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April 9, 2020

Hon. Sarah Carroll, Chair
NYC Landmarks Commission
1 Centre Street, 9th Floor
New York, NY 10007

Re: Additional research regarding historic significance of 86
University Place in the proposed historic district south of Union
Square

Dear Chair Carroll,

| write to share with you additional information we have uncovered
regarding the historic significance of 86 University Place, part of our
proposed historic district south of Union Square. No. 86 University Place
was built c. 1842 as a single-family row house, and later altered with
additional decorative detail and space, reflecting its
changes in uses and the ascendancy of commerce
in the area. Over the course of the building's
existence, it has had several noteworthy occupants
and owners who were significant to New York City
history, women's history, and LGBT history. Notable
residents and commercial occupants of the building
included Benjamin Hazard Field, the prominent 19th
century merchant and philanthropist who was

among the founders of the New York Free
Circulating Library (one of the main forebears of the
New York Public Library), the American Museum of
Natural History, the nation’s first chronic disease
hospital, the city's first library for women, and




countless other New York institutions. It also included German
immigrants Bernard and Emma Mittelstaedt, owners of E. Mittelstaedt,
Inc. a highly successful hair product company; the restaurant “The
Royalist” operated by Barney Gallant, aka “The Mayor of Greenwich
Village;"” and The Bagatelle, a lesbian bar which was frequented by
several significant literary figures and played a significant role in LGBT
life, especially for women, in the 1950s.

Benjamin Hazard Field

Benjamin Hazard Field (1814-1893) was a leading
philanthropist in New York City during the 19th
century. In its obituary in 1893, the New York Times

stated “his name was prominently associated with
most of the philanthropic enterprises that have been
undertaken in New York during the past fifty years.”
He gave tirelessly of both time and money to some
of New York City's most notable charitable and
educational institutions. The early successes of

many of these entities were a direct result of Field's

Benjamin Hazard Field, fromdistory of | rshi n nerositv. which ve them th
Westchester County: New York, by J eade S_ pa d generos ty’ chga .et em the
Thomas Scharf, 1886 foundations that allowed them to thrive for

generations, in many cases into the present.

Benjamin H. Field was born in Yorktown, New York and worked for his
uncle, Hickson W. Field, in his mercantile business. By 1838, Field’s uncle
had retired and Benjamin Field took over the family business, spurring it
on to even greater success. Additionally, he served as Vice President of
the Bank for Savings, the oldest institution of its kind in New York City,
as well as serving as Director of the Old Fulton Bank and Director of the
Atlantic Mutual Insurance Company. Field and his family moved into 86
University Place (originally numbered 56, then numbered 50 between
1851 and 1898) around 1843, shortly after the house was built. New York
City directories show the family at this location until 1856, when they
moved to an elegant mansion on East 26th Street fronting Madison
Square Park (demolished).


https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1893/03/18/109695483.pdf
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As impressive as Field's success in business
was, his philanthropic endeavors reached an
even greater level of prominence. J. Thomas
Scharf in his History of Westchester County
(1886) said of Field “From [1838, when he
took over his uncle's business] to the present
Mr. Field has been justly ranked as one of the
most prominent citizens of the great

metropolis.” Scharf went on to say:

e e St But to him the earning of a fortune was simply
a means to enable him to accomplish his ends
- to show by a bright example the good that
can be done by men possessed of wealth and actuated by the
spirit that seeks the welfare of their race. In all efforts of a
benevolent character no one has taken a more active part and it is
safe to say that there is scarcely an association or institution,
having for its object the amelioration of the condition of the poor
and suffering, with which his name is not connected, and of which

he has not been a liberal supporter

The Home for the Incurables at
Fordham figured prominently
into Field's philanthropic
endeavors. Credited with being
the nation'’s first chronic
disease hospital, Field was
responsible for its founding in

1866 as well as its success. He

was elected president of the

institution at its inception and Home for-lncurables, \&st Farms, Westchester,NY (now
. . the Bronx)

remained so for the rest of his
life. At this time, hospitals could not care for patients suffering from such
chronic conditions as epilepsy, paralysis, and senility, among others. The
hospital began by receiving 33 patients in a modest frame home in West

Farms. Under Field's leadership, in 1874 it moved to a 10-acre-site on


https://archive.org/stream/historyofwestche00scha_0/historyofwestche00scha_0#page/n639/mode/1up
https://archive.org/stream/historyofwestche00scha_0/historyofwestche00scha_0#page/n639/mode/1up

Third Avenue in the Bronx which it still occupies today, now known as
St. Barnabas Hospital.

Field had a profound impact upon the growth
and longevity of the New-York Historical
Society. His formal involvement began in 1844,
when he became a life member. In 1849, he
became a member of the Executive Committee,
and would remain so until his death. He served
as the Society's treasurer from 1860 to 1877, and
Vice President from 1878 until 1885, when he
was elected president. Also according to Scharf

“[i]t was largely owing to his earnest efforts that
— " the fire-proof building of the [New-York
NEW YORK HISTORICAL SOCIETY, Historical] Society was erected” in 1857, its first

Second avenue and Eleventh street.

permanent home, at Second Avenue and East
11th Street. Also during his tenure, the Society was also able to secure
the site for its future and present location on Central Park West.

Field was also one of the original founders of the New York City Free
Circulating Library (NYFCL), and its president from 1885 to 1893. He was
key to the NYFCL's success and rapid growth, extending branches into
poor neighborhoods and reaching New York City residents who could
not access the private libraries of the day or gain much of any exposure
to literature. The NYFCL would merge at the beginning of the 20th
century with the New York Public Library, which was advancing the free
public circulating branch library system pioneered by the NYFCL.

In the second half of the 19th century, New York City had no public
library system and no free circulating library. The city had the large
private Astor reference library, and a number of subscription libraries
such as the Mercantile Society, but lacked a circulating library
accessible to the broader population. What would become the New York
Free Circulating Library (NYFCL) was started in 1879 by a Grace Church
teacher and a group of other women and teachers as a reading room at
127 East 13th Street in Grace House, part of the Grace Church Chapel.
Though initially open only two hours a week and containing only 500


https://archive.org/stream/historyofwestche00scha_0/historyofwestche00scha_0#page/n639/mode/1up
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