
Harris House 1851

SAVE RIVERSIDE
Protecting Our Enduring Legacy

IMPORTANT NEWS:
SAVE RIVERSIDE 
RECEIVES KEY SUPPORT 
FROM RENOWNED 
UNDERGROUND 
RAILROAD EXPERT 
FERGUS M. BORDEWICH

FERGUS M. BORDEWICH, a nationally recognized 
expert on America’s Underground Railroad, is 
extending his full support to save the 1851 home 
of abolitionists Dennis Harris and John Newhouse 
at 857 Riverside Drive, currently under threat 
of demolition. He writes:

www.SaveRiverside.org

Harris’s involvement in the Underground Railroad 
is well-documented. 

While the use of his Washington Heights properties as 
underground sites has not yet been proven, very strong 
circumstantial evidence suggests that they were. 

At the very least, further historical study is urgently called for. 

Destruction of the surviving building would be a travesty, and 
an irreparable loss to a city which has a very poor record of 
preserving sites related to Black and abolitionist history. 

The comparative isolation of Harris’s Washington Heights 
properties argues for their utility as a protected, easily guarded 
waystation for fugitives who needed to be gotten quickly out 
of lower Manhattan.

Harris’s ownership of a steamboat strongly suggests that this 
vessel could well have been used, as others were, to ferry fugitive 
slaves, since river boats were the primary means to move 
freedom-seekers northward. 

At a time when the nation is being called to account for its 
implication in the long history of slavery, and when the 
Underground Railroad is increasingly being recognized as a rare, 
sterling example of antebellum Americans bridging the color line 
on behalf of human rights, the Harris house deserves serious 
attention from preservationists and historians, not demolition.

Visit SaveRiverside.org to read 
Preserving New York’s Ties 
to the Underground Railroad
by John Freeman Gill, 
The New York Times, 
January 10, 2021.

It features additional insights 
by Pulitzer Prize-winning historian 
Eric Foner and Underground 
Railroad expert Tom Calarco, 
substantiating the importance of 
Dennis Harris as an abolitionist, 
and the great likelihood that his 
home and Washington Heights 
properties were indeed tied 
to NYC’s Underground Railroad.



FROM THE DESK OF
FERGUS M. BORDEWICH

May 24, 2021

As you know, I am the author of the standard national history of the Underground Railroad, 
Bound for Canaan: The Underground Railroad and the War for the Soul of America. 
I am writing to you to lend my full support to the effort to save the Dennis Harris house at 
857 Riverside Drive. This property is of potentially great importance in preserving the history of 
the Underground Railroad, all the more so since scarcely any traces of the underground still 
remain in the city, which was once a key transshipment point for northbound fugitives. 

Harris’s involvement in the Underground Railroad is well-documented. While the use of his 
Washington Heights properties as underground sites has not yet been proven, very strong 
circumstantial evidence suggests that they were. At the very least, further historical study is urgently 
called for. Destruction of the surviving building would be a travesty, and an irreparable loss to a 
city which has a very poor record of preserving sites related to Black and abolitionist history. 

Although antebellum New York City was home to important abolitionists and a sizeable antebellum 
African-American population, it was also a hotbed of anti-abolitionist activity, and not a secure 
refuge for fugitives. There was urgent pressure to move newly arrived fugitives to safe havens 
upstate. Just how many fugitives passed through the city is unknowable, given the paucity of 
records. A reasonable estimate would be at least several hundred or perhaps as many as one 
thousand per year from the 1830s through the 1850s. While some continued up the coast to New 
England, the great majority were sent up the Hudson River to Albany and on to abolitionist 
strongholds in central New York or Canada. 

The comparative isolation of Harris’s Washington Heights properties argues for their utility as a 
protected, easily guarded waystation for fugitives who needed to be gotten quickly out of lower 
Manhattan. Harris’s ownership of a steamboat strongly suggests that this vessel could well have 
been used, as others were, to ferry fugitive slaves, since river boats were the primary means to 
move freedom-seekers northward. 

At a time when the nation is being called to account for its implication in the long history of 
slavery, and when the Underground Railroad is increasingly being recognized as a rare, sterling 
example of antebellum Americans bridging the color line on behalf of human rights, 
the Harris house deserves serious attention from preservationists and historians, not demolition.

Fergus M. Bordewich
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HOW COULD 
THE NEW YORK CITY 
LANDMARKS 
PRESERVATION 
COMMISSION MISS
— AND DISMISS —
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF 
857 RIVERSIDE DRIVE?

On November 27, 2020, the New York 
City Landmarks Preservation Commission 
rejected Save Riverside’s 36-page 
Request For Evaluation to landmark 
857 Riverside Drive, while promising:

www.SaveRiverside.org

NOTE: The Landmark 
Preservation Commission 
rejected the Request For 
Evaluation knowing the new 
owner had already applied 
for a demolition permit.

If there is to be continuing 
study, why not Calendar 
the house for consideration? 

This would have protected 
the last physical link to 
Harris and Newhouse 
for up to 40 days, allowing 
more time to actually visit 
and research the property.

CHRISTABEL GOUGH Society for the Architecture of the City

FERN LUSKIN Architectural Historian, Co-Chair
Friends of the Hopper–Gibbons House Underground Railroad Site, 
Lamartine Place Historic District, West 29th Street in Manhattan

“We will continue to study the history of 
abolitionism and the Underground Railroad 
in Washington Heights, and the contributions 
of Dennis Harris and John Newhouse to 
the movement.” 

But how will they keep this promise,
and when?

THE LANDMARKS PRESERVATION 
COMMISSION’S rejection also says: 
“LPC is committed to recognizing the 
important role New York City played in 
the effort to abolish slavery nationwide, 
and to assist those seeking to escape it.

We seek to recognize this history through 
designations of buildings as landmarks 
with good integrity to embody their 
important history…

857 Riverside Drive retains neither the 
historic appearance nor adequate historic 
fabric from the 19th century abolitionist era, 
and therefore does not possess integrity of 
historic association, design or materials.”

“…under existing law, historic preservation is not 
limited to the preservation of architectural ornament: 
damage to its decoration does not preclude landmark 
designation of an historic building, especially one 
emblematic of the long struggle for civil rights.”

“An extant 1851 wood frame house is, in and of itself, such 
a rarity in Manhattan, but one that was built by a known 
abolitionist, Dennis Harris, occupies a special place in 
New York City history and should not be demolished.”

THESE EXPERTS DISAGREE WITH THE LPC!
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HOW YOU 
CAN HELP SAVE 
THE HOUSE 
AND SAVE 
THE HISTORY!

www.SaveRiverside.org

Please join the experts and write letters 
to Mayor de Blasio and the New York City 
Landmarks Preservation Commission
to support Save Riverside’s new and soon 
to be submitted Request For Evaluation 
proposing an expansion of the Audubon 
Park Historic District that would include 
and protect 857 Riverside Drive.

Sample letters can be found at 
SaveRiverside.org
in the Take Action section. 

EXISTING 
AUDUBON TERRACE 
HISTORIC DISTRICT

EXISTING 
AUDUBON PARK 
HISTORIC DISTRICT

PROPOSED  
AUDUBON PARK 
HISTORIC DISTRICT 
EXPANSION

Please tell the Mayor and the 
NYC Landmarks Commission 
why this special area of 
Manhattan should be saved. 

Send your letters to 
info@SaveRiverside.org
and write ”Tell the Mayor” 
in the subject line.

You may also write and mail 
your letters to us at:

SAVE RIVERSIDE
P.O. Box 321709
556 West 158th Street
New York, NY 10032

mailto:info@SaveRiverside.org

