knifed on the block yesterday.’ One

morning, we woke up and there was a |
trail of blood down the street. Tt was a |
rough neighborhood. Eventually, we
parted, and she’s living in Cobble Hill
now.”

Another “single-lady renovaror™ in
Boerum Hill in the late sixties was
Susan Benson, whe bought a brown-
stone on Bergen Street in 1968, Her
status changed, however, in January

of 1972, when she married Dennis

Holt, a public-relations executive at
Union Carbide, who is a recent presi-
dent of the Boerum Hill Assaciation.
“I came here because my rent in Man-
hattan went up a hundred per cent,”
Mrs. Holt told a visitor not long ago.
“But it was awful when I first came
here. There wasn™ even a tree on
the block. And every house, as far up
and down the street as you could sec,
had a rusty, broken-down fire escape
in front. Then, I was always alone
in the house, with no real sccurity.
During the first year, I was just camp-
ing out here, surrounded by dirt and
repovation rubble, There was no wash-
basin in the bathroom and no stove
in the kitchen. I was cooking on char-
coal. And just try cooking cggs on
charcoal sometime—it’s quite a trick.
But I had always dreamed of living in
an old house of my own. I couldn’t see
myself living in the suburhs, [ grew up
in Brooklyn, in an old house in Flat-
bush, so I had developed a taste for it.
My idea of a house is one with stairsin
it. When I first went to Manhattan,
I used to walk up and down the East
Side looking at town houses. And, boy,
that’s the way I wanted to live. Before
Dennis and T got married, he was living
in the suburbs, I was afraid he was
going to want us to move out there—
out to all that green grass and trees and
stuff. So you can imagine how glad I
was when he turned out to be even
more cxcited about the house than I

was. We pot married after all the junk
and piles uf ald brick and concrete from
the house had heen hauled out into the
street. So he was lucky. He didn’t have
much to do when he got here except
paint,”

Dr::\'m.q HorT became president of
the Bocrum Hill Associaton in
the spring of 1973 and served until the
spring of 1975, when he was succecded
by Howard Ltu is. Although Hoelt ar-
rived in Boerum Hill much too late to
he counted among the real pioneers, he
did get there early enough to observe,

traits that mark the brownstone-revival
subrulture, Toward the end of his
second term as president of the neigh-
borhood association, he told a guest,
“YWe've had partics in this house made
up mostly of neighborhood renovators,
along with a few friends from outside
the area, and hefore the evening is half
over the renovators are d.'nTng nathing
But swappi ng tales of how they fixed
this ﬁnp]arE, this floor, that roof, that
pipe. As you move through the room,

you hear qu:s:':r:n.'. like “Wha: do you

and to be amazed by, some of thef|




do with a roof that leaks through T.h':i
new plastering?® and ‘Have you tried |

Uncle Fred’s No. 2 paint remover?’

Everybody is recommending a fav orite

floor seraper, a favorite plumber, a fa-

vorite this, a favorite that. The few non-

renovators stand around Listening to this

insané talk, and they are obviously bored

to death. Poor things, they thought they

were coming to an ordinary party. No
one had told them that parties among

renovators are never parties but merely

house forums. I have seen violent ar-

guments erupt over methods of clean-
ing floors. At these parties, even love

affairs and divorces pale in comparison
to the problem of paint removers. And
things that normally sustain people’s
lives—religion, politics, the arts—all
take a hack seat to the subject of reno-
vating.”

L. J. Davis, a real pioneer reno-
vator—he began restoring his brown-
stone on Dean Street in 1965 --hadi
himself been frequently struck by what
he calls the “insane” hehavior of these
renovators whenever they got together.
Afier observing them for almost a dec-|
ade, Davis said recently, “They are
the most housc-proud people you could
cver hope to meet. To start with, most
of them were doing their own renova-
tion, so ther became ohsessed, There
were many times when I wanted to yell
at them, “Can’t you ever malk about
anything but housest’ ™ The obsession
was such that when renovarors were
not retailing experiences or dispensing
advice at cocktail parties they were dili-
gently passing it along through the
pages of the Boerum Hill Assodation
newsletter. An Issue sent out in the
spring of 1971 contained this informa-
tion:

If you're planning a brick terrace,
here are a few words from sad expern-
ence: DON'T use cordinary brick—even
what's fallen off your house during the
winter. When it's cxposed to water it
tends to ahsorh it, and when the tempera-
ture drops below freezing, it either dis-
integrates or—more dramatically—ex-

plodes. Regular facing brick won't work,
so tell your building supply yard what

you want it for and make him guarantee
it. If he won't, go sumewhere else.

Davis, who is thirty-seven years old, |
is a writer, an actor, and a teacher.
He comes from Boise, Tdaho, and he
and his wife lived on the lower East'
Side of Manhattan for three years be- |
fore moving to Boerum Hill. Since they !
arrived there, four of his novels have
been published: “Whence All But HE|
Had Fled” (1968), “Cowhoys Don't|
Cry™ (1969), “A Meaningful Life”;
(1971), and ““ra“ung Small™
{1974). Davis i regarded in the com-

munity as one of its two resident his-
torians—the other heing Tom Butson,
a writer and editor on the Sunday
Times, who is now the president of the
Boerum Hill Association. Davis has re-
scarched the listory of his own brown-
stone and has found that it was built in
1869, “We even know the name of
the man who first owned it,” he said
a while back. “His name was Malachi
Murray, and he was a stonemason.
Murray lost the house in the financial
crash of 1873, and it was bought by
a couple of greengrocers, Hugh and
William Hutcheon. The Hutcheons
lived here from 1873 to 1906, The
house then changed hands again, and
was turned nto a ruumfng house for
Irish working—class families. It changed
hands twice more between 1906 and
1926, when it was taken over by a
woman who held it for almost forty
years—until we bought it, in 1965,
Qurs was among the carly houses to
be hought and renovated after Boe-
rum Hill started. And it was pretty
expensive for the time—a big deal at
eightecn thousand five hundred. 5dll, I
was extraordinarily lucky to ger it. No-
where today can you find the space I
have at the price I paid. And, speaking
of space, can you imagine a couple of

don’t helieve that members of the
Amercan middle class have lived in
such spacious quarters since the turn of
the century.”

g l *RANSFORMING an old slum neigh-

more than just changing s name
and fixing up the old houses,
brownstones that the middle class were
buving and refurhishing were concen-
trated on the blocks that make up the
core of the community. The surround-
ing blocks, which sill looked quite
ragged, contained many of the run-
down tenements and rooming houses
that had heen almost everywhere when
the renovators started moving in. This
meant that the prr.mh]rrm of crime con-
tinued to plague Boerum Hill. The
neighborhood would not be truly trans-
formed undl that problem had been at-
tacked and controlled. Crime consisted
mainly of prostitution, drug traffic, and
burglary, While the first two types of
crime had entered Boerum Hill during
the rﬁnetrEn—fnrtiES, when  rooming
houses started proliferating there, bur-
glary had become more common in the
neighborhood after the renovators be-
gan to Aarove, -’Lccordlnz to Davis,

“When Boerum Hill was all poor and

run-down, people used to sit outside on
the stoops .1]1 the ume. They provided

greengrocers living in this style today? T]
of Third and Pacific and hlocked traf-

harhood like Boerum Hill meant)

The ||

what Jane Jacobs calls 't.-!.'r:'s on the
streets.” And everybody knows thar
there s no harder neighborhood to rob
than one where everybody is sitting
out front. The kinds of burglanes
we've been having since the ‘eyes on
the strects” started disappearing in our
area are the boldest kinds—with guys
pulling up in trucks, getting out with
axes, and attacking the front door, Sill,
I don’t helieve there 15 as much hur-
glary in Bocrum Hill as some people
say. \ﬁgmmq from Manhattan tend 1o
exaggerate the problem—they have
special fantasies about crime, A family
on my block put up a huge wrought-
iron gate over their front door. Well, 1
Just contldn’t live like that,
couldn’t live in a cage.”

Carol Donner says, “Everybody used

I just
J:ll.q 1

to get burglarized. The first burglary
would usually occur right after youl
moved in, hefore you'd had a chance o]
establish a sense of security. Then,;
when I was president of the neighbaor-|
hood association, in 1971, the area was!
still overrun with prostitutes. T came to
be known around here as the madam;
of Boerum Hill, because T got to know
all the prostitutes and all the |mIit:!:.|
The girls made the neighborhood im-.
passible to live in during the suminer-,
time. They congregated on the corner

fic, and many times they attacked pea-
ple. On our way home from the Boer-
um Hill meetings, we had to wade
through this incredible Fuorty-second
Strect-type traffic.

“Tt was the problem with the prost-
tutes that ]fd, to the first rc':L]]J.' strong
demand made in Boerum Hill for het-
ter police prntrctinn. But n--:h?ng h;lp-_
pened untl Mahelle Lundahl, the par-
1sh worker of the Bethlehem I.uthe:'an|
Church, at Pacific and Third, where!

the Boerum Hill Association meets,
was attacked by a prostoute, Miss
Lundahl was tniing to cnter the



church, and the girls sitting on the
stoop wouldn’t let her through. Wher
she asked them to maove, one of them
grabhed her and began choking her
Patricia Sr:.}dt:r saw from across the

street what was happening and rar
and tried to help Miss Lundahl. They
;attad:ed her, too, and she had to be
rakf:n to the hnrspnal This gave us z
strnng talking point with the police,
i They hadn’t taken us seriously. They'd
thought we would go away. But after
the Lundahl attack they realized that
we weren't going to go away. Lhey
swarmed through the neighborheod
and started hauling the prostitutes off
in paddy wagons. They told the girls,
“You hetter go somewhere else. This
community is getting hot.” As it turned
out, all we had managed to do was to
squeeze the prostitutes off onto Park
Slope, which, in turn, squeezed them
off onto Prospect Park.”

gle to be waged before the neighbor-
hood could be considered zafe for reno-
vation. That was the struggle against
demolition. Soon after the renovators

discovered that much of the community
had heen designated as a demalition
arca by the New York Ciy govern-
ment. Maost of the old brownstones
were to be torn down to make way
for high-rise apartment buildings and
business offices. For instance, in March
of 1967 the relatvely few renovators
then living in Boerum Hill read in the
Times:

Furtified by an infusion of Federal
fimds for building demolition, the Lind-
say administration has mapped out 12
areas in the city for intensified removal
of deteriorating structures in sections
due for major housing and rencwal im-
provements. ... The admimistration con-
siders the demolition propram urgent
because the rundown buildings invelved,
mostly vacant, are structurally unsafe

and become firetraps and pathering places |

for neighborhood gangs, narcotics ad-
| dicts and eriminals.. .. A 100-block sec-
tion [in Brooklyn] covers a portion of the
!hur(rugh's downtown area southwest of
the Flathush Averue Terminal of the
Long Island Rail Road.

As every renavator rer:ugm?ed instant-
Iv, Bocrum Hill was part of this hun-
r]r{d HWock sccdon. And it was only
after the most strenuous opposition at
City Hall by the new residents that the
plan was eventually abandoned.

But in 1970, while they were still
resisting the city’s plans for demoliton,
the Bocrum Hill renovators got wind
of the fact that the New York State
Legislature was preparing an equally
dizsastrous assault upon their neighbor-
hood. A I8ll to create an Atdande Ave-

There was at least one other strug-

began arriving, in the late sixtics, they!

nue Development Authority had just
been passed in the State Senate and was
on its way to the Assembly for consid-
eration. According to a report in the

Tfmr:l the I}m{)med Authority would

exercise “exclusive control over demo-
lition, construcdon, rehabilitation and
transportation access in a five-mile
swath across Brooklyn from New York
Harbor to the Interbore Parlkway.”
The report continued, “Among the
Authority’s prerogatves as originally
proposed were powers to condemn any
building, purchase any property, or re-
locate any public facility it desired in the
designated area.” In effect, the con-
struction of the transportation access—
a multiple-lane expressway- -would re-
quire the condemnation and demolition
of all structures that stood in its way,
whether or not these structures were
recently renovated brownstones. And
although other brownstone neighbor-
hoods in downtown Brooklyn would be
somewhat affected, no other was as
seriously threatened as Boerum Hill,
which stood directly in the path of the
planned expressway.

In what a Boerum Hill renovator
has described as “the worst week of
our lives,” the community organized a
scrics of protests that culminated in a

surgence was spotty, Most of it was
still to be scen within a two-nr-three- |
block walk from Miss Buckler’s hrown-
stone, on Dean Street—on those blocks
which consttute the heart of the neigh-

horhood. Nor had all the old prob-
lems been solved. Today the problems
of prostitution and burglary have de-
clined considerably; but, says a man
who lives in the western section of
Boerum Hill, the drug traffic = worse
than ever. Sull, a visitor returning to
the area recently—one who had fled its
blight and collapse in the nincteen-fif-
ties, say, and had since received no news
of it—would have been astonished at
what the renovators had made of the|
old slum, More than three hundred
brownstones had been bought and re-
stored. Several hundred trees had heen |
planted. The sidewalks were hosed and
scrubbed. Garbage pickups were regu-
lar. Brick and brownstone fronts had
been given bright colors. Looking up!
or down a block, a visitor’s eyes would
glide along a row of facades painted |
alternately red, green, white, hhlc,j
lime, pink, ochre, black-and-white, |
brown, cream, yellow, and purple. This'
carnival of bold colors did not comport
with the quiet, self-assured gentility one
normally associates with old brown-

march on Albany. After several bus-

loads of residents had converged upon

the state czlpit,a] to iuhh].' .'!g:ﬁrmt the
proposed authority, the bill was with-
drawn in the Assembly. “From then
on,” one of the homeowners said later,
“oe realized that we couldn’t jusl: st
in our houses and renovate and worry
about ceilings, fircplaces, and plasier-
work, We had to worry about what
was going on around us, We had 10
waorry ahbout the outsides of our houses,
You see, one reason we were nearly
wiped out by that p!;m in .3|.'|h3n}-' is that
the people who sponsored the hill had
driven through our n:igh]n’:rhm}d, con-
ducting what we call ‘windshield sur-
veys.' They had looked at our houses—
and some of the houses really looked
awful—and they had concluded that
we were only a little better than a slum.
Some of us hadn’t done much along
the block fronts except plant trees—and
a little two-year-old tree docsn’t really
look like much, So we decded we'd
have to get more people to beaudfy the
exterior of their houses. And we or-
ganized all sorts of activities ta weld
our community together.”

DECADE or so after Helen
Buckler moved to the area and
pioneered in its revival, the old, aban-
doned garden of North Gowanus was
clearly sprouting again. True, the re-|

[ L . " - .
stone neighborhoods, but, in s liveli-
|ness and display, it scemed a fitting

celebration of the fresh energy and new
blood that had been transfused into al
once dying arca.

The streets with the greatest con-
centration of renovated hrownstones!
arc Dean and Bergen hetween Nevins
and Smith; Pacific and Wyckoff be-
tween Nevins and Hoyt; State between
Flathush and Smith; and the Bond and
Hoyt blocks in between. Otherwise,
Boerum Hill as the renovators envision
it is still an unfinished community, On
some blocks, no renovation ar all has
heen done, and on others one or two
freshly restored brownstones abut on
dingv-looking tenements or rooming
houses. A number of the houses arci
boarded up., Refuse and broken g]nml
stll mat some of the sidewalks. Here
and there, open lots wait ominously, as
though for some modern structure—
like a gas station—that would be sure
to incur the wrath of the Boerum Hill
Association. And what a Brooklyn vest-
pocket study by the City Planning
Board found in 1969 1 =l true: “In
terms of moving traffic, the community
has a greater than average volume nfi
traffic and trucks passing through the
. The H:rsun Street bus trav-

area. . .
els west on Bergen Street and east nnf
nr_ﬁn Strﬁ:‘t €real -nE hi‘d\} I.I“\».E'l.'.‘ an'!
these narrow streets, The residents of

L



hiith hlocks have cnmphined that the
vibration created by the bus traffic
lonsens cornices and decorative mold-
ings."

Four years ago, Boerum Hill, unlike
other brownstone neighborhoods, had
few of the cultural or consumer attrac-
tions usually found in middle-class com-
munitics. Despite the considerable num-
ber of artists, professionals, and sundry
other intellectuals who lived in the
neighborhood, there were hardly any
restaurants or bookshops. A few an-
tique shops were to be found on At-
lantic Avenue, but Adantc Avenue was
not yet an attractive street for shop-
ping. The Brooklyn Academy of Mu-
sic horders on Boerum Hill and Fort
Greene, but it was and sall is claimed
with greater pride and passion by the
residents of Fort Greene, There were
hardly any supermarkets, meat mar-
kets, fish markets, hand laundries,
shoe-repair  shops, jewellers, or dry
cleaners. An arost living there said re-
cently, “I don't know how I would
have managed if I hadn’t had a car.
My shoemaker was over in Carroll
Gardens, And 1 had to travel over
to Cobble Hill and the Heights to du
my meat and supermarket shopping.”
Tod: 1y, many of these things are av ail-
able on Atlantic Avenue. The =ection
of the avenue that passes through
Rocrum Hill has been rezoned to pre-
vent the destruction of old buildings
and storefronts, and to provide for the
rehahbilitation of the area. And it now
has art galleries, restaurants, cafés, spe-
cialty shops, food markets, hookshops,
and other cultural and business con-
venlences. An article in a recent issue
of The Phoenix, downtwwn Brooklyns
chief neighborhood newspaper, had this
to say: “Whatever the individual wi-
sion, the evenrual outcome, if recent
trends . . . are any indication Atlantic
Avenue will most cermainly be ringed
with the rosy hue of dreams made
real.” The revival of this portion of
Atlantic Avenue has been one of the
great achievements of the renovation
movement in Bocrum Hill,

The Bergen Street Trolley, at the
corner of Bergen and Hoyt, is still the
only saloon of any distinction in Boe-
rum Hill-—at least, in the estmation af
the renovators, Ungma]l} the King's
Pawn Inn, it is one of the landmarks
of old North Gowanus, with a charm-
ing Victorian fagade and with 3ntiquet
interjor wood panclling and moldings.

—

Before the new people started moving
into Boerum Hill, the inn had become |
a hangout for junkies and prwsﬁfuttﬁ-]
When the renovation movernent be-|

tastefully restored, under new owner-
ship. Before the name was chnnged
Davis, the novelist, said, “On any giver
night, the talk at the King’s Pawn i
very good. And as the evening wean

on, the talk getc progressvely more
clever. It is now a true neighborhood
puh.”

The transformation of Boerum Hill
was clearly evident by 1973, but the
pace of renovation had slowed. Fewer
and fewcr houses were bring bought by
outsiders. There were two reasons fm
this. One had to do with climbing in-
terest rates on mortgages, and the ather
with the fact that it was no longer pos-
sihle to buy cheap houses in Boerum
Hill. Run-down structures, in need of
considerable renovation, such as had
sold in the early sixties for between
twelve thousand and cighteen thousand
dollars, could not he acquired in 1973
for less than thirty thousand. And it
now took from seventy thousand to &
hundred thousand dellars to obtain ar
already renovated brownstone, or ever
a well-preserved one,

Charles Michaelson, the associate
editor of the New York State Unitec
Teachers' weekly newspaper, boughi
an unrenovated house on Bergen Street
in 1970 at what he considered a bar-
gain price. He received a delayed shock
the day he moved in, “That after-
noon,” he recalls, “T went to a lintle
grocery shop nearby to pick up the
makings of a sandwich, and the guy
who owns the store said to me, “You
bought the house down the street:’ 1
said, “Yes! He said, “What'd you
pay?’ Well, I lke to give the ap-
pearance of being relatively open, and
I told him what Td paid, which was
forty thousand dollars. He sid, “Ferty
thousand! T could have hought that
house last year for twenty-seven.” So
here T am buying a dollar’s worth of
salami from this guy, and he is standing
there telling me what a big jerk I am.
That da}', T didn’t need it.”

“There 35 no doubt that the hrown-
stone-renovation movement—a  [erm
that has taken on a sort of semi-re
ligious overtone for us—has slow ed
down,”™ says Holt, who is one of Mi-
chaelson’s meighbors. “The steal 1_=.
over. Even a crummy shell will now gn
for twice as much as it did seven years
ago. There used to be a risk involved
when you bought a house in H‘.-i&rl.tmI
Hill. For instance, I've used the wi m‘d'
fsteal,” but it wasn't even a pt'amnt
steal when middle-income people start-
ed buying up old houses over here. Back
then, it was really a hfgh—ﬂ'i.i: venture,
The p;crp}e who came in here were

gan, however, it was carefully and{lnuts or visionaries or gamblers, or a

combination of the three, There’s no
longer a risk involved. Today, it is sim-
ply a matter of counting up the dollars
and cents and seeing whether you can
afford to buy. The movement will con-

tinue, 't suee, But at 2 miuch dower

pace. It can’t be reversed now.”

ROWNSTONE renovation mnot
only faces problems from outside

but also creates its own difficulties. By
far the most sensitive of these s the
social fricton that occurs hetween the

incoming middle class (predominandy

white) and the poorer people (predom-
inantly black and Puerto Rican) al-
ready living there. Tt represents the
painful social and economic contradic-
tion that 15 inherent in the hrownstone-
revival movement. On the one hand,
brownstone renovators are praised for
rescuing old neighborhoods from de-
cay; [or preserving the nincteenth-
century  houses that symbolize New
York's historical and architectural con-
tinuity; and for retaining for the
city —h\ their decision to “unslum™
and live in these neighborhoods—a
middle-class tax hase, without which
the city would have difficulty sustaining
itsclf. On the other hand, they are
accused of displacing poor and lower-
income families, and of creating what
have been called “upper-middle-class
enclaves” and “high-rent rarities,”

The charge i a scrious one, and
Many renovators are troubled by it. For
one thing, it i estimated that renova-
tion in Boerum Hill replaced low-in-
come residents 1 oa rade of three 1o
eight; that is, eight low-income tenants
were displaced for every three reno-
vators who moved in, the reason being
that a renovator tends to occupy a I;|_1_'gr.
porton of the house he or she has re-
stored, and to accept only a very few
tenants in the space remaining. Accord-
ing to Davis, the thirty brownstones on
his block housed about six hundred and
tiirry-five people in 1960. Tnd:t}', he
claims, there are about a hundred peo-
ple living in them. “I would say that
about six thousand people have heen
displaced in Bocrum Hill since the
renovation movement started over
}1erc:, and another six thousand could
go in the next ten vears,” he says, One
rnnlt i5 that the remaining low-income
residents now resent the renovatars as
a group of rich newcomers—or “for-
eigners'—who have come into the
ncigh!mrhmnl to push them out and
take over.

It should be said that most renova-

tors in Beoerum Hill—unlike brown-

stoners in some other neighborhoods—
not only are troubled by the effect their

—



arrival has had upon the low-income
residents but also do not really wish to
see Boerum Hill become an exclusive-
Iy midille-class enclave. Listening to

S 91 shsmy ons forms i iuiPJ":ﬁi“ﬂ

that in no residential neighborhood in
downtown Brooklyn is there a stronger
desire to retain ethnic and economic di-
versity. “This thing about renovating
an old house sounds very esoteric,” Pa-
tricia Snyder says, “But it often goes
together with a commitment to living
|in an area that is mixed in every way.
[It takes a certain kind of person to en-
| Joy that. And these, for the most part,
! are the people who are in Boerum Hill.
We have much more diversity than
Cobble Hill or Brooklyn Heights, Ev-
erybody shouldn’ be the same, with
two-point-four children and an income
of » dollars.™

L. J. Davis: “T mysclf don’t need
to live around people who all look like
me, Ifr I u.{nted to do t}'lat T wcu]d
not have come to New York City. 1
would have stayed in DBoise, Idahe,
where everybody looks just like me.
There is no question, however, that
renovation has hurt the poor over here.
"I'his neighborhood has tipped in the di-
rection of the middle class—and that
includes 2 few black and Puerto Rican
repovators. It is not going to tip back
toward the working class and the poor.
I think now that we should have linked
i:'e:nm‘:ltiun to a serous effort to fight
for housing for the poor. They didn’t
want to Jeave this neighborhood. They
had lived here for years. Al their
fricnids were here. And all of a sudden
I:fn_} were told, in effect, that they were
nn:nl: to have to fish or cut hait. I don’t
-t]nnk thar most renovators were delib-
crately callous or were smug and evil.
|Smne of them are my frends. They
are white and black. They are decent,
upstanding people. But they displayed a
consistent indifference to the conse-
quences of their actions. I believe that
all of us will have to be more respon-
sive to the consequences of having
turmd this zrea into a renovated dis-
trice.”

But the person in Bn-:r-nn Hill who
speaké the most eloquently about the
sacial and acsthetic canflicts inherent in
the brownstone-renovation movement
lis Mary Jane Melish, the wife of the
1 Reverend William Howard Melish.
She and her hushand have been living
in Boerum Hill since 1964, when they
moved there because it was close 1o her
"work at a youth center on Atdannc
| Avenue. Mr. Melish, who & now
"rector of Grace Episcopal Church m
Corona, was then working for the
Conference FEducational

Southern

Fund and—when he was not travel-
ling-——did ' his work at home, Mrs.
Melish grew up in Cincinnati, i a
graduate of Wellesley, and was the di-

rector of the youth center for owenty-

five years. '91:: is a short, somewhat
plump woman in her sixties, with a rosy
complexion, a friendly smile, and a se-
rene expression. She is also coolly and
incisively articulate—a tough opponent,
one would guess, on any issue she de-
fends. In her brownstone, on Dean
Street, one Sunday morning some time
ago, she delivered an indictment of
Bocrum Hill renovators such as is sel-
dom heard elsewhere in the commu-
nity, except among the low-income
population.

“I think everyone would agree that
the preservatdon of the houses in Boe-
rum Hill and the refurbishing of the
neighborhood have been good things,”
_MI’E. Melish said. *The neighborhood
has become very attractive, and cvery-
body s a part of that. But the attitude
of some of the renovators toward the
poorer people——those who stll live in
the run-down apartments or over store-
fronts—is very negative, The renova-
tors are resented by these people, who
feel that the community belongs to
them as much as it belongs to the new-
comers, They don’t 1-1-;1: being looked
down upon, they don’t like being ex-
cluded, and they don’t like being pushed

out, I‘I--I:m_f of the young people who!

have come into the community have
found much satisfaction in being neigh-
bors with the people who were living
here before. They are the ones who
are more fascinated by people than hy-
houses. [ myself -T like houses and
good architecture, but I believe that
houses are things to be used. They are

not museums. And it seems to me that!
to a lot of the renovators houses come |

first and people come later. I identify |

with all the different ethnic and eco-

nomic groups in Boerum Hill as well as|

with those renovaters who are inter-

ested in living together with them and |

sharing their lives. But I have no

|
|

sympathy with people who want to

come here and keep it a strctdy mid-
dle-class neighborhood. I think there's
so much richness in our varety, s
much we can learn from one another.
P'm not saying there’s anything unde-
grable about a renovation movement
But T think a renovation movement
can heautify a neighborhood and still

not succeed in heautifying the spirit of |

a neighborhood. That has happened in
a lot of other places, especially some

near here. And I would not like to see

that happen in Boerum Hill. It & one
thing to increase the value of real es- )

tate, but T don’t believe that that is
anything great in itself.”

I"q November of 1973, some seven

years after Robert dnyder fint 1
peared hcfore the T\cw York City
Landmarks Preservation Commission,
a six-block area at the center of Boerum
Hill—together with several houses on
State Street—was designated a historic
district. The Commission clied the area

3 pleasant residential neighborhood
of low building heights, uniform roof-
lines, and contnuous iron railings at
street level,” Tt was a recognition that
put the final seal on the community’s
struggle for a respectability similar to
that enjoyed by Park Slope, Cobble
Hill, and Brooklyn Heighs—which
had bheen designated historic districts
much earlier.

Tn February of 1974, when the des-
ignation was approved by the New
Yuork City Board of Estmate— -a mere
formality—the Boerum Hill Asocia-
tion rejoiced. Holt, who was then the
president, and Heloise Gruncherg, the
recording secretary, passed the news
around, using phrases like “at long
last.” Snyder, who had carried the
neighborhood’s fight in the early days,
welcomed the news as “a good thing.”
But, remaining true to his practical and
low-key style, he expressed regret that
the designadon had been so slow in
coming. “It did not come when we
needed it most,” he said. “We necded
it to stop the city and the speculators
from tearing down the old brown-
stones. If we had sat around waiting for
landmarks designaton, the neighbor-
hood would have bheen torn down a
long time ago.” His wife was merely
relieved.,
was like starting 2 rumor that Boerum
Il existed,” Patricia Snyder said.)
“But we kept werking at it. And now
Boerum Hill 1 not a rumor anymaore.
Tt exiss™ ~—JERVIS ANDERSON

“When we first came here, it &
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