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Introduction

	On November 18, 2020, the Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Peter Koo, will hold an oversight hearing on the Parks Department’s Historic Houses. Representatives from the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR), the Historic House Trust, as well as parks advocates and community organizations have been invited to testify.
Background
DPR maintains one of the oldest and largest municipal park systems in the country.  The agency maintains over 30,000 acres of developed, natural, and undeveloped parkland, which constitutes 14 percent of the City’s landmass, including 5,000 facilities that encompass nearly 1,000 playgrounds, 800 athletic fields, 550 tennis courts, 65 swimming pools, 51 recreational facilities and 14 miles of beaches.[footnoteRef:1] DPR is also responsible for 23 Historic House museums.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  See, DPR Website, About the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/about]  [2:  See, DPR Website, Historic Houses, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/facilities/historichouses] 

Historic Houses
The City’s 23 Historic Houses are located in all five boroughs and are maintained under DPR with the assistance of the Historic House Trust of New York City (the Trust).[footnoteRef:3] The City and the Trust work together to develop and offer services and programs and also foster arrangements with non-profit organizations to maintain and operate the houses.[footnoteRef:4] The Historic Houses range from farmers’ cottages to grand mansions and span over 350 years of the City’s history attracting over 750,000 visitors each year, including 480,000 of the City’s students.[footnoteRef:5] The majority of the Historic Houses are New York City Landmarks and a few are on the National Register of Historic Places.[footnoteRef:6] In fact, the Wyckoff Farmhouse Museum is the oldest house in the City and became the City’s first landmark in 1965.[footnoteRef:7] The house was built in 1652 and was later donated to the City by the Wyckoff House Foundation in 1969.[footnoteRef:8] [3:  See, Historic House Trust of New York City Website, available at: https://historichousetrust.org/about-us/]  [4:  Id.]  [5:  Id.]  [6:  Id.]  [7:  See, DPR Website, Historic Houses, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/facilities/historichouses]  [8:  Id.] 

Although the Historic Houses are owned by the City and are under the jurisdiction of DPR, the agency does not currently have the direct expertise to maintain them.[footnoteRef:9] To assist with preserving the Historic Houses, the Trust, a non-profit organization was founded in 1989 to assist DPR with the restoration, preservation and to promote historic house sites throughout the City.[footnoteRef:10]  The Trust oversees care and operation of the houses and coordinates activities between DPR and the houses’ board members and staff.[footnoteRef:11] DPR provides $107,000 per Fiscal Year (FY) which covers contract services, including pest extermination and fire alarm contracts, as well as some supplies and materials.[footnoteRef:12] DPR funding varies each year depending on what repairs are needed at each house. In FY20, this amounted to $120,000 which amounted to an FY20 funding total of $227,000.[footnoteRef:13]However, the Historic Houses also rely on public and private donations for upkeep and maintenance. The Trust employs a Development staff whose responsibilities actions to secure funding from government agencies, foundations, individuals and corporations.[footnoteRef:14] As a result, the houses are awarded grants each year by the Trust and Development staff who also maintain a membership program and seeks potential funders in this manner as well.[footnoteRef:15]    [9:  Testimony of Therese Braddick at City Council Hearing regarding Historic Houses, available at: https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=443494&GUID=3BE4DB20-238E-4EB4-8F2D-2F1FAD2DF763&Options=&Search=]  [10:  See, Historic House Trust of New York City Website, available at: https://historichousetrust.org/about-us/our-history/]  [11:  See, Historic House Trust of New York City Website, available at: https://historichousetrust.org/about-us/]  [12:  Information received from DPR on November 13, 2020.]  [13:  Id.]  [14:  Id.]  [15:  Id.] 

	According to the Trust, an essential component of its activities is the careful stewardship of the historic properties.[footnoteRef:16] The Trust’s Conservation staff consults on and manages all restoration projects at the sites, including minor repairs to large capital projects funded individually by the houses, the Trust or through the City’s capital budget.[footnoteRef:17]  The non-profit organizations that run each site is responsible for its collections and furnishings, however, the Trust provides a full-time Curator to work with the houses’ staff to ensure that they use best practices to care for the exhibitions and care of the museums’ art collections.[footnoteRef:18]  [16:  Id.]  [17:  Id.]  [18:  Id.] 

In addition, a full-time Education Director was hired by the Trust in 2006 to promote education programs utilized by students at the houses.[footnoteRef:19] The Education Director is responsible for upgrading teaching materials and ensuring that the programs meet state and citywide curriculum standards.[footnoteRef:20] In 2008, the Trust hired a full-time Communications Director to increase awareness of the sites utilizing social media and promoting citywide events at the houses.[footnoteRef:21] The Trust’s Contemporary Art Partnerships Program supports art installations, such as poetry readings, painting and performance art, among other forms of art to attract new audiences as well.[footnoteRef:22] [19:  Id.]  [20:  Id.]  [21:  Id.]  [22:  See, Historic House Trust of New York City Website, available at: https://historichousetrust.org/what-we-do/innovation/contemporary-art-partnerships/] 

Below is a list of Historic Houses and locations by borough:
The Bronx
Bartow-Pell Mansion Museum: built in 1842 located at 895 Shore Road
Edgar Allan Poe Cottage: built in 1812 located at East Kingsbridge Road and Grand Concourse
Valentine-Varian House: built in 1758 located at 3266 Bainbridge Avenue at East 208th Street
Van Cortlandt House Museum: built in 1748-49 located at Broadway at West 246th Street 
Brooklyn
Hendrick I. Lott House: built in 1792 located at 1940 East 36th Street
Lefferts Historic House: built in 1783 located at Flatbush Avenue at Empire Boulevard and Ocean Avenue

The Old Stone House: built in 1699 located at Fifth Avenue at Third Street 
Wyckoff House Museum: built in 1652 located at 5816 Clarendon Road at Ralph Avenue
Manhattan
Dyckman Farmhouse Museum: built in 1785 located at 4881 Broadway at 204th Street
Gracie Mansion: built in 1799 located at 88th Street and East End Avenue
Little Red Lighthouse: built in 1880 located at 178th Street and the Hudson River 
Merchant’s House Museum: built in 1832 located at 29 East Fourth Street
Morris-Jumel Mansion: built in 1765 located at 65 Jumel Terrace at 160th Street
Swedish Cottage Marionette Theatre: built in 1876 located at 79th Street and West Drive
Queens
Bowne House: built in 1661 located at 37-01 Bowne Street
King Manor Museum: built in 1805 located at 150-03 Jamaica Avenue
Kingsland Homestead: built in 1785 located at 143-35 37th Avenue
Lewis H. Latimer House: built between 1887 and 1889 located at 34-41 137th Street
Queens County Farm Museum: built in 1772 located at 73-50 Little Neck Parkway
Staten Island
Alice Austen House Museum: built in the 1690’s located at 2 Hylan Boulevard
Conference House: built in 1680 located at 7455 Hylan Boulevard
Historic Richmond Town: built in the 1690’s located at 441 Clarke Avenue
Seguine Mansion: built in 1838 located at 440 Seguine Avenue[footnoteRef:23] [23:  See, DPR Website, Historic Houses, available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/facilities/historichouses] 

Conclusion
Currently, all Historic Houses are closed due to the COVID-19 pandemic,[footnoteRef:24] as a safety precaution.[footnoteRef:25] However, the Trust is offering online tours and digital content, including, historic cooking demonstrations, activities for children and educational programs.[footnoteRef:26] This hearing will examine how the Trust came into existence and as to how the historic house museums are currently cared for versus how they were previously cared for before 1989, when the Trust was formed.  In addition, the hearing will examine how exactly the houses are funded, what funding comes from the City and how the houses are being maintained as a result of DPR’s budget and staff cuts as a result of COVID-19. Finally, the hearing will examine when the Trust expects the Historic Houses to reopen and what the long term future holds for the houses in light of them being closed for most of the COVID-19 lockdown.  [24:  See, DPR Website, Important Parks Department Service Changes Due to the Coronavirus (COVID-19), available at: https://www.nycgovparks.org/about/health-and-safety-guide/coronavirus]  [25:  See, Historic House Trust of New York City Website, available at: https://historichousetrust.org/]  [26:  Id. ] 
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