
EL
D

R
ID

G
E 

ST

CLIN
TO

N
 ST

CATHERINE ST

PRINCE ST

E BROADWAY

FDR DR

EAST RIVER

BROOKLYN BRIDGE
MANHATTAN BRIDGEPEARL ST

CANAL ST

BR
O

A
D

W
AY

MADISON ST

CO
LUM

BUS

PARK

HOUSTON ST

HAMILTON
FISH PARK

SA
R

A
 D

. R
O

O
SE

V
EL

T 
PA

R
K

DELANCEY ST

SU
FF

O
LK

 S
T

ST
 JA

M
ES

 P
L

EL
IZ

A
B

ET
H

 S
T

GRAND ST

WILLIAMSBURG BRIDGE

C
H

R
YS

TI
E 

ST

B
O

W
ER

Y

HENRY ST

WATER ST

JO
H

N
 V

. L
IN

D
SA

Y
EA

ST
 R

IV
ER

 P
A

R
K

CORLEARS

HOOK PARKSEWARD
PARK

STANTON ST

RIVINGTON ST

ES
SE

X 
ST

Former Eastern Dispensary
(1890, Rose & Stone)
75 Essex St.
 
Former Educational Alliance 
Now: Manny Cantor Center
(1891, Brunner & Tryon)
197 East Broadway
 
University Settlement
(1898, Howells & Stokes) 
184 Eldridge St.
 
Former Young Men’s Benevolent 
Association 
Then: Grand St. Settlement. 
Now: Mikvah of Lower East Side
(1905, Sass & Smallheiser)
311 East Broadway
 
Former Hook and Ladder Co. No. 9
(1883, Napoleon LeBrun & Sons)
209 Elizabeth St.
 
Former Fire Engine Co. No. 15 
Now: Dale Jones Burch Neighborhood 
Center at Henry St. Settlement
(1884, Napoleon LeBrun & Sons)
269 Henry St.
 
Former Gouverneur Hospital 
Now: Gouverneur Court
(1901-1909, John Rochester Thomas)
621 Water St.

Proposed Tenement Historic District

Proposed Oliver Street - Alfred E. 
Smith Historic District

Map Graphics by Gray Matters

Supported in part
by Council Member
Christopher Marte

Street Vendors, 
Orchard St. at 

Hester St. 1898. 
Museum of the 

City of New York, 
Byron Co.

 
Former Provident Loan Society of New 
York 
Now: NMP Stages
(1912, Renwick, Aspinwall & Tucker)
223-225 East Houston St.
 
Church of St. Mary
Landmarked 2026!
(1833, Unknown; 1864 facade update, 
Patrick C. Keely)
438-440 Grand St.
 
Stanton St. Shul
(1913, Louis A. Sheinart)
180 Stanton St.
 
Former P.S. 160 
Now: The Clemente Soto Vélez 
Cultural and Educational Center
(1897-99, C. B. J. Snyder)
107 Suffolk St.
 
Former St. James School 
Now: Transfiguration School
(1868, Unknown)
37 St. James Place

Where to see these sites

Brick and Stone
Landmarking our Lower East Side Heritage
To celebrate our community’s 
extraordinary architecture and 
cultural history, the Lower East Side 
Preservation Initiative—LESPI— 
presents an exhibition highlighting two 
historic districts and twelve buildings 
worthy of official NYC landmarking. Such 
designation would protect against future 
demolition, as widespread development 
threatens the character of this iconic 
neighborhood.

These sites include streetscapes that 
conjure up the past while teeming with 
vitality today, and buildings well over 
100 years old that were designed as 
health facilities, settlement houses, 

financial and religious institutions, 
firehouses, and schools to serve the 
immigrant communities that filled the 
neighborhood. Their richly ornamented 
architecture speaks eloquently of the 
area’s storied past.

In the 19th century and into the early 
20th century, the Lower East Side was 
renowned for the massive waves of 
European immigrants arriving here. The 
earliest were Irish and German, followed 
by Italians and Eastern European Jews, 
among others. The crowding was so 
intense that some blocks were among 
the most densely populated places in the 
world. Still later, new arrivals continued 

to make the area home—Puerto Ricans, 
African Americans, Asians, and others—
in a process that continues today. That 
diversity, and a rich tradition of artistic 
innovation and political activism, give the 
built environment of the LES a unique 
sense of place.

In 2008, the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation deemed the Lower East 
Side one of the most endangered places 
in America. In the eighteen years since, 
the transformation of its historic blocks 
has continued, as tenements are replaced 
by looming glass towers. Only the NYC 
Landmarks Preservation Commission 
can stop this destructive tide.
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In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, 
Eastern European Jewish immigrants 
crowded into the Lower East Side and 
were served by hundreds of religious 
congregations. Services were held in 
rented apartments, storefronts, halls, 
former churches and grand, purpose-built 
synagogues. Among such places were 
“tenement synagogues,” small but often 
impressive in their architecture, such as 
the classically inspired Stanton Street 
Shul, one of few still functioning today.

New York’s oldest Catholic church, St. 
Mary’s on Grand Street, began in a 
building on nearby Sheriff Street, 200 
years ago. It served Irish immigrants who 
flocked to the neighborhood for jobs at 
the East River shipyards and docks. That 
first church was burned down by anti-
Catholic Nativists, but the present church 
was constructed soon after. St. Mary’s 
remains an architectural beacon today, 
and a vital multi-ethnic congregation.
Landmarked April 7, 2026!

This striking, buff-colored former school, 
in a “chateau” style, was built when the 
population of children was surging due 
to mass European immigration. Though 
overcrowding continued, new schools 
kept opening with innovative, light-filled 
interiors and exteriors in stunning historic 
styles—all signaling the importance 
of education. Today P.S. 160 houses a 
much-admired arts center celebrating 
Puerto Rican and Latinx culture, with a 
multiethnic and international vision.

Planned by young Jewish men, this 
building was lauded as “a showplace of 
the East Side.” It served as a clubhouse 
and also offered educational and 
recreational programs for neighbors. It 
later became Grand Street Settlement, 
founded by Rose Gruening, a pioneer 
in the field. Gruening financed the 
organization and was referred to as “the 
angel of Grand Street…known and loved 
by thousands of the East Side’s poor.”

Aiming to quickly assimilate Eastern 
European Jewish immigrants arriving 
in the late 19th century, German Jewish 
philanthropists founded the Educational 
Alliance. To encourage English, Yiddish 
was not permitted. That policy eventually 
changed, but English classes remained 
popular, as did a renowned arts program 
and an outstanding library. The book 
collection moved to Seward Park 
Library when it opened in 1909. Alliance 
programs continue to thrive today.

Hailed for its architecture, St. James 
School was built for a Catholic 
system paralleling the public schools. 
Spearheaded by Archbishop John 
Hughes, an influential figure in Church 
history, this alternative program originated 
in the mid-19th century so Catholic 
students would not be exposed to 
Protestant teachings in city schools. 
One famous alumnus is former New 
York Governor Alfred E. Smith. Today the 
building remains a Catholic school.

The University Settlement is home to 
the first settlement house in America, 
established to serve European immigrants 
who crowded into the area in the late 19th 
century. “Settlement” refers to early staff 
members living there, “settling in” to know 
the neighborhood better. Before marrying 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, Eleanor Roosevelt 
taught dance classes. Her future husband 
once described University Settlement 
as “a landmark in the social history of 
America.”

Located in what was the heart of Little 
Italy, this modest firehouse stands out 
with its intricate design and expressive 
brickwork— enhancing the community 
while serving its needs. The site was 
previously home to a volunteer fire 
brigade, before the city established a paid 
fire department. Hook and Ladder Co. 
No. 9 is said to be one of at least eight 
fire companies responding to the Triangle 
Shirtwaist Factory fire in 1911.

This ornate firehouse is the work of a 
distinguished architectural firm that built 
42 firehouses for the city between 1879 
and 1895. All were exceptional designs. 
Earlier, a volunteer fire brigade was 
at this location. After Company No. 15 
moved out, the firehouse was acquired by 
Henry Street Settlement, which owns the 
other buildings on the block—resulting 
in a uniquely historic streetscape on the 
Lower East Side.

Health care in the densely populated 
Lower East Side of the late 19th century 
was a major concern, since disease 
spread rapidly in crowded tenements. 
Low-cost medical treatment was offered 
at the Eastern Dispensary, part of a 
system of facilities built with private funds 
and then maintained by the city. The 
dignified Italianate architecture of this 
dispensary must have inspired trust in the 
medical care it offered.

LESPI has proposed a two-block area bordered by Oliver 
Street as an historic district for its intimate character of 
low-scale buildings, narrow streets and sidewalks, and for 
its cultural significance as the neighborhood of Alfred E. 
Smith, four-term Governor of New York, and Democratic 
presidential candidate of 1928—the first Catholic nominee. 
Smith was dubbed “the King of Oliver Street,” and his 
block was known as “Politicians Row” for government 
officials who lived there alongside him, including his 
political mentor, “Big Tom” Foley of Tammany Hall.
This area also includes such prominent landmarks as the 
very early First Shearith Israel Cemetery of 1683, and the 
mid-19th century St. James Church and Mariners Temple.

LESPI’s proposed LES Tenement Historic District centers around 
Orchard Street and the Tenement Museum. These streets evoke 
the 19th century yet remain vibrant today. Buildings include 
distinguished landmarks, such as a former department store 
from 1886, when Grand Street was a fashionable shopping 
destination, and a handsome building at Orchard and Canal 
Streets, originally a bank and now a hotel. Religious structures—
some active, others repurposed—also dot the area.
Yet tenements define the district. Most notable are those from 
the later 19th century with richly ornamented facades, elaborate 
cornices, hand-carved stonework, and terracotta trim. These 
were often designed by immigrant builders and architects who 
understood the desires of their tenants.

Built for a community in dire need of 
doctors, Gouverneur Hospital had the 
city’s first tuberculosis clinic and pioneered 
treatment of eye infections rampant in 
school children. Its ornamented front was 
inspired by the City Beautiful movement’s 
belief in architecture that enriches 
communities. Facing the East River are 
two pavilions with curved walls, since 
germs were thought to settle in corners. 
Patients took in fresh air on their balconies.

The Provident Loan Society was 
founded by philanthropists to offer 
low interest loans in exchange for 
personal possessions, thus acting as a 
nonprofit pawnshop that counteracted 
the many unscrupulous dealers in the 
neighborhood. The handsome and stately 
palazzo-style building was meant to 
communicate trust, stability, and respect 
for its clients. In the late 1960s, artist 
Jasper Johns moved in, making it his 
painting studio for nearly 20 years.

Photos 1 -12 ©Ari Burling
Photo A: Eldridge St. 
between Grand and 

Broome Sts.
Photo B: Nos. 25-21 Oliver 

St.; Smith residence at 
No. 25. 

Both by Bruce Monroe
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