The Architecture of Freedom and Place, and the Preservation of Racialized Space
in New York City

Robert Louis Brandon Edwards

April 2020

University of Virginia
School of Architecture
Department of Architectural History
Charlottesville, Virginia

Thesis Advisor:
Andrew Johnston

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the Degree of Master of Architectural History

Contents

03

List of Illustrations

06

Acknowledgements

07

Introduction

16

Chapter One: Cultural Landscapes and Invisible Networks

39

Chapter Two: The Architecture of Freedom and Space

50

Chapter Three: The Preservation of Racialized Space

65

Conclusion

69

Bibliography

75

Illustrations

99

Appendices

!2

List of Illustrations

Figure 1. Frederick Douglass, Syracuse, New York, July–August 1843, Whole-Plate
Daguerreotype, Unknown Photographer. http://writingcities.com/2018/02/26/frederick-douglassbondage-freedom/frederick-douglass-syracuse-new-york-july-august-1843-whole-platedaguerreotype-by-an-unknown-photographer-from-picturing-frederick-douglass/
Figure 2. Underground Railroad Map of the United States, ca. 1838-1860, Map Detail of New
York, Federal Writers' Project, 1941, Library of Congress Geography and Map Division. https://
www.loc.gov/item/75696204/
Figure 3. David Ruggles Illustration, Bob Powers, Date Unknown. https://maap.columbia.edu/
image/view/689.html
Figure 4. Ad, Freedom’s Journal: Devoted to the Improvement of the Colored Population,
Volume 2, Number 50, March 14, 1829. https://www.wisconsinhistory.org/Records/Article/
CS4415
Figure 5. Ad for David Ruggles’ Bookstore, The Emancipator, Issue 5, May 26, 1834. https://
davidrugglescenter.org/david-ruggles/
Figure 6. Map Of New York And The Adjacent Cities, J.H. Colton & Co., Colton's Atlas Of The
World, 1855, Showing the Fifth Ward and Neighborhood of TriBeCa, David Rumsey Map
Collection Cartography Associates, http://www.davidrumsey.com/maps3586.html
Figure 7. Bird's eye view of New York and environs, John Bachmann 1865, Showing Hudson
River and East River. Library of Congress Geography and Map Division. https://www.loc.gov/
item/75693052/
Figure 8. The Emancipator, Issue 6, November 1, 1835. Advertisement showing that Ruggles
Bookstore was set on fire by arsonist. Gikderman Institute of American History, https://
www.gilderlehrman.org/collection/glc0887507
Figure 9. Map Of New York And The Adjacent Cities, J.H. Colton & Co., Colton's Atlas Of The
World, 1855, Showing Ruggles Movement, David Rumsey Map Collection Cartography
Associates, http://www.davidrumsey.com/maps3586.html
Figure 10. The Negro Motorist Green-Book, 1941. New York Public Library Schomburg Center
for Research in Black Culture, Digital Collections. https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/
cc8306a0-83c4-0132-cc93-58d385a7bbd0

!3

Figure 11. Photograph of Gordon Parks in front of the Harlem YMCA at 180 West 135th Street,
1943. Gordon Parks Foundation, http://www.gordonparksfoundation.org/exhibitions/gordonparks-the-new-tide-early-work-1940-1950
Figure 12. Colored Branch of the Young Men’s Christian Association, 252-254 West 53rd Street,
New York, NY, 1901-1919, YMCA of Greater New York Archives, Landmarks Preservation
Commission. http://s-media.nyc.gov/agencies/lpc/lp/1973.pdf
Figure 13. 181 West 135th Street between Seventh Avenue and Lenox Avenue, 1920, YMCA of
Greater New York Archives, Landmark Preservation Commission. http://s-media.nyc.gov/
agencies/lpc/lp/1848.pdf
Figure 14. Map of the Harlem Renaissance showing the Harlem YMCA. Tony Millionaire,
Ephemera Press. http://ephemerapress.com/harlem-renaissance.html
Figure 15. Photograph, Harlem YMCA at 180 West 135th Street, 1931, YMCA of Greater New
York Archives, Landmarks Preservation Commission. http://s-media.nyc.gov/agencies/lpc/lp/
1973.pdf
Figure 16. The Negro Motorist Green-Book, Page 32 showing the Harlem YMCA, 1941. New
York Public Library Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, Digital Collections.
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/cc8306a0-83c4-0132-cc93-58d385a7bbd0
Figure 17. Photograph of 2 White Street, New York, NY 10013, 2020, Robert Louis Brandon
Edwards.
Figure 18. Portrait of Theodore S. Wright, artist unknown, ca. 1797-1847, Black Past. https://
www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/wright-theodore-sedgwick-ca-1797-1847/
Figure 19. Map Of New York And The Adjacent Cities, J.H. Colton & Co., Colton's Atlas Of The
World, 1855, Showing Ruggles and Wright house, David Rumsey Map Collection Cartography
Associates, http://www.davidrumsey.com/maps3586.html
Figure 20. Photograph of Ruggles house at 36 Lispenard Street, New York, NY, 10013, 2020,
Robert Louis Brandon Edwards.
Figure 21. Sanborn Fire Insurance Map from New York from 1853 showing possible alley
behind the Ruggles house, Library of Congress Geography and Map Division, https://
www.loc.gov/item/sanborn06116_013/

!4

Figure 22. Series of illustrated postcards of the Harlem YMCA produced between 1931 and
1945, The Tichnor Brothers Collection, The Boston Public Library, Digital Commonwealth of
Massachusetts Collection online. https://www.digitalcommonwealth.org/search/
commonwealth:kp78gm65r
Figure 23. Photograph of the New York Landmarks Preservation Foundation plaque for the
Ruggles house at 36 Lispenard Street, 2020, Robert Louis Brandon Edwards.
Figure 24. Photograph of the New York Landmarks Preservation Foundation plaque for the
Harlem YMCA at 180 West 135th Street, 2020, Robert Louis Brandon Edwards.

!5

Acknowledgement

I would like to thank the members of my thesis committee for supporting my research
and for the countless hours spent reviewing this project. This would not have been possible
without the strategic planning of my thesis advisor Andrew Johnston and the encouragement of
Jessica Sewell. I would like to thank Sheila Crane whose academic support has been so
graciously warm. I also would like to thank Marianne Hurley of the Landmarks Preservation
Commission for providing me access to archival documentation and Jennifer Reut for her
guidance and encouragement.

Words cannot express the gratitude that I hold for Karen Nahra whose gift has taken me
beyond this essay. Last but certainly not least, I would like to dedicate this work to the three
women who have always allowed me to follow my dreams— my grandmother Ruby Rollins, my
mother Linda L. Rollins, and my aunt Cindy Rollins.

Thank you.

!6

Introduction

“The story of the Negro in America is the story of America— or, more precisely, it is the
story of Americans.”1
-James Baldwin, 1955

How do we remember the history of slavery? How do we remember the history of
segregation? How do we conceptualize race and space? For me, the relationship between race
and space is not theoretical and it is intimately connected in America to histories of slavery and
segregation. It is real and cannot be fully understood from an essay, book, lecture, or film. This is
something that can only be felt, and something that I’ve experienced first hand. Growing up in
New York City during the 90s, I encountered the invisible lines of segregation, inequality, and
racism. I lived in Harlem, which at the time was the predominantly black neighborhood of
Manhattan, but I attended schools in predominantly white neighborhoods, so maneuvering
through these spaces enabled me to develop a certain cultural dexterity.
Today, as a black man in a field that is also predominantly white and has traditionally
seen the relationship between race and space and the importance of material culture from a white
spatial imaginary, I think it is time that architectural historians and historic preservationists take
on a more culturally dexterous approach to the race and space narrative and how we preserve the
spaces associated with it. It is time to employ diversity and include other spatial imaginaries in
order to tell a more inclusive and three-dimensional story. Because buildings, cities, and other

1

James Baldwin, Notes of a Native Son, (Boston, MA, Beacon Press, 1955).
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landscapes serve as “material documents of history,”2 how they are preserved is essential to
understanding history. By including other imaginaries, materiality can be seen in new ways.
In this thesis, I examine how we preserve spaces closely tied to the history of the black
experience in this country. I do this in part by offering a detailed study of two sites within two
different eras, networks, and cultural landscapes in New York City. The first site is the David
Ruggles’ house, which is located at 36 Lispenard Street in the TriBeCa neighborhood of
Manhattan. From 1837 to 1840 it was a temporary place of refuge for over six-hundred human
beings who escaped the institution of chattel slavery. As a site along the Underground Railroad,
the Ruggles house played an important role along this invisible network and surrounding cultural
landscapes. The second site is the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), which is located
at 180 West 135th Street in the Harlem neighborhood of Manhattan. During the Jim Crow Era
(1870-1965), YMCAs were segregated, so African-Americans established their own “colored
branches” in order to have a separate but equal space that provided similar opportunities. The
Harlem YMCA served as one of those “colored branches” from 1931 to 1946 and is where I took
self-defense classes as a young man.
The goal of this thesis is to tell the compelling story of these sites associated with the
African-American experience in New York City and to also argue that multiple spatial
imaginaries exist other than the one that dominates the current narrative and those imaginaries
need to be heard. It is important to note that this thesis does not focus on the imaginaries of
gender, sex or other races. There are few black people in architectural history and historic
preservation and even fewer preserved sites associated with black history. As of 2019, there were
Swati Chattopadhyay, “Architectural History and Spatial Imagination,” American Historical Association:
Perspectives on History, (January 1, 2014).
2
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more than 95,000 properties listed on the National Register of Historic Places and of these only 2
percent were significant to the African-American experience. 3 Black people need a seat at the
table; their voices heard, their scholarship acknowledged, and to be taken seriously in order for
everyone to understand history and significant places from their perspective. I argue that the
current methodology of historic preservation does not effectively tell the lived experience of a
cultural landscape. Simply telling stories and preserving the material culture of black history on a
historical marker or plaque is not sufficient. In order to do this, artists, musicians, writers, and
activists should collaborate with historians, public officials, and preservation groups to discuss
new ways to interpret and reinterpret past, present, and future historical sites.
My research draws on tools from multiple disciplines including architectural history and
social history. In my experience in the practice of historic preservation and architectural history,
I’ve developed the skills and knowledge to use case study-based research, and primary and
secondary sources. This thesis will use evidence drawn from archival material such as newspaper
articles, maps, handwritten documents, and photographs. I will also make use of information
gathered during site visits.
Throughout this thesis, I will use three key terms; spatial imaginary, or spatial
imagination, racialized space, and invisible networks. According to scholar Elyes Hanafi, the
term spatial imagination traces its roots to anthropologist David Harvey's notions of “spatial
consciousness” and the “geographical imagination.”4 Harvey draws our attention to the role of
spatiality, territoriality, and locality in the formation of an individual's life. Harvey claims that
3 Adeel

Hassan, “The Hidden History of Slavery That Surrounds Us: Most of the sites of the slave trade are
unmarked, including the auction sites where families were torn apart.,” The New York Times, (March 1, 2020).
Elyes Hanfi, “Spatial Imagination Not for All: The Case of African Americans,” Journal of Psychohistory, Vol. 45
No. 4, (2014), 268.
4
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these notions of “spatial consciousness” and “geographical imagination” force the individual to
recognize space and place through their own biography and set of sociological experiences. He
says, “this is how the individual relates to the spaces around them— forms the relationship
between them and neighborhood— territory— it allows them to fashion and use space creatively
and to appreciate the meaning of the spatial forms created by others.”5 Hanafi notes that spatial
imagination is probably the most comprehensive form of racial injustice as it combines the
mental and the physical. Hanafi also notes that spatial imagination can be thought of as the
projective act that challenges the dominant plan and exposes the ideologies that support the
normative physical organization of buildings and cities.6 In this case, the ideologies that support
the normative way we preserve buildings and cities.
According to historian Robert Weyeneth, the term racialized space is rooted in America’s
long history of racism. Weyeneth notes that while racialized space typically relates to spaces of
slavery and segregation, it can be any place with a history of discrimination, inequality,
oppression, or violence based on race.7 Racialized spaces during slavery included the auction
block, the plantation, and the stops along the Underground Railroad. During segregation,
racialized spaces appeared in “separate but equal” diners, hotels, schools, and other facilities.
Invisible networks refers to a system of hidden locations that provided navigation to
African-Americans seeking freedom within oppressive cultural landscapes. The Underground
Railroad and The Negro Motorist Green Book are two invisible networks referenced in this
5

David Harvey, “The Sociological and Geographical Imaginations,” International Journal of Politics, Culture, and
Society, Vol. 18, No. 3/4, (New York, NY, Springer, 2005), 212.
Elyes Hanfi, “Spatial Imagination Not for All: The Case of African Americans,” Journal of Psychohistory, Vol. 45
No. 4, (2014), 268.
6

Robert R. Weyeneth, “The Architecture of Racial Segregation: The Challenges of Preserving the Problematical
Past,” The Public Historian, Vol. 27, No. 4, (Berkeley, CA, University of California Press, 2005), 3.
7
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thesis. During slavery, African-Americans used the Underground Railroad to escape bondage and
navigate North to freedom. During segregation, African-Africans used The Negro Motorist Green
Book to navigate the racial topography of this country to exercise there freedom to travel.
This thesis is composed of a series of chapters that lay out the conceptual evidence
necessary to support my argument. “Chapter One: Cultural Landscapes and Invisible Networks,”
examines the black experience in New York City and the parallels between two sites within two
different eras, networks, and the cultural landscapes of slavery and segregation. It will explore
the two responding networks that provided navigation to black people maneuvering the
racialized topography of New York City. From the 17th to the 19th century, chattel slavery
tormented the African-American experience in this country. It affected both free and enslaved
African-Americans because it was based on the color of skin. In response to this “peculiar
institution,” the Underground Railroad was formed. Made up of a complex series of secret routes
and spaces, the Underground Railroad provided human beings escaping slavery in the South the
safe spaces needed along their journey to freedom in the North. The Ruggles house was one of
those safe spaces. This chapter will contextualize how some enslaved African-Americans with
agency in the south headed north along the Underground Railroad and how elaborate this
network of hidden locations was and who the important people were who made it possible.
This chapter also contextualizes segregation during the Jim Crow Era. By the end of the
19th century, slavery was abolished, but there was a new method of oppressing people of color—
segregation. Along with segregation came inequality, intimidation, violence, and sometimes
worse. Black Americans could not expect to be treated fairly in public establishments or even
served at all. They could face jail time or death for simply sitting in the wrong section of a bus or

!11

restaurant. In response, another network of locations was created by Victor H. Green. In 1936,
Green published The Negro Motorist Green Book which was a travel guide that listed places such
as gas stations, restaurants, barbershops, and hotels that served black travelers during this time.
The Harlem YMCA was one of those places. This chapter argues that the parallels between the
cultural landscapes of slavery and segregation made it necessary for networks of safe spaces like
these to exist.
“Chapter Two: The Architecture of Freedom and Space” explores the architecture of the
buildings and significant role that location played for the Ruggles house and the Harlem YMCA.
The fabric of these neighborhoods during these two eras was vital to the success of the two
networks. During slavery, TriBeCa was a community of abolitionists who collaborated within the
Underground Railroad in an effort to provide safe harbor to fugitive slaves. Houses, churches,
and businesses affiliated with this network played a role in the larger theme of agency and
movement through social and physical connections. The Ruggles house was just one station
along the Underground Railroad but because of its owner and location, it was a very important
station.
The Harlem YMCA was positioned within a community and network of businesses and
institutions that supported the advancement of African-Americans during segregation. After the
Civil War and throughout the twentieth century African-Americans left the rural south and
headed to other parts of the country for a better life during the Great Migration. Many settled in
Harlem which quickly became a predominantly black neighborhood because of this movement.
Black men traveling through the city, or looking for temporary accommodations could stay at the
Harlem YMCA. The Harlem YMCA was one of the few places that accommodated black men
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and gave them a safe space of accommodation, recreation, and education. This community
network of institutions and businesses included the New York Public Library and Schomburg
Center for Research in Black Culture, headquarters for the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People, the New York Urban League, the New York Amsterdam News,
and the Apollo Theater. Similar to a station along the Underground Railroad, the Harlem YMCA
was a place within a larger network. It was also listed in the 1941 edition of The Negro Motorist
Green Book. Chapter two argues that the architecture, neighborhood connections, and physical
locations of these sites within these networks were essential to their success and to the safety and
freedom of African-Americans.
In “Chapter Three: The Preservation of Racialized Space,” I join the larger discourse on
the relationship between race and space, spatial imaginaries, and the preservation of material
culture associated with black history. Joining this discourse supports and furthers my argument
and allows me to participate in finding new methodologies and practices for historic
preservation. Chapter three analyzes and interprets the research and work of scholars and
professionals in their respective disciplines.
Architectural historian Swati Chattopadhyay argues that spatial imagination is the process
by which social groups work out the relation between social and physical phenomena. She also
argues that we are at the forefront of new research, books, films, exhibitions, websites, and a
booming new cultural tourism industry. 8 This supports my argument in saying that now is the
time for black voices to be heard. It is imperative for black people to be invited to share the black
spatial imaginary.
Swati Chattopadhyay, “Architectural History and Spatial Imagination,” American Historical Association:
Perspectives on History, (January 1, 2014).
8
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Architectural historian Dell Upton argues that imaginations can be fractured by the lines
of class, culture, or personality.9 My interpretation of this is that imaginaries can be broken down
even further than race. Imaginaries can be comprised of what Kimberlee Crenshaw refers to as
intersections of class, culture, personality, and even sexuality. Because of the number of different
spatial imaginations, inclusion is essential to how we interpret history. Upton notes that this will
require scholars and professionals in historic preservation and architectural history to examine
these fractures and to encourage the practice of multiple spatial imaginaries which supports my
argument.
Scholar George Lipsitz argues that the national spatial imaginary is “racially marked.”
Lipsitz argues that understanding the links between race and place in the United States begins
with an examination of concrete racial and spatial practices. Lipsitz uses the theoretical writings
of Antonio Gramsci to support his argument that great value can be secured from thinking about
large concepts in relation to specific and concrete historical and sociological situations. Lipsitz
notes that the idea of racially specific imaginaries is not a theory as much as it is a metaphorical
construct that reveals actual social relations.10 This supports my argument in saying that social
history and contextual evidence impacts the way we see buildings and landscapes.
Scholar Andrea R. Roberts argues that guidelines under the National Historic
Preservation Act and National Register of Historic Places obscure traces of African-American
landscapes. Roberts argues that the criteria for listing places on historic registers emphasize the
physicality and integrity of buildings, structures, and tangible features, rather than considering
Dell Upton, “Architectural History or Landscape History?,” Journal of Architectural Education, Vol. 44, No. 4,
(Washington DC, Association of Collegiate Schools of Architecture, Inc., 1991), 196.
9

George Lipsitz, “The Racialization of Space and the Spatialization of Race: Theorizing the Hidden Architecture of
Landscape,” Landscape Journal, Vol. 26, No. 1, (Madison, WI, University of Wisconsin Press, 2007), 13.
10
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the meanings and group attachments embodied in places, which leave out many buildings and
landscapes associated with the African-American experience. 11 She poses the question, “When
does historic preservation become social justice?” This supports my argument in saying that
historic preservation methodologies and practices need to be disrupted in order to see the
histories of all people and not just a select few.
Joining this discourse supports and furthers my argument but also allows me to be a part
of the larger discussion which is essentially about how we move forward in historic preservation.
These respective scholars and professionals are engaging in how we can further the scholarship
and practice of preserving racialized spaces and histories. Chapter three also explores ways in
which we can interpret history more effectively rather than using the normative historical marker
or plaque. It explores how artists, musicians, writers, and activists can collaborate with
historians, public officials, and preservation groups to discuss new ways to interpret and
reinterpret past, present, and future historical sites.

11 Andrea

R. Roberts, “Count the Outside Children! Kinkeeping as Preservation Practice Among Descendants of
Texas’ Freedom Colonies,” National Trust for Historic Preservation Leadership Forum Journal: Intangible
Heritage, Vol. 32, No. 4 (Washington DC, National Trust for Historic Preservation, 2020), 72.
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Chapter 01: Cultural Landscapes and Invisible Networks

It was two o’clock in the morning on September 4th, 1838, when a black man by the
name of Frederick Bailey finally arrived in New York City. The 20-year-old was excited yet
exhausted, after traveling the 200 miles north by horse and carriage, two trains, and three boats,
passing through rivers in Maryland, Delaware, Pennsylvania and finally making it to the Hudson
River in New Jersey. Dressed in nautical attire, in the disguise of a free-sailor, Bailey was on a
mission. That mission, to escape slavery. He succeeded when he arrived in New York City. In
spite of his exhilaration, Bailey was homeless, afraid, and penniless. 12 He had no real plan about
what to do next. He encountered Jake, another fugitive slave from Maryland, who warned him
that although they were now in a free state, slave catchers roamed the city’s streets. Shortly
thereafter, a “warm-hearted and generous fellow” by the name of Stuart directed him to the home
of David Ruggles at 36 Lispenard Street, not far from the docks of the Hudson River.13 Ruggles
was an agent and secretary of the New York Committee of Vigilance, founded three years earlier
to challenge the institution of slavery and to protect the rights of both free and enslaved AfricanAmericans with legal representation. The Committee also protected free black New Yorkers from
being kidnapped and auctioned off into Southern slavery. Many years before, Solomon Northup
drew attention to this problem in his widely read memoir Twelve Years a Slave. Free blacks,
frequently young men and children, were abducted on New York City’s streets and sold into

Graham Russell Gao Hodges, David Ruggles: A Radical Black Abolitionist and the Underground Railroad in New
York City, (Chapel Hill, NC, The University of North Carolina Press, 2012), 1.
12

13

Frederick Douglass, Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (Hartford, CT, Park Publishing Company, 1882) 253.
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southern slavery.14 By 1838, Ruggles was the leader of a network with connections to antislavery
activists in Baltimore, Philadelphia, New England, and Upstate New York. He regularly searched
the wharves, on the lookout for fugitive slaves. Ruggles took Bailey into his home and advised
him to change his name to help avoid recapture. Frederick Bailey became Frederick Johnson, and
for the next couple of days the two men would spend their time discussing the abolitionist
movement in Ruggles’ parlor.15 Days later Bailey, now Johnson, married Anna Murray, a free
black woman from Maryland, in Ruggles’ parlor.16 After the wedding, Ruggles gave the couple
five dollars, which was more than a week’s pay for a manual laborer at the time. He told them to
head to New Bedford, Massachusetts, where Nathan Johnson, another black abolitionist, would
receive them. 17 After arriving in New Bedford, Frederick Johnson would change his name one
last time. He would become Frederick Douglass.18
Frederick Douglass (Figure 1), used the routes, locations, and people along the hidden
network of the Underground Railroad as shown in Figure 2, as he maneuvered through several
landscapes on his journey to freedom. It is impossible to say how many African-Americans
escaped the exploitation, rape, violence, and other harsh conditions associated with chattel
slavery in the South and headed North. Estimates suggest that the number was somewhere

14

Solomon Northup, Twelve Years a Slave: Narrative of Solomon Northup, a Citizen of New York, Kidnapped in
Washington City in 1841, and Rescued in 1853, (Auburn, NY, Derby & Miller, 1853).
Graham Russell Gao Hodges, David Ruggles: A Radical Black Abolitionist and the Underground Railroad in New
York City, (Chapel Hill, NC, The University of North Carolina Press, 2012), 1.
15

16

Eric Foner, Gateway to Freedom: The Hidden History of the Underground Railroad (New York, NY, W. W.
Norton & Company, 2016), 1-2.
Graham Russell Gao Hodges, David Ruggles: A Radical Black Abolitionist and the Underground Railroad in New
York City, (Chapel Hill, NC, The University of North Carolina Press, 2012), 2.
17

Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, (1881), 253-255, in Kathryn Grover, The Fugitive’s Gibraltar: Escaping
Slaves and Abolitionism in New Bedford, Massachusetts (Amherst, MA, University of Massachusetts Press, 2001),
18.
18
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between 1,000 and 5,000 each year between 1830 and 1860. This was hardly enough to affect the
growth of the slave population which by 1860 had approached four million people, but sufficient
to become a cause for alarm in slave states and create tension between the North and the South.
This also produced a significant monetary loss for affected slaveholders.19
Like Douglass, many of the people who escaped the shackles of chattel slavery in the
South were young adult males who ran away alone, leaving their families behind. Almost all of
them relied on a hidden network of safe houses, shops, and churches along the Underground
Railroad for safe passage to freedom in the North. Douglass would later recount his journey,
referring to “Mr. Ruggles on Lispenard Street” as “the only officer of the Underground Railroad”
he encountered during his escape. The term, in fact, did not yet exist in 1838 when Douglass
reached the North, and it remains unclear exactly when it originated. One account attributes its
first use to an article in a Washington newspaper in 1839, quoting a young slave named Jim, who
said he hoped to “escape on a railroad that went underground all the way to Boston.” By 1842,
the term Underground Railroad was a part of the American vernacular. In 1853, the New York
Daily Times defined the Underground Railroad as a series of “organized arrangements made in
various sections of the country, to aid fugitives from slavery.”20 Today, we understand the
Underground Railroad as an invisible network made up of stations and conductors (both black
and white abolitionists), or people who assisted enslaved human beings along their journey to
freedom. From 1835, when the New York Committee of Vigilance was founded, to 1860, it

Louis A. Chamerovzow, The Slave’s Underground Railroad to Freedom (Edinburgh, n.d.), 1; J. Blaine Hudson,
Encyclopedia of the Underground Railroad (Jefferson, NC, 2006), 9, offers a highly speculative estimate of 135,000
slave escapes in the half century before the Civil War.
19

20

"Fugitive Slaves in Ohio," New York Daily Times (New York, NY, September 7, 1853).
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assisted between 3,000 and 4,000 fugitive slaves who passed through the city;21 over six-hundred
of them passed through the home of David Ruggles.
Slavery was abolished in New York in 1827, but because of laws including the Fugitive
Slave Act, free states in the north were not safe for free blacks and runaways as both groups
feared being captured and sent to slavery in the south. Even after slavery ended in New York, the
institution remained central to the city’s economic prosperity. As the cotton industry flourished in
the South, so did its economic connections with the North, mainly New York. By the 1830s,
cotton had become the country’s largest exported crop, and it was New York merchants who
dominated the transatlantic trade of what was considered “white gold.” Dozens of shipping
companies sprang up in the 1820s and 1830s, their vessels gathering southern cotton from
Charleston, Savannah, Mobile, New Orleans, and other southern ports and bringing it to New
York for shipment to Europe. New York benefitted economically from slavery. New York banks
helped to finance the crops as well as the planters’ acquisition of land and slaves; New York
insurance companies offered policies that compensated owners upon the death of a slave; New
York clothing manufacturers, such as Brooks Brothers, provided garments to clothe the slaves;
New York printers produced the images of fugitives for use in notices circulated in the South by
owners of runaway slaves. On the eve of the Civil War, J. D. B. De Bow, editor of the era’s
premier southern monthly, wrote that New York City was “almost as dependent upon Southern
slavery as Charleston.” The economy of New York City was so closely tied to slavery that

The New York State Vigilance Committee, successor of the New York Committee of Vigilance, claimed in 1849
that the earlier organization had helped 2,000 fugitives gain “personal liberty.” Subsequent reports by the second
committee claim a total for the two of 3,200 to the year 1856. NS, May 18, 1849; Tom Calarco, Places of the
Underground Railroad (Santa Barbara, CA, 2011), xxi. Sydney Howard Gay’s group assisted more than 200
fugitives in 1855 and 1856 and an unknown number in other years.
21
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warehouses along its waterfront were filled with the products of slave labor— tobacco, sugar,
and cotton.22
Born free on March 15, 1810, in Lyme, Connecticut, a small village near Norwich, David
Ruggles was the first of eight children to free African-American parents, David and Nancy
Ruggles. David Sr. was a blacksmith and that position came with status, as blacksmiths were
well respected figures in early American societies, both black and white. According to historian
Graham Russell Gao Hodges, blacksmiths played a significant role in the community because
everybody needed them. As with all professions that served the public, blacksmiths held a power
and respect that would sometimes outrank any predetermined social orders. Nancy Ruggles also
held an elevated position in society. Because of her cooking skills, she would establish herself as
an accomplished caterer. Ruggles’ exposure, to his parent’s unfaltering work ethic and to the
anti-slavery movement that was taking place during this time in Connecticut, influenced him to
work hard, be resilient, and have a cause. After attending Sabbath schools, Ruggles (Figure 3)
emerged from adolescence equipped with an education and sense of social responsibility. 23
In 1825, at the age of fifteen, Ruggles as moved to New York City. He worked as a
mariner before opening a grocery store at 1 Cortlandt Street, on the corner of Broadway. In an
advertisement published in the Freedom’s Journal: Devoted to the Improvement of the Colored
Population in 1829, Ruggles showed his gratitude to the public for their patronage of his store as
shown in Figure 4. This tells us that he was a successful businessman for a while but it wasn’t
long before Ruggles became involved with the anti-slavery movement. He started working on the
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side for abolitionist newspapers such as The Liberator and The Emancipator as a distributor. In
October of 1829, he moved his grocery business to 36 Cortlandt Street which was set on fire by
arsonists two months later. Between 1829 and 1833, Ruggles would move his grocery store three
more times on Cortlandt Street.24 By 1834 he quit the grocery business and dedicated himself to
the abolitionist movement.25 In May of that year, Ruggles opened an anti-slavery library and the
first black-owned bookstore in the country at 67 Lispenard Street. In an advertisement published
in The Emancipator in 1834, Ruggles mentions that his anti-slavery bookstore offers services
such as book binding, picture framing, letter press and job printing (Figure 5).
During this time, the New York Committee of Vigilance quickly established itself within
the abolitionist movement and network. When it is was created in 1835, it was the first group to
provide hands-on assistance to fugitives slaves. It distributed anti-slavery literature, supported
fugitive slaves by giving them food, water, shelter, and supplies needed to continue their journey
north. The committee also provided legal aid. Members included prominent free-black
businessmen and clergy in TriBeCa, such as Charles Ray, a preacher and editor of The Colored
American; Thomas Downing, the owner of a well-known oyster bar on Broad Street; David
Ruggles; and several others. To sustain itself, the committee raised money and accepted
donations. Most of the contributions came from the free-black community which at the time was
in the TriBeCa neighborhood as shown in Figure 6, but some of the donations came from white
supporters such as William Jay, Arthur and Lewis Tappan, and Gerrit Smith. Historian Graham
Russell Gao Hodges tells us that some white people proved to be allies to the black community
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and empathetic to the anti-slavery movement as they were of the Episcopalian faith.26 The
committee had a network of people who assisted fugitive slaves. Often this network of hidden
places consisted of houses, churches, and businesses. Evidence tells us that the committee used
these connections and spaces to help fugitive slaves travel by boat up the Hudson and East
Rivers to safer territories in the north like Connecticut, Massachusetts, and Canada 27 as shown in
Figure 7.
Because of his abolitionist work with the New York Committee of Vigilance and
distributing anti-slavery newspapers, Ruggles had many enemies. He was fined and arrested
several times and faced threats and violence, and damage to his property.28 In 1835, his
bookstore was set on fire by arsonists. In an advertisement published in The Emancipator,
Ruggles says “The friends of human rights are respectfully informed in consequence of the
destruction of my books, pamphlets, and stationary by fire, I am compelled for the present to
discontinue the sale of books and circulating library, but will abide in the same place, and
continue my agency for all anti-slavery publications” as shown in Figure 8. According to
Hodges, Ruggles moved several more times on Lispenard Street, each time arsonists would
destroy his property.29
The concept of movement has always been closely linked to the black experience in this
country. Moving from Africa to the American South during the Atlantic slave trade against their
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will, and then moving from the auction block to the plantation, also against their will. During the
years of the Underground Railroad, the concept of movement would reappear but this time as
agency. Movement became a means to freedom and a necessity to escape violence and
oppression. This was true for fugitive slaves and free African-Americans as well. We don’t have
to speculate much to say that Ruggles moved frequently out of necessity throughout the city, as
shown in Figure 9. He moved in order to continue his abolitionist work but mostly to escape the
violence and attacks on his property. We can speculate that Ruggles wanted to remain in the
TriBeCa neighborhood in order to stay within the network of abolitionists where he could remain
instrumental in assisting fugitive slaves. Further analysis tells us how important these locations
were to the anti-slavery movement. For Ruggles to continue his fight despite the number of
attacks shows how dedicated he was, and how important these spaces were for those seeking
freedom and to the anti-slavery movement. For the pro-slavery supporters, these locations were a
threat to the institution in which they believed.
As a newspaper distributor, Ruggles sold to people throughout New York, Pennsylvania,
New Jersey, Connecticut, and Massachusetts. In an advertisement published in The Liberator in
1836, Ruggles claimed to have a list of 250 names of customers which tells us that he made
important connections along a larger network of abolitionists; these were connections he could
use to assist fugitive slaves. In 1837, Ruggles moved to 36 Lispenard Street. Although we don’t
know much about 36 Lispenard Street during the time that Ruggles lived there, we do know that
he used the space as a residential office, and to harbor over six-hundred fugitive slaves including
Fredrick Douglass in 1838. In July of 1838, Ruggles published his own anti-slavery, anti-
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colonization periodical, called the Mirror of Liberty. This was the first work edited by an
African-American.30
Although he was a writer and editor, according to Hodges, Ruggles never documented his
anti-slavery activities at 36 Lispenard Street. This was not an uncommon practice during this
time as abolitionists and fugitive slaves feared the information could end up in the wrong hands
and interrupt their network. However, some fugitive slaves who stopped at the Ruggles house
along this network recounted their experiences after reaching freedom in the North. William
Green escaped from slavery in Maryland to New York, and a friend directed him to the Ruggles
house. In 1853, Green wrote “he [Ruggles] was very active in procuring material aid for and in
giving us good advice.”31 James L. Smith, who escaped slavery in Virginia, was sent to New
York City with a letter addressed to Ruggles. After spending a few days at 36 Lispenard Street,
he left for Hartford, Connecticut, with an introduction from Ruggles to an abolitionist there.32 In
thinking about what it must have been like for a fugitive slave to get off a boat in an unfamiliar
land, destined to reach freedom, not knowing where to go next or how to get there, coming
across a man like David Ruggles must have been extraordinary because he was such an
invaluable resource within the network. If we read Walt Whitman’s poem Leaves of Grass, we
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can almost start to visualize what this arrival in New York City must have been like for a fugitive
slave:

The runaway slave came to my house and stopt outside,
I heard his motions crackling the twigs of the woodpile,
Through the swung half-door of the kitchen I saw him limpsy and weak,
And went where he sat on a log and led him in and assured him,
And brought water and fill’d a tub for his sweated body and bruis’d feet,
And gave him a room that enter’d from my own, and gave him some coarse clean
clothes,
And remember perfectly well his revolving eyes and his awkwardness,
And remember putting plasters on the galls of his neck and ankles;
He staid with me a week before he was recuperated and pass’d north,
I had him sit next me at table, my fire-lock lean’d in the corner. 33

In 1840, Ruggles left New York City too and moved to Northampton, Massachusetts
where he established a medical practice.34 He was a resilient man who never let the challenges
and violent attacks discourage his fight to assist fugitive slaves. He showed great courage, and
his experience helps us understand the cultural landscape and invisible network that he
contributed to and influenced. His house was the place where courage and determination were
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nurtured and uplifted. Ruggles was an important connection to the network in which AfricanAmericans could acquire freedom during a time when they had to navigate the racialized
topography of this country and more specifically New York City.
In moving forward, it is important that we view the era of segregation just as we did the
era of slavery. The two eras are more similar than they appear at first glance. They both consisted
of two cultural landscapes and networks that altered black American experience. Moving from
slavery to segregation; from the Underground Railroad to The Negro Motorist Green Book as the
navigational tools that African-Americans used to move through landscapes of oppression,
segregation, institutionalized racism, and violence.
Almost a century later, African-Americans would still find it necessary to use a hidden
network of safe spaces in order to navigate the racialized topography of America. Despite the
abolition of slavery by the Thirteenth Amendment, racism still existed and segregation
supplemented those ideologies. One form of oppression was replaced with another. In the
decades that followed Reconstruction, the white spatial imaginary was faced with the challenges
of creating spaces and places that conformed to the requirements of evolving laws and social
customs.35 Lipsitz tells us that “even though the legal slave system ended in 1865, it lived on in
black codes passed by states, through segregation upheld by the landmark court case Plessy v.
Ferguson, and in the restrictive covenants, racial zoning, and direct discrimination”36 that denied
African-Africans equality. Separate but equal was a legal form of oppression because it was not
equal. Segregated schools, hospitals, waiting rooms, and water fountains are some of the most
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familiar images from the era of segregation. These acts of separation occurred in the South and in
the North. Weyeneth tells us that very little scholarship has been dedicated to finding out how
racial segregation created a unique architectural form in both the South and in the North. We
know much about segregation as a political, legal, and social institution, but relatively little about
it as a spatial system. Examining what Weyeneth calls the “architecture of racial segregation”
helps us understand how segregation shaped the built environment and cultural landscapes in
America between 1880 and 1960. 37 Because of racial segregation, not everyone experienced
spaces the same. Movement and place were restricted and as historian Ronald L. F. Davis notes,
this was “racial etiquette.” African-Americans would sometimes have to enter and exit
establishments through side doors and back doors. They were forced to sit in the less desirable
areas of the restaurant near the bathroom and near the kitchen.38 Both black people and white
people knew the social customs and rules of Jim Crow.39 The architectural racial segregation
represented an effort to design places that shaped the behavior of individuals. As defined earlier,
these racialized spaces controlled the interaction between black people and white people.
Weyeneth tells us that African-Americans were the targets of these architectural initiatives and
on whom segregationist architecture was imposed. He also tells us that white people were
expected to follow the rules of these spaces as well. Both races had to perform the proper racial
etiquette in racialized spaces.
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Throughout the Jim Crow era, racial segregation was architecturally implemented in two
major ways, through architectural isolation and through architectural partitioning.40 Architectural
isolation was a form of place segregation that kept races apart. An example of this would be an
all black school and an all white school. For this thesis, a better example would be an all black
YMCA and an all white YMCA. Architectural partitioning separated the races within a shared
space.41 Examples of this would include a classroom, bus, or diner where races were sectioned
off. If we conceptualize architectural-isolation it minimized the contact and interaction between
races as much as possible. Weyeneth tells us that during the time, under the white spatial
imaginary, the ideal would have been to avoid contact altogether but this was impractical
because of the landscape that consumed their daily lives. This landscape was made up of
different races and it was difficult to avoid contact no matter how segregated the built
environment was. Exclusion and duplication were the two spatial strategies that were employed
to combat this and keep the races separated from each other. We have all seen photographs of
diners, shops, and other businesses with signs reading “Whites Only” or “No Negros Allowed.” 42
These white spaces were protected by local and state laws and by social customs. AfricanAmericans were excluded from specific places, spaces, and sometimes entire towns. Sundown
Towns were all-white towns that prohibited the movement of black people through these towns
after the sun went down. This must have been similar to the feeling of a fugitive slave who could
not maneuver through these landscapes freely. They had to be careful and stay hidden; stay
40
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invisible. Black people were excluded from public facilities like parks, swimming pools, and
hotels. Black men who traveled encountered extraordinary difficulties in finding hotel
accommodations.43 This proved to be true even in cities like New York.
In order to keep white spaces segregated, states, municipalities and organizations
encouraged black people to create their own set of spaces. Weyeneth tells us that segregation and
exclusion forced duplication which was a network of separate spaces such as diners,
barbershops, and other facilities for African-Americans that replicated existing white facilities.
Terms like “the Negro school,” “white school,” “Colored diner,” and “white diner” joined the
American vernacular. Again, it is important to remember what was mentioned earlier in that
spaces under the “separate but equal” law usually were never equal. Weyeneth notes that “as
public policy, duplication represented a feeble nod in the direction of providing “separate but
equal” facilities that were emphatically separate and usually never equal.”44
However, creating duplicative spaces also served as a way for African-Americans to
avoid the humiliation and violence that accompanied white supremacy and segregation.
Traveling as a black person during this time was extremely difficult. They faced a multitude of
challenges that inspired the production of a new network. A network of gas stations, businesses, a
facilities that black people could patronize. This network also included hotels or “tourist homes”
that accommodated black people. Tourist homes were usually single-family homes that were
transformed into boarding houses in which a home owner rented out a spare room. For only a
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few dollars a black traveler would get a place to rest, food, and supplies for their journey.”45
Large cities usually had one or two hotels that accommodated black people.46 The sites along this
network, especially the hotels were similar to a station along the Underground Railroad, as they
were places of refuge for black travelers.
In going back to the concept of movement, we see that African-Americans quickly
established a network of places that they could patronize in order to move freely through this
country. Although this was extremely difficult and dangerous, we once again see the agency and
determination of African-Americans. Word of mouth was an important form of communication
in black communities to obtain information about the network of businesses and facilities that
were safe and accommodating. This, of course was similar to how the Underground Railroad
operated. However this railroad was not underground. In fact, writer Candacy Taylor refers to
this network of safe spaces as the “Overground Railroad.”47 To reach black communities
throughout the country a particular type of travel guide was published. These travel guides listed
confirmed establishments that accommodated African-Americans by state. The most popular was
The Negro Motorist Green Book, as shown in Figure 10. It was published in 1936 by Victor H.
Green, a World War I veteran and mail carrier from Harlem. Green saw the challenges black
people faced when traveling so he and a few other mail carriers asked the people along their
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routes for places that served black people. 48 Green would then create a list and publish it as the
The Negro Motorist Green Book.
We can speculate that the famous photographer Gordon Parks was aware of the The
Negro Motorist Green Book as he traveled often during the Jim Crow Era. He was born in 1912
in Fort Scott, Kansas and experienced high levels of racism and violence. Before he became a
famous photographer, he was a musician. Parks played the trombone as the only black member
in the Larry Funk and His Band of a Thousand Melodies. In March of 1933, the band went to
New York City. According to Parks, when they arrived at the Park Central Hotel on West 53rd
Street and Seventh Avenue, “things quickly went wrong— when I started through the front door,
the doorman called me aside and told me I would have to use the servants’ entrance— we stood
glaring at each other for a moment and since I wasn’t sure how Larry would take this kind of
trouble, I backed down. And even if I had won, the victory would have been slight, for the
orchestra, I learned an hour later, was disbanding immediately.”49
Parks was now stranded in an unfamiliar city during a time where being black did not
always get you an admission ticket; in fact, it usually got you the opposite. Similar to Douglass’
predicament, Parks found himself penniless and without any place to go. He needed a place of
refuge. Whether he had a copy of The Negro Motorist Green Book or heard about Harlem by
word of mouth, Parks knew he could find something if he made it uptown to Harlem. Harlem at
the time was known as the “largest Negro city in the United States.”50 The only place that would
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accommodate him was the Harlem YMCA on West 135th Street. The Harlem YMCA was known
as “the living room of the Harlem Renaissance” because this is where all the established black
artists, musicians, writers, and intellectuals stayed between 1918 and 1939. Parks stayed at the
Harlem YMCA that night and when he returned to the city ten years later in 1943 as a
photographer, he stayed at the Harlem YMCA as shown in Figure 11. Parks later recounted:

I went to the YMCA in Harlem simply because it was the cheapest and safest place for
me to stay. I remember Henry Parks of Parks Sausage was there, Leonard Evans who
used to run Tuesday, and Booker Brown, Cecil Layne, who was a photographer, and uh,
most of us were broke. And uh, we would find a waitress, and uh, jive a waitress, and
that’s the way we ate. Got a breakfast and lunch issue. We used to do everything to get a
guy’s goat there. If he lived down the hall, we didn’t like him. One guy, we were
working on Cecil Layne and he was a photographer, and he was a little scary so one
night we got him a little tidied up with liquor and he went to bed, and we had some flash
and we put them down on a long cart by his bed, called his room, and told him that wake
up Cecil there uh, uh there is an earthquake coming. As he said aw man don’t fool with
me we sent off the flashbulbs about five flashbulbs right by his window where you can
imagine what five big flashbulbs, in the middle of night would do, it lit up the block and
Cecil came out of there he had on BVDs and he ran all the way down to the lobby and
we had to find him out in the middle of the street. You know, it was absolutely crazy man
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but uh there were memorable days and uh, I never will forget the YMCA because it
saved my life for several years.51

This quote resonates as Parks describes his experience utilizing the network of safe
spaces. Hear the emotion in Parks as he talks about what the Harlem YMCA meant to him. See
how important this space was to him and to other black men who traveled during the era of
segregation. His words give life to the Harlem YMCA and to the level of comfort and safety of
those who stayed within its walls, whether a famous photographer or butcher.
The first Young Men's Christian Association in the United States was established in
Boston in 1851, just seven years after the organization was established in London. Faith-based
and dedicated to the social, intellectual, spiritual, and physical improvement of young white men,
the YMCA provided opportunities and accommodations such as libraries, reading rooms,
educational programs, summer camps, and recreational and residential facilities. 52 During this
time, YMCAs were segregated by gender and race. Young black men were denied access to these
white branches. After the Civil War, the YMCA organization encouraged African-Americans to
form their own organizations which would be a form of architectural duplication. Duplicating
white YMCA branches would give young black men the same opportunities as their white
counterparts and also give them the necessary tools to better themselves spiritually, intellectually,
and physically. Nevertheless, this would keep the white branches, white which only preserved
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segregation. As African-American leaders embraced the missions and programs of the YMCA as
a means for racial advancement, black branches continued to grow throughout black
communities in the United States in the early twentieth century.53 Ironically, the racism and
segregation that excluded African-Americans from spaces produced an agency and assertion in
black community and leadership.54 Black branches formed an important network of community
centers that “provided programs and facilities previously unavailable to most AfricanAmericans;” facilities such as gymnasiums, swimming pools, cafeterias, reading rooms, night
schools, and dormitories.55 Black branches were “the only place where black male travelers
could find comfortable and safe sleeping accommodations.”56 As educational, religious, cultural,
and social centers, YMCAs served as meeting places for various community organizations as
well.57
Although the first YMCA in New York City was established in 1852, the first “colored
branch” wouldn’t exist until 1867. Technically independent of the organization, the Colored
Young Men’s Christian Association met at 97 Wooster Street and was referred to as “the only
free reading-room and place of social resort of a healthful moral character for colored young men
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in the city”58 in the YMCA’s 1867-1868 Annual Report. Needing “more commodious and
accessible rooms,”59 the branch moved to the Freedman's Bank building on Bleecker Street in
Greenwich Village in 1870. In 1900, the branch moved to the Mount Olivet Baptist Church at
159-161 West 53rd Street. It would become an official member of the YMCA a year later.60
Charles T. Walker, pastor of Mount Olivet said, “so much trouble is made by the poor fellows
having no place to go when they come here. What we need is a place that shall be known to
every young black man in the South as a home where he can come and find friends.”61 In 1903,
the branch raised enough money to purchase two row houses at 252-254 West 53rd Street as
shown in Figure 12. Referred to as “the center of intellectual and social life of New York
Negroes in the first decade of the twentieth century”62 by historian Gilbert Osofsky, the “colored
branch” on West 53rd Street became one of the leading African-American YMCAs in the
country.63
As Harlem began to attract more and more African-Americans with an abundance of
affordable housing during the early twentieth century, many black businesses and organizations
moved uptown to Harlem as well. The colored branch of the Young Women's Christian
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Association which was founded in 1905 moved uptown from West 53rd street to West 132nd
street in 1913. A Joint Campaign Committee of the YMCA and YWCA assisted in raising funds
for new buildings for both groups. In 1919, the colored branch of the YMCA constructed a sixstory Neo-Renaissance style building as shown in Figure 13 at 181 West 135th Street between
Seventh Avenue and Lenox Avenue. The total cost of the project was $375,000, of which
$25,00064 was contributed by then president of Sears, Roebuck, and Company Julius Rosenwald.
By the mid-1920s, Harlem had become the center of the African-American culture. It was
a hub of black intellectual, social, and political activity. This was the Harlem Renaissance. In the
map shown in Figure 14, we see how Harlem was a community but also had its own network of
safe spaces for African-Americans. The YMCA hosted lectures, plays, music performances, and
classes in liberal arts and vocational skills.65 Because of the immediate influx of black people
moving to and traveling through Harlem throughout the 1920s during the Great Migration, the
West 135th Street Branch YMCA had already become inefficient as it was too small to
accommodate all of these people. It had become overcrowded. On making recommendations on
the occupational, recreational, and educational needs of the black population in Harlem, Senior
secretary of the Colored Work Department of the National Council for the YMCA, Dr. Channing
H. Tobias, emphasized the serious need for housing for single men, and observed that “because
of the social, cultural, and economic restrictions that are found in the Negro's life, the institution
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[of the YMCA] assumes a significance that is far reaching, and possessed of great
possibilities.”66
The concept of movement would reappear as the colored branch of the YMCA moved
several times. We can speculate that much of this was in part to stay close to the community in
which it served. At the beginning of its history, the colored branch of the YMCA was in lower
Manhattan which is where the majority of the city’s black population lived. When that population
moved to Harlem, so did the colored branch of the YMCA. In July of 1930, the YMCA acquired
a group of dwellings on the south side of West 135th Street, directly across the street from the
existing building. When it opened in 1933, The New York Times reported that the new YMCA at
180 West 135th Street shown in Figure 15 was “the largest building in the world for young
Negro men and boys and one of the most completely equipped YMCA buildings in the country.”
This quote provides evidence that almost forty years after Plessy vs. Ferguson that a black space
was both “separate and equal.” Noted as a significant purveyor of safe and affordable
accommodations for black men,67 the new YMCA branch in Harlem would be listed in the 1941
edition of the The Negro Motorist Green Book as shown in Figure 16. Claude McKay, Langston
Hughes, Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison, Malcolm X, Jackie Robinson, Joe Louis, "Sugar" Ray
Robinson, Jesse Owens, Willie Mays, Paul Robeson, Duke Ellington, Billy Strayhorn, and
Sidney Poitier were just some of the black men who stayed at the Harlem YMCA.68 Despite the
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abolition of segregation by the YMCA organization in 1946, the Harlem YMCA continued to
maintain the largest African-American membership of any other YMCA in the United States.
This was mostly true because of its location in Harlem. Harlem would remain a predominantly
black neighborhood up until recent years. A place like the YMCA in Harlem was also a necessary
space for members of the community. As I mentioned earlier, The Harlem YMCA is where I took
self-defense classes as a young man. The Harlem YMCA gave young black men access to
accommodations, educational resources, and recreations.
This chapter argues that looking at the Harlem YMCA and the Ruggles house through the
same lens allows us to see the stark similarities between the two sites. The major concern of
these two sites were safety and freedom. Although these sites were used during different eras,
and were located in different parts of New York City, the commonality behind both were race
and space and the networks that gave black men safety and freedom in a racialized cultural
landscape.
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Chapter Two: The Architecture of Freedom and Space

It is important that we look at the Ruggles house and the Harlem YMCA as sites along
their respective networks. It is also important that we conceptualize the neighborhoods and
physical landscapes in which they were positioned. The Ruggles house and the Harlem YMCA
tell us that they were both necessary because of cultural landscapes like slavery and segregation.
These sites also tell us how important their physical features and locations were to their success
and to the success of the networks that were a part of. This chapter is an in depth look at how
these two sites were positioned within the cultural landscapes, networks, and neighborhoods in
New York City.
Despite the abolition of slavery in New York in 1827, New York City, especially the
neighborhood of TriBeCa, reaped the benefits of slave labor in the South. The chaotic streets
were filled with local merchants, textile shops, abolitionists, fugitive slaves, and slave catchers. 69
During this time, according to the TriBeCa East Historic District Designation Report, the city’s
topography had changed and the construction of three to five-story brick Federal style buildings
became the standard.70 This building type typically had storefront bases to accommodate
merchants and shopkeepers and residential floors above. This is important because it suggests
what the neighborhood’s architecture and street life may have looked like during this time.
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One of the surviving buildings from this period is located on the corner of West
Broadway and White Street as shown in Figure 17.71 Gideon Tucker, a prominent businessman
and politician built the structure at 2 White Street in 1809. The building was designated as a New
York City Landmark by the Landmarks Preservation Commission in 1966. The designation
report notes that the building is significant because of its builder and original owner, Gideon
Tucker. While the report mentions who Gideon Tucker was and the building’s architectural
features, the report neglects to mention Theodore S. Wright (Figure 18), a free-black abolitionist
who lived at 2 White Street from 1842 until his death in 1847.72 We can only speculate as to why
the report leaves Wright out. Evidence shows that Wright lived at 2 White Street from
1842-1847.73 Wright used the property as his primary residence but also as a place to harbor
fugitive slaves just as Ruggles did.74 Wright, also a member of the New York Committee of
Vigilance, worked within the same invisible network as Ruggles in order to help fugitive slaves
reach freedom. The Wright house was only two blocks away from the Ruggles house as shown in
Figure 19, making it possible that the two men worked closely together. While we can’t say
where fugitive slaves stayed in these properties, it is important to note key design features. Both
properties were located on corners, potentially giving fugitive slaves access to more than one
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escape route. Both were used as a residence with a storefront on the ground floor which could
make anti-slavery activity less visible. Both had multiple stories which could make for more
hiding spaces for fugitive slaves. Both properties were operated by black abolitionists belonging
to the same organization and network which made this a well-connected system within the
community. While there were other abolitionists in the neighborhood within the same network,
we can speculate that they had similar style residential offices to harbor fugitive slaves. This
community of abolitionists was similar to the Harlem community in later years where AfricanAmericans could find safe spaces while they exercised their freedom to travel throughout the
country. During segregation, the Harlem community had a network of safe spaces and resources
for the advancement of African-Americans.
Before the Civil War, Manhattan was home to more than 10,000 free AfricanAmericans75 most of whom lived in or around TriBeCa. African-Americans settled in the area
because of its proximity to jobs and shops near the wharves.76 Abolitionists of all races and
social classes created a community within TriBeCa. Within these black communities were a
system of locations such as churches, houses, and local businesses that made up the network of
the Underground Railroad. Predominantly black churches such as the Zion African Methodist
Episcopal Church (1796); the Abyssinian Baptist Church (1808); the St. Philips’s Protestant
Episcopal Church (1809); and the Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church (1818) were all

Erica Rothman, MaryNell Nolan-Wheatley, Bilge Kose, Theresa Noonan, Marianne Hurley, Lisa Buckley, New
York City and the Path to Freedom, New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission (New York, NY,
December 12, 2019).
75

Graham Russell Gao Hodges, David Ruggles: A Radical Black Abolitionist and the Underground Railroad in New
York City, (Chapel Hill, NC, The University of North Carolina Press, 2012), 46.
76

!41

located in the community and were important in the Underground Railroad network. Churches
served as hiding locations and as places to raise money for resources to help fugitive slaves.
Very little is known about the five-story brick building on the corner of Church Street and
Lispenard Street as shown in Figure 20. The Ruggles house at 36 Lispenard Street is where he
assisted over six-hundred fugitive slaves to freedom along the Underground Railroad. But how
much do we know beyond that? Has the building been restored? Has it been rehabilitated over
the years? Has the original structure been demolished? During my site visit of the Ruggles house
and visual analysis of the brickwork, I noted that while the exterior brick is new, the interior
bricks and flemish bond brick pattern are consistent with a structure that dates back to the
eighteenth and early nineteenth century. The brickwork at the Ruggles house is important
because it can give evidence to which parts of the original structure still exist and which parts we
should focus on in our analysis. This analysis can give us an idea of what the building looked
like between 1837 and 1840 when Ruggles lived there. From 1840 to 1992, the Ruggles house
was not protected as a designated historical landmark so there may have been some physical
alterations made to the building. This makes further analyses difficult. In 1992, the New York
City Landmarks Preservation Commission designated the TriBeCa East neighborhood as a
historic district. The TriBeCa East Historic District Designation Report is shown in Appendix A.
It states that the building at 36 Lispenard Street, also known as 319 Church Street because it sits
on a corner, was designed by the architect William Widmayer and built by Michael McDermatt
for Charles E. Appleby and Aaron H. Rathbone in 1876. The report does not mention Ruggles or
36 Lispenard as being a site along the network of safe spaces within the Underground Railroad.
Despite intensive efforts to locate building records, documents only date back to 1875. The
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report also states that the “five-story store and loft building, situated at the southeast corner of
the intersection features a painted brick facade in the neo-Grec architectural style. Architectural
elements that have survived are the metal cornice and cast-iron components; metal lintels and
sills of the upper-story windows and the linear ornament of a cast-iron pier. Other surviving
historic elements include a continuous brownstone band above the first story, some one-over-one
and two-over-two double-hung wood sash windows, and an iron fire escape.” Taking all of this
information into consideration, it must not be forgotten that Ruggles left New York City in 1840,
35 years earlier. Therefore, it is unclear whether the designation defines “built” as a restoration or
complete rebuild. Regardless of whether the description describes the physical walls in which
Douglass slept, what we do know is that this is the space within the network in which he found
safety during his first days as a free man.

The flight was a bold and perilous one; but here I am, in the great city of New York, safe
and sound, without loss of blood or bone. In less than a week after leaving Baltimore, I
was walking amid the hurrying throng, and gazing upon the dazzling wonders of
Broadway. The dreams of my childhood and the purposes of my manhood were now
fulfilled. A free state around me, and a free earth under my feet. 77

Visualize him walking the streets until he encountered the familiarity of Jake. Douglass,
like many other fugitive slaves in the city at the time, was probably hyper vigilant and aware of
the slave catchers that roamed the streets. Seeing the “runaway” ads pinned in store fronts must

77

Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, (London, England, Partridge and Oakey, 1855).
!43

have been frightening. The relief Douglass must have felt when Stuart directed him to the home
of David Ruggles was probably immeasurable. Now we can envision the Ruggles house as a
five-story Neo-Grec styled building with a ground floor storefront situated on the corner of
Church Street and Lispenard Street, we can see Douglass entering through the back alley still in
the disguise of a free-sailor. Douglass compared his freedom to the feeling of “escaping a den of
hungry lions.”78 One can only imagine what he felt as slave catchers roamed the streets. We can
also imagine that Douglass stayed in Ruggles’ house for the short period that he was in the city. It
would have been too risky to go out for some fresh air or a casual stroll through TriBeCa. Most
African-Americans didn’t have that luxury. It is hard to say where Douglass slept in the house. It
could have been in the cellar, or it could have been on the ground floor near the door to the back
alley in case he needed to escape quickly. He must have felt very fearful, knowing that he could
be captured and returned to slavery at any moment. The trauma from being enslaved and the
stress of not knowing what will happen next may have been balanced with the determination to
keep going.
While we can speculate that some buildings during this era were equipped with hiding
places such as closets, secret doors, or paneled walls to conceal fugitive slaves; we cannot say for
certain if the Ruggles House had any these features. The 1853 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map from
New York in Figure 21 shows a back alley which may have served as a passageway utilized by
fugitive slaves unable to use the front entrance due to the fear of capture and return to slavery.
This was a way for them to remain invisible. The house is situated on a corner, thus providing a
fugitive slave two different routes to choose if they encountered a slave catcher and had to make
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a run for it. Because of the active anti-slavery network in the neighborhood, escaping by foot to
other sites along the Underground Railroad was possible. These sites were also strategically
placed near the rivers for easy access to escape by boat. When Ruggles gave Douglass the five
dollars and directed him to the boat for Massachusetts, their time together had come to an end.
Research tells us that at least for Ruggles, encounters such as these occurred over six hundred
times as Ruggles assisted this many fugitive slaves. This work would not have been possible if
not for the building, neighborhood, and community within this network.
Just as Ruggles and Douglass utilized a network of spaces within a neighborhood during
slavery, so did African-Americans create a network of safe spaces in the neighborhood of Harlem
during segregation. By the twentieth century, Harlem had become the center of the AfricanAmerican culture. A new artistic, social and intellectual renaissance was underway.79 This was in
part because of the Great Migration which brought African-Americans from rural areas in the
South to cities in North for better opportunities after the Civil War. This settlement birthed a new
expression of creativity and inspired what would be known as the Harlem Renaissance. Harlem
is just over one square mile but was known by black people all over the world. Despite its size
this neighborhood had a large network of institutions and organizations which offered safety and
the advancement of African-Americans. These included the New York Public Library and
Research Center of Black Culture, the headquarters for the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People, the New York Urban League, the New York Amsterdam News,
and the Apollo Theater. These sites showed the cultural, social, intellectual, political, and
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spiritual resources in the neighborhood. When the YMCA moved uptown to Harlem, it became
another fixture within the network of institutions that served African-Americans. Soon after,
because of the immediate influx of people moving to Harlem during this time, the YMCA had
already become overcrowded.80 This is important because this speaks how much of a necessity a
space like this was in the neighborhood.
As mentioned earlier Julius Rosenwald would provide financial support to the black
branches of the YMCA. As a Jewish man, Rosenwald empathized with other minority groups,
and because of his wealth he had the means to provide financial support to assist in the
advancement of African-Americans. In order for black branches of the YMCA to receive
financial support from Rosenwald, several requirements had to be met. He demanded that all
branches attached to his name would include the following amenities: "separate quarters for men
and boys; a standard gymnasium; a swimming pool; class and club rooms; a restaurant; and no
fewer than fifty dormitory rooms.”81 Rosenwald’s conditional gifts resulted in the first major
effort of the Harlem YMCA to provide adequate facilities for African-Americans.82 In July of
1930, when the association acquired the new land across the street, the Building Committee of
the New York City YMCA's Board of Directors authorized a contract with the Architectural
Bureau of the National Council of the YMCA for "its full architectural and furnishing services,”
and in September announced that James C. Mackenzie, Jr. would be lead architect on the project.
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Edward P. Corning Co., Inc. was given the construction contract.83 Just a few years earlier,
Corning had constructed the largest YMCA in the country at the time, the William Sloane House
YMCA, located at 356 West 34th Street.84
When it opened on January 1, 1933, the new YMCA on 135th Street launched an eightday inauguration festival that 15,000 visitors attended, 2000 of whom would become members.
The 135th Street Branch also filled 70 percent of the dormitory rooms the first week it opened.85
Again, this is important because this speaks how much of a necessity a space like this was in the
neighborhood. Attracting large crowds like that not only introduced locals to the new
accommodations, but it would attract the rest of the world by word of mouth and eventually
through publication when The Negro Motorist Green Book listed it in its 1941 edition. The scope
of this new Harlem YMCA also tells us that it was expecting more and more people to arrive in
the city and more specifically Harlem— people who wouldn’t be able to find lodging anywhere
else. For African-Americans who didn’t know what to look for when they arrived in the city, they
could reference the Green Book listings to see where they could eat, drink, sleep, and shop.
The new Harlem YMCA would exceed all of Rosenwald’s expectations. Amenities
included a kitchen, dining room, class and club room, a music and hobby room, a chapel, a
billiard room, offices, a swimming pool, showers, lockers, a banquet hall, two gymnasiums with

83

NYC YMCA, Building Committee, Minutes, June 9, 1930, 3. The Building Committee recommended Henry C.
Pelton, William H. Jackson, or James C. Mackenzie, Jr., while the Architectural Bureau recommended Mackenzie,
Gehron & Ross, Walker & Gillette, or Clifford C. Wendehack. The Building Committee then resolved to hire
Mackenzie or Gehron & Ross. Minutes, July 21, 1930, 1.
84

YMCA, Men of New York, (September 1930).

Jay Shockley, “Young Men’s Christian Association Building (Harlem Branch),” Designation Report, New York
City Landmarks Preservation Commission, Research Department, Designation List 289, LP-1973 (New York, NY,
February 10, 1998), 4.
85

!47

a handball court and 254 dormitory rooms. 86 In a series of illustrated postcards produced
between 1931 and 1945, as shown in Figure 22, we can finally envision what it looked like
inside the Harlem YMCA. The billiard room consists of arched ceilings, billiard style pendant
lights, at least four billiard tables, and tile floors. It also includes wooden doors and wooden
furniture which adds sophistication to the room. The same illustrated postcard shows the
swimming pool. The walls and ceiling are ornamented and painted in the style of a Roman
bathhouse. We can speculate that this pool was state of the art since Rosenwald expected the best
in his facilities. Another postcard shows an illustration of the guest room. The guest room
consisted of paneled walls, a brick fire place, wooden and upholstered furniture, sconces and
green carpeting. The guest room looks very inviting, similar to a living room in a home.
Although small, the bedroom illustrated in the postcard looks very inviting as well. It has a
window, cast iron radiator heater, a floor lamp with wooden furniture consisting of a desk, two
chair, a dresser, and a twin size bed. With furnishings and amenities like these, the Harlem
YMCA was a state of the art facility when it opened. This is important to note because this
duplicative space for African-Americans was better than the white facility that it mirrored.
With Rosenwald’s assistance, African-Americans now had an exceptional place to stay
when they came to Harlem. The eleven-story Neo-Georgian style brick clad building with its
tower stood tall and could be seen from miles away. Similar to how fugitive slaves used the
North Star as a beacon on their path to freedom, the dominating pyramidal tower and chimney
above the Harlem YMCA probably did the same for traveling black men during an era of
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segregation. Black men could look up and see that tower with “YMCA” in red neon lights and
know their way to safety. At first glance, the scale of the YMCA captures you as it is one of the
largest buildings in the neighborhood. The materiality of the brick facade and its symmetrical
formation makes for an aesthetically pleasing structure. The architectural elements and
ornamentation add a subtle sophistication and grandeur to the building’s facade. Yet this is not
intimidating, but rather inviting. It elevates the quality of the neighborhood and gives the
community a since of pride and gratification.
This chapter acknowledges the importance of viewing the Ruggles house and the Harlem
YMCA as fixtures within their respective networks and networks within their communities as a
response to racial cultural landscapes. Contextualizing physical location is important when we
look at the Ruggles house because it tells us that abolitionist network in New York City was
centralized in TriBeCa. We can start to view this neighborhood as an Underground Railroad hub
where fugitives slaves stopped along their journey to freedom. Similarly, if we contextualize the
physical location of the Harlem YMCA, we can start to view Harlem has a safe space for
African-Americans. The Harlem YMCA and surrounding institutions within the community all
worked towards the advancement of African-Americans and were a part of this network listed in
The Negro Motorist Green Book.

!49

Chapter Three: The Preservation of Racialized Space

Thus in 1845 a man who was in many ways the conscience of the movement urged
abolitionists to secrecy, fostering the very ambiguity that is now being explored to deny
the abolitionist role in the history books, because we cannot always “document,” beyond
the shadow of a doubt, the passage of slaves through houses that belonged to known
abolitionists, houses with architectural features that could have been used for hiding and
escape, houses close to churches and harbors and roads we know were used by
fugitives.87

This passage from Ron Kopnicki, Matt McGhee, and Christabel Gough’s essay, “Three
Small Houses Linked to the Abolition of Slavery: Destroyed for the Downtown Brooklyn Plan?”
in the Village Views is important because it is a standard response to the question: “Why are there
not more spaces significant to the history of slavery preserved?” Common answers to this
question include but are not limited to: “There is not enough evidence to preserve the site,” or
“the site was demolished years ago during urban renewal.” While these answers are sometimes
valid arguments, we cannot ignore the fact that there are very few preserved sites significant in
black history in this country. As of 2019, there were more than 95,000 properties listed on the
National Register of Historic Places and of these only two percent were significant to the
African-American experience. Historian Anne C. Bailey notes that according to the Southern
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Poverty Law Center, there are over 1,800 Confederate monuments and memorials but at the
same time, we have found less than 50 marked slave auction sites. 88 To add to this point, there
are even fewer monuments and memorials dedicated to the 200,000 African-Americans who
fought during the Civil War.89 We can speculate that these are the results of a white spatial
imaginary.
Historic preservation has had a long history of expanding its reach and influence
throughout the country. Early preservation laws in the United States protected land and created
national parks before the preservation of battlefields, cemeteries, and burial sites quickly became
a priority after the Civil War.90 In 1906, the passage of the Antiquities Act gave Presidents the
right to create national monuments. Ten years later, in 1916, the National Park Service was
created and enabled the government to protect natural and historic sites and place historical
markers. In 1949, the National Trust was created and in 1966 Lyndon B. Johnson signed the
National Historic Preservation Act, which, among other things, established the National Register
of Historic Places and the standards of the National Historic Landmarks Program. Despite its
growth throughout the country in practice and in legislation, preservation had many biases. For
one, the majority of the people who worked in the preservation field were white. The criteria that
determined how sites were selected also had its biases. One of the criteria for preservation is
architectural significance, which almost immediately eliminates a large part of black history as
this excludes vernacular structures such as slave cabins and tenement houses. Typically when a
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black space would meet the criteria, it lacked the physical stability worthy of protection. These
buildings were typically left abandoned or in disrepair. Some historically black neighborhoods
were actively erased and deliberately targeted by arson, violence, or displaced by urban renewal
and gentrification.91
Since its creation in 1965, the New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission has
designated more than 37,000 historical landmark properties throughout the city. The
commission’s purpose of designating and protecting spaces of cultural, social, economic,
political, and architectural significance is to stabilize and improve property values; foster civic
pride; protect and enhance the City's attractions to tourists; strengthen the economy of the City;
and to promote the use of historic districts and landmarks for the education, pleasure and welfare
of the people of the City.92 Despite the passage of the National Underground Railroad Network
to Freedom Act in 1998 (yes, 1998), the campaign to preserve and interpret sites associated with
the Underground Railroad since then has moved at an unhurried pace. Similar campaigns have
started but have never left the ground. In February of 2020, the New York City Landmarks
Preservation Commission published the ArcGIS StoryMap New York City and the Path to
Freedom, which listed a number of sites associated with the Underground Railroad. In it, the
commission finally rectifies its neglect to mention abolitionist Theodore S. Wright in its 1966
designation report of 2 White Street. New York City and the Path to Freedom acknowledges that
Wright lived and harbored fugitive slaves at this site from 1842 until his death in 1847,93
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however the report still has not been changed. While Wright is not mentioned in the 2 White
Street designation report or the East TriBeCa Historic District designation report, there is an 8” x
11” photograph of him inside the Tod Snyder men’s clothing store that is currently leasing the
ground floor space. When I spoke to the manager of the store, who had placed a photocopy
image of Wright, he told me that the owner of the building did not want to be associated with the
anti-slavery movement. Therefore there was nothing more than that black and white photo
photocopy of Wright to commemorate his contribution to the Underground Railroad. The
challenges that we face are not just that “there is not enough evidence” or “the building no longer
exists”; we also face challenges with property owners, white fragility, and blatant racism.
If we conceptualize the memory and monumentality of statues, historic sites, and
landmarks we can begin to see the relationship between the mental and physical. As mentioned
earlier, Hanafi notes that the spatial imagination is probably the most comprehensive form of
racial injustice as it combines the mental and the physical. What happens when the mental
dominates the physical? What happens when the white spatial imaginary dominates the memory
and monumentality of statues, historic sites, and landmarks? That white spatial imagination gets
projected into the cultural landscapes and is what shapes the present and future collective
memories. This is similar to what Nikita Stewart of The New York Times refers to as
“educational malpractice.”94 Now, if we start to conceptualize how preserved sites associated
with slavery and segregation might change the current landscape and the tone of this country, we
might see things a little differently. This country will then have to face its history of racism,
slavery, and segregation which will lead to a much needed real conversation. Why do
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Confederate memorials and monuments receive more protection than spaces associated with
black history? In my own experience in historic preservation, I have witnessed similar one-sided
interpretations of spaces and cultural landscapes. Why are some people comfortable talking
about Thomas Jefferson but uncomfortable talking about Sally Hemmings or rape? Why are
some people comfortable talking about Monticello and the University of Virginia but
uncomfortable with talking about history of slavery that is associated with these sites? If we
actively engage in the discourse between professionals and scholars, we can begin to
conceptualize the relationship between race and space, spatial imaginaries, and the preservation
of material culture associated with black history.
As I mentioned in the introduction of this thesis, architectural historian Swati
Chattopadhyay argues that spatial imagination focuses on the interpretation of social and
physical phenomena by different social groups. This means that is important that we employ
diversity within the spatial imaginations involved in architectural history and in historic
preservation. Chattopadhyay argues that historic preservation is at the beginning of a new era.
She tells us that research, books, films, exhibitions, websites, and historical sites are changing. In
agreement, this is why I think it is imperative that we implement and shift that change in a
direction that promotes diversity. If we are at a forefront of new mediums, the interpretations and
conversations have to be new as well, otherwise we are just repackaging the same white spatial
imaginary and rebranding it. This supports my argument in saying that now is the time for black
voices to be heard. It is imperative for black people to be invited to share the black spatial
imaginary. Chattopadhyay also tells us that “the expansion of what is considered worth studying
as architectural history— from famous buildings and the works of well-known architects and
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patrons to an expanded scope that now includes vernacular architecture such as ordinary houses,
institutions, shops, streets, infrastructures, and public spaces” has created a platform for new
discussion.95 This creates an avenue to preserve more sites significant in the vernacular
landscape. Chattopadhyay tells us that the expansion of subject matter beyond the Euro-American core, which includes studies of Asia, Africa, and Latin America has encouraged
different ways of seeing the landscape, but I argue that the view will remain obscured if we
continue to look through the lens of the white spatial imaginary. It is not enough to designate or
“honor” vernacular spaces that are associated with non-Euro-American histories. Non-EuroAmericans actually have to be a part of this discourse as well. This defines the space and assigns
it a value but as Chattopadhyay indicates, “once we make the connection between temporality
and materiality, we open up not merely new approaches to understanding the material
constitution of the built environment, but new ways of thinking about history and historicity as
well.”96 If we preserve sites and narratives that tell a more authentic story, we can begin to have a
more authentic conversation and relationship as a country.
If architectural historian Dell Upton argues that imaginations can be splintered by
attributes like class, culture, and personality this means that spatial imaginaries can be broken
down even further than race. Much like Crenshaw’s “intersections,” imaginaries can be broken
down even further into ethnicity, gender, and sexuality. Because of the number of different
spatial imaginations, inclusion is necessary to how we interpret history in order to promote
diversity and authenticity. Upton argues that this will require scholars and professionals in
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historic preservation and architectural history to identify these fractures and promote the use of
multiple spatial imaginaries. Upon tells us that cities, much like this country as a whole, use
myths and edited narratives to explain themselves to themselves.97 If the historical sites,
landmarks, monuments, and statues throughout this country reflect the white spatial imaginary,
what does it say about the narrative of this country? Myths and edited narratives that Upton
mentions need to be examined and reinterpreted by other spatial imaginaries so that we can
communicate a more inclusive and authentic narrative.
Scholar George Lipsitz, again, argues that the spatial imaginary in this country is
“racially marked.” There is a difference between the reality of past cultural landscapes and the
preserved narrative today. Lipsitz argues that in order to comprehend the relationship between
race and place in this country we must first examine the racial and spatial habits of this country.
Also, if we contextualize history, we can then analyze the relationships between race and space
and the mental and physical. Lipsitz uses the theoretical writings of Antonio Gramsci to support
his argument that great value can be secured from thinking about large concepts in relation to
specific and concrete historical and sociological situations. Lipsitz argues that the idea of racially
specific imaginaries is not a theory as much as it is a metaphorical construct that reveals actual
social relations.98 The white spatial imaginary has worked in this country because of the network
of systems put in place by people in power; the more people you have, the greater power and
influence you have. This impacts almost every facet in life including preservation. Perspectives
and imaginaries effect the way we see buildings and landscapes and this metastasizes throughout
Dell Upton, What Can and Can’t Be Said: Race, Uplift, and Monument Building in the Contemporary South (New
Haven, CT, Yale University Press, 2015), 148.
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the preserved built environment. Lipsitz tells us that this country has had a long history of spatial
control, displacement, dispossession, exclusion, and exploitation— from stealing land and almost
killing entire Mexican and Native American populations to kidnapping, enslaving, imprisoning,
and gentrifying black communities. “Plantations, prisons, and ghettos have been the most visible
and obvious displays of white supremacy within the built environment. Perhaps less visible and
obvious, but no less racist, have been the spaces” designated as historically significant that
reflect not only the white spatial imaginary but white supremacy.99 Lipsitz’s argument is critical
to the analysis of the white spatial imagination because it addresses its scope and magnitude. The
white spatial imaginary does not only effect historic preservation, it effects the collective
memory.
Scholar Andrea R. Roberts argues that because of the criterion under the National
Historic Preservation Act and National Register of Historic Places, African-American spaces and
histories for the most part have been excluded from the American preserved landscape. Roberts’
argument is essential to how we can implement real change in the field of preservation and
preserved landscape. It is a technical and necessary approach to the restrictions that we face
everyday. Roberts argues that the guidelines of historic registers highlight the physicality and
integrity of buildings, structures, and tangible features but they do not consider the intangible
value and group attachments embodied in places. This leaves out many buildings and landscapes
associated with the African-American experience. 100 If the criteria becomes more inclusive, sites
that would not have made the register before would be nominated for designation, protecting a
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large piece of black history that is currently unprotected and endangered. Roberts poses the
question: “When does historic preservation become social justice?” It is a social injustice for
spaces significant in black history to become abandoned or fall under disrepair. It is a social
injustice to not have these sites protected or on the register. Furthermore it is a social injustice
that there are more than 95,000 properties listed on the National Register of Historic Places and
only two percent these are associated with the African-American experience. Roberts’
scholarship supports my argument in saying that historic preservation practices of today need to
be changed in order to see the histories of all people. In order to do this, legislation need to
change. She suggests that in order engage in social justice, we must advocate and challenge
preservation regulations that disproportionately exclude sites associated with marginalized
communities.101 Roberts also suggests that the new criteria include what she refers to as “nonexperts,” scholars, and writers in the preservation process in order to practice diversity.
In participating in this discourse and engaging the theoretical evidence of these
professionals and scholars, I am able to further my arguments towards how we preserve
racialized spaces and utilize other spatial imaginaries. This also allows me to explore ways in
which we can interpret and reinterpret history more effectively. Rather than using the normative
historical marker or plaque, how might we commemorate and interpret a site more effectively
and authentically? How can we convey a authentic narrative while engaging multiple
demographies? Creative thinkers such as artists, musicians, writers, and activists can collaborate
with historians, public officials, and preservation groups to discuss new ways to interpret and
reinterpret past, present, and future historical sites.
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In 2006, the New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission along with New York
Landmarks Preservation Foundation “honored” the Ruggles house with a plaque as shown in
Figure 23. At the plaque’s unveiling as shown in, Commission Chairman Robert B. Tierney said,
“Today we honor the sacrifices of the men and women whose courageous work at this site
contributed to the emancipation of 4 million people in the United States. Their heroism and
unwavering conviction will be known to everyone who passes by this plaque for generations to
come.” I cannot express how angry this makes me. This feels like a slap in the face. The building
has not been designated and a 1’ x 2’ plaque is simply not enough. The plaque reads:

Underground Railroad Station
36 Lispenard Street

On September 3, 1838, human rights activist Frederick Douglass escaped slavery in
Maryland by disguising himself as a sailor and traveling North by carriage, train, and
boat. A few days later he arrived at 36 Lispenard Street, then a small brick building and a
“station” of the Underground Railroad., a network of secret “conductors” and safehouses for fugitive slaves. Here, African-American abolitionist David Ruggles kept a
reading room and operated a printing press where he published anti-slavery material,
including Mirror of Liberty, an abolitionist newspaper. The site also served as
headquarters of the New York Vigilance Committee, one of the nation’s most active antislavery campaigns, which aided more than 1,000 freedom seeking men, women, and
children.
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New York Landmarks Preservation Foundation
2006102

While the plaque acknowledges 36 Lispenard, it is not enough. Chairman Tierny is
wrong. The heroism, unwavering conviction, and sacrifices of the men and women whose
courageous work at this site will not be known to everyone who passes by this plaque. Most
people don’t even see the plaque. Plaques are ineffective. They are small. They typically don’t
capture the essence of the people and history that took place at the site. As described in Chapters
One and Two, the work that occurred at this site was real. It was violent and dangerous and
people like Ruggles risked their lives and their freedom constantly. A plaque is not enough. This
thesis is not enough. The building at 36 Lispenard deserves a permanent installation that
commemorates and interprets the history that was made there. Artists, musicians, writers, and
activists should collaborate with historians, public officials, and preservation groups to discuss
new ways to interpret this site. We owe it to David Ruggles now more than ever. The building is
a mixed-use property consisting of three loft apartments and a La Colombe Coffee Shop. During
my site visit, I spoke with the staff and none of them knew anything about the building or its
history, beyond the narrative presented on the plaque.
Seven years earlier, in 1999, the Harlem YMCA was designated as a New York City
Landmark by the New York Landmarks Preservation Commission and presented with a plaque
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by the New York Landmarks Preservation Foundation as shown in Figure 24. Again, a 1’ x 2’
plaque is simply not enough. The plaque reads:

Harlem YMCA

The Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) building, 135th Street branch, opened
in 1933 as the largest such facility for African-American men and boys. At the time of its
completion, it was one of the country’s best equipped YMCA buildings. This Branch was
built from plans prepared by the Architectural Bureau of the National Council of the
YMCA. Architect James C. Mackenzie, Jr. designed and supervised the construction.
Clad in brick with Neo-Georgian style details, the eleven-story YMCA is c-shaped in plan
above a four-story base. The building has setbacks and is dominated by a tower that
continues to be a major presence on the Harlem skyline. Renamed the Harlem YMCA,
this facility serves as one of Harlem’s most important recreational and cultural centers
with close ties to many notable figures in the Harlem and African-American
communities.

New York Landmarks Preservation Foundation
1999103
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While the plaque acknowledges the Harlem YMCA, it is simply not enough. It does not
capture the people and the stories that occurred within the walls of this space. It does not capture
how essential the Harlem YMCA was within the community and within the larger network of
safe spaces for African-Americans. A plaque cannot capture the imagery that accompanied the
racism, segregation, humiliation, and violence that made a place like the Harlem YMCA a
necessity. It deserves a permanent installation that commemorates and interprets the history that
was made there. Artists, musicians, writers, and activists should collaborate with historians,
public officials, and preservation groups to discuss new ways to interpret this site. We owe it to
the people who came to the Harlem YMCA because they were denied access to the other
branches. We owe it to the people who had no place else to stay because hotels would not
accommodate them. We also owe it to the people who made places like the Harlem YMCA
possible. The Harlem YMCA still serves the community today. It provides similar amenities and
services as it did when it first opened in 1931: permanent and temporary housing, recreational
facilities, and educational programs. Historical markers and plaques are not effective
commemorative and interpretative installations. The language used in them are typically
contrived to appeal to the mass white imaginary which implements an incredible disservice to the
community as a whole.
It is important to recognize two campaigns that are changing how we engage history in
this country. Monument Lab is an independent public art and history studio based in
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. When it began in 2012 the studio became aware of the need to
engage public history differently than what was being practiced by scholars, historians, and
preservationists. Monument Lab collaborates with artists, students, activists, local agencies, and
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organizations in experimental and innovative way to engage both public history and collective
memory. Its mission is to cultivate and facilitate critical conversations around past, present, and
future monuments and historical sites. It also aims to combine public art and history and to
reimagine public spaces through stories of social justice and equity.104 The African-American
Cultural Heritage Action Fund, directed by Brent Leggs of the National Trust for Historic
Preservation, is the largest campaign working towards preserving historical sites associated with
black history. It was created by the Trust in 2017, and by 2019 it had raised over $2 million
dollars in grants to help save historical sites all over the country. The campaign’s mission is to
“draw attention to the remarkable stories of African-American activism and achievement, and to
tell our nation’s full history by crafting a narrative that expands our view of history and,
ultimately, begins to reconstruct our national identity, while inspiring a new generation of
activists to advocate for our diverse landscape of historic places.” 105 Leggs, who is also a historic
preservationist said, “A lot of our work is to balance America’s collective memory, but that work
can’t be accomplished without rebalancing something else. To diversify historic preservation,
you need to address not just what is preserved but who is preserving it— because, as it turns out,
what counts as history has a lot to do with who is doing the counting.” African-Americans
constitute less than six percent of the more than twenty thousand employees of the National Park
Service, and they are underrepresented in most other careers related to historic preservation,
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accounting for not quite four percent of academic archeologists, five percent of licensed
architects and engineers, and less than one percent of professional preservationists.106
This chapter argues that in order to implement change, we take part in larger discourses
and promote diversity. Scholars, historians, public officials, and preservation groups must
acknowledge the value that artists, musicians, writers, and activists can bring to the interpretation
of history. Together, they can collaborate and engage the preservation of spaces differently than
the current practice. If this occurs while simultaneously promoting diversity and utilizing other
spatial imagination, architectural history and historic preservation will be more inclusive and
authentic to all demographies.

Casey Cep, “The Fight to Preserve African-American History: Activists and preservationists are changing the
kinds of places that are protected— and what it means to preserve them.” The New Yorker, (January 27, 2020).
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Conclusion

“We must never for a single moment fail to recognize the injustice which has made it an
unfortunate necessity.” 107
-W.E.B. Du Bois, 1914

In looking at past cultural landscapes of racism, slavery, segregation, and violence the
relationship between race and space becomes clear. How spaces are utilized and experienced by
different races also becomes clear. The evidence is in the number of African-Americans who
rejected slavery and escaped; owning their freedom. The evidence is in the number of AfricanAmericans who filled up those vacancies that first week at the Harlem YMCA because they had
no place else to stay. The evidence is in the people, these sites, these networks, and these cultural
landscapes. These are what make the relationship between race and space clear. When we think
of these sites, we must see the agency, the determination, the activism, the fearlessness to face
violence and humiliation, and most importantly the achievement. It is important that we
understand that African-Americans faced adversity head on. In order to see the significance of
these sites, they must be acknowledged effectively and from a new perspective. If we continue to
view things through the same spatial imagination, nothing will change in this country in fact,
history will continue to repeat itself. Preserving material culture does not stop at the site or
designation report; that travels all the way to scholarship and into classrooms, conversations, and
collective memories. If we utilize innovative methodologies and creative thinking in historic
W.E.B. Du Bois, The Crisis, Vol. 17, No. 2 (New York, NY, National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People, Winter 1914).
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preservation, we can reach larger audiences and create space for a real discourse. These sites
deserve it, and we deserve it. If artists, musicians, writers, and activists collaborated with
historians, public officials, and preservation groups, we could discuss these sites, networks, and
cultural landscapes in a more communicative and engaging way. History should trigger a visceral
and cerebral reaction, especially the chapters in history that deal with race. It should be jarring
and at times controversial in order to motivate change and provoke thoughts. It is easy to ignore
dark chapters in history and pretend as if they never happened. It is also easy to slap a carefully
worded plaque on the side of a building and have a fancy unveiling party, but what does this
really do? Who does this benefit? The partying should begin when those percentages increase,
when there are more spatial imaginaries at the table, when there are more black historical sites on
the register, when we start promoting inclusion and diversity— that is when we should party.
It is important to note that I began this thesis with a quote by James Baldwin, “The story
of the Negro in America is the story of America— or, more precisely, it is the story of
Americans” and ended it with a quote by W.E.B. Du Bois, “We must never for a single moment
fail to recognize the injustice which has made it an unfortunate necessity.” To me these two
quotes play off of each other. They say, this country is this way because of the people in this
country. Slavery, segregation, and the experiences of African-Americans are because of the other
Americans and this is important. This is something we must learn from. If this is true, if this
country is the way it is because of the people in it, that means that we have the ability to make it
a better place. It means that we can use these experiences as lessons when thinking and engaging
in the past. It means we must never forget the cultural landscapes that made these networks, sites,
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and people “an unfortunate necessity.” It is imperative that these stories and building are
protected and preserved.
This thesis is a product of necessity but also of frustration because of my personal ties to
architectural history and historic preservation. In response to the one-sided approach that has
dominated the practice for so long, my research encourages a new way of thinking and engaging
difficult narratives and historical spaces. If we creatively use multiple spatial imaginaries and
promote diversity we can acknowledge the past and tell a more inclusive story.
If we can acknowledge the importance of architectural history and historic preservation,
we can then acknowledge their impact on the collective memory for not just this country but for
the rest of the world. How we remember the past is important because it enables us to see the
future more clearly. Earlier in this thesis, I ask two very important questions, “How do we
remember the history of slavery?” “How do we remember the history of segregation?” It is
important that we ask ourselves these questions because then we are able to think critically about
the history and stories that we tell, the narratives that we use, and the buildings that we preserve
today. We are able to think critically about who controls this and why. We are able to see how
some stories fill textbooks and how some stories are left out. We are also able to see how
buildings with certain historical significance are so closely preserved and how buildings with
other historical significance fall through the cracks of blight, redevelopment, disrepair, and
specific preservation guidelines. The stories and buildings that tell us about the AfricanAmerican experience are just as important. They have been left out of classrooms, textbooks, and
the preserved landscape for too long. They need to be acknowledged, recorded, and interpreted.
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If we do this, then we will be able to see the lessons in history and the similarities in different
eras, cultural landscapes, and networks.
This thesis is the first body of scholarly work that has examined the eras, cultural
landscapes, and networks of slavery and segregation under the same microscope. This tells me
that we need to engage history more critically and more inclusively. If we do not, history will
repeat itself. We must rely on diversity. It is important that while we rely on historical records
and physical clues of architecture and material culture, it is also important that we consider what
no longer exists and what could have been. Many of the racialized spaces, cultural landscapes
and invisible networks have not been documented nor preserved so it is up to us to make sure
that they are not forgotten so that we can fully understand and learn from the relationship
between race and space.
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