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 Memory

The Newsletter Of Friends of Straus Park

Spring/Summer 2006

“Memory” is the name of the memorial statue above the fountain in Straus Park.

Letter from the Editor 

WARNING! Again, children should not wade in the birdbath fountain water in Straus Park, as it is unclean due to pollutants from pigeons, birds, rats, and use by some homeless folks. Also, climbing and jumping on the monument is not allowed, as it is slippery and dangerous. Please report skateboarding near the monument or, at least, talk to the skateboarders, as it is not only dangerous, but careening off the granite bench can damage the monument. 

                                                                                                              Margie Kavanau, Editor

In Appreciation

of Detective Heidi Higgins

By Leon Auerbach

Friends of Straus Park, Arlene and John Hurley and Marjorie Auerbach, and friends and admirers gathered in May to celebrate Detective Heidi Higgins’s retirement from active service at our local precinct, NYPD 24th. Heidi spent 20 years with the NYPD, and was promoted to Detective because of her work on the Larry Hogue/ “Wild Man of 96th Street” case. Heidi also made her mark 

in the NYPD Bicycle Program. Her last 15 years at the NYPD were as a Community Policing Officer. Heidi’s husband, Eli Sermabekian, Captain John Glismann, Executive Officer of the 24th Precinct, and Heidi’s family, John and Patricia Bertram, shared in this tribute, with regards from the NYPD Commissioner Raymond Kelly and Deputy Inspector Kathleen Fanning, Commander of the 24th Precinct. Thank you, Heidi Higgins, for all the good work you have done for the neighborhood and for Straus Park.     

Book Fair / Photography Fair 

The July “books and photographs” event occurred this year because all scheduled Straus Park events prior, including the planned May Photography Fair, had been cancelled due to rain or forecasted inclement weather. While “just books” and “just photographs” had been the original format in years past, people were particularly enthusiastic about the combined Book/ Photography event. We had more book 

Book Fair/ Photography Fair (continued)

vendors this year, including Labyrinth Books, and several photographers new to our events. The proceeds from sales of books generously donated to Friends of 

Straus Park by neighborhood folks were   appreciated. It was a beautiful summer day in Straus Park, filled with books, photographs, a lush garden, a flowing fountain, and many happy people!          

Humphrey Bogart

On Saturday June 24, 2006, the West 102 and 103 Block Associations commemorated Humphrey Bogart’s birthplace by placing an historic plaque at 245 West 103rd Street between Broadway and West End Avenue, and a street sign “Humphrey Bogart Place” on the corner of Broadway and 103rd Street. The attendees huddled under umbrellas. The speakers, in order, were Gary Dennis (originator of the commemorative project), Tino Hernandez, Chairman of the NYC Housing Authority, Brian Andersson, Commissioner of NYC Department of Records, and Lauren Bacall, whose son, Stephen, was also present.   

Why I Did What I Did

By Gary Dennis

Owner, Movie Place on 105th Street near Broadway

This past year marked the 106th anniversary of Humphrey Bogart’s birth on Christmas Day 1899. Mr. Bogart passed away January 14th 1957. Although he has been gone for almost 50 years, Mr. Bogart has remained one of America’s most beloved actors and popular culture icons. A Hollywood restaurant owner once said, “He is a hell of a nice guy until about 11:00 o’clock, after that he thinks he’s Humphrey Bogart.” Whether Humphrey Bogart was a nice guy or not is not so important at this time. In fact, I believe that what a movie star did or does on his personal time is no one’s business (I am sure many of you have heard me apply this rule to Jerry Lewis over the years.) One of the interesting points brought up in the biography called Bogart by Eric Lax and A.M. Sperber is that he was a product of the Victorian era (he called himself “a last century man”). What is, and always was, more interesting to me is that he is a product of the Upper West Side as well.
Doctor Deforest Bogart and his artist wife Maude (nee Humphrey) lived in a town house on 103rd street between West End Avenue and Broadway. In 1899 the area 

known as Bloomingdale was very similar to a small town. Electric streetcars had replaced their horse drawn ancestor not even 10 years earlier. The I.R.T was 5 years down the road and even with the Ninth Avenue El this was still an inconvenient area to get to. A great deal of West End Avenue as well as the side streets had yet to be paved and many mid 19th century summer homes still dotted the landscape (Isidor and Ida Straus’s home was on 105th Street between Broadway and West End Avenue.)  
This was the Upper West Side for a young Humphrey Bogart. It was here he attended school at Trinity on 91st Street from 1909 to 1916. He may have seen a Vaudeville show at The Riverside Theater on 96th and Broadway. He may have seen Sarah Bernhardt perform at the Riviera Theater on 97th. He may have dined and later had his first drink at Peter Doelger’s saloon on 100th and Broadway (where the Metro Diner is now located). It was here on the Upper West Side that he met William Brady Jr., half brother to actress Alice Brady, and more importantly, the son of William Brady, the theatrical producer. 
Why I Did What I Did (continued)
It was this relationship (and I am making a long but interesting story short) that led him to become not only one of the greatest actors 

of the 20th century but an American icon as well. The image of him wearing a trench 

coat, cigarette in hand, fedora tilted slightly, is one of the world’s most recognizable symbols of American film, if not American pop-culture. An image of him was used in a watch ad just a few years ago. 
The fact that this American legend was raised right here at 245 West 103rd Street, and there was not even a plaque on the now city-owned building, was wrong, while other buildings or streets were duly noted as to their historical significance. For example, Edgar Allen Poe lived on West 84th Street for a few years and the street got a name change. Mr. Bogart lived on 103rd Street for many years, his formative years, and there was no recognition from the city or a listing with the National Register of Historic Places. I believed that this was due the Upper West Side, where we can proudly boast that Humphrey Bogart once walked these same streets (Kay, the barber of 104th Street, claimed to have cut his hair in the early ‘50’s), and it was also long overdue to Mr. Bogart. That is why I started the petition drive to give this site its proper respect with a plaque and street renaming. I can never thank Mr. Bogart for the years of performing he gave to me and to all of us. This is the only gesture I can offer to the memory of this man who became so beloved to so many.
 
While the result was something that I had wanted for 35 years, the actual process was not as horrible and arduous as one might think. In dealing with any municipality there is bound to be red tape and bureaucracy. New York is no different. From petition drive to plaque unveiling on June 24th only took about a year. This was due to the positive aspect of this event. Once the New York City Housing Authority got wind of this, that Humphrey Bogart had once lived in one of their properties, they jumped on board and were incredibly supportive. Since September 11 there have been many plaques (and many streets renamed) honoring fallen firefighters. NYCHA saw this as a commemoration of a life, not a death. Mr. Bogart grew up at 245 West 103 Street; he did not die there. 

 

Believe it or not, there were people on Community Board 7 that did not want this. The rationale was that there had been a great deal of street renaming since 9/11. The most recent one had actually nothing to do with 9/11. West 89th between Broadway and West End Avenue had been renamed Chico O’Farrell Way for Cuban born bandleader Chico O’Farrell. When the naysayers were done I pointed out that Mr. Bogart spent his formative years on 103rd Street. If he had not lived on 103rd Street there was a good chance that he would not have become an actor and we would have had Ronald Regan playing Rick in Casablanca. I also pointed out that if you took a picture of Humphrey Bogart and a picture of Chico O’Farrell and showed them to some guy in Eastern Europe or a coal miner in China, Bogart would be the one they recognize, the one they heard of, and the one they know. 

 
(Editorial Note: Humphrey Bogart lived on 103rd Street on and off until his early twenties. “His father, Dr. Belmont DeForest Bogart, a respected surgeon, had his office on the ground floor; his mother, Maude Humphrey Bogart, was a magazine illustrator, and often worked out of a studio on the third floor, where little Humphrey also had his bedroom. Completing the family portrait were Humphrey’s two sisters.” Bogart also lived at one time in Pomander Walk, “the tiny Tudor village tucked between Broadway and West End Avenue” between 94th and 95th Streets. (from The Movie Lover’s Guide to New York, by Richard Alleman). 

Well-Known Neighbors

[This column is devoted to those rather colorful and influential and interesting New Yorkers who lived in the not too distant past, and not too far from Straus Park.]

Successful Children of Immigrant Parents
By Ruth Friedman-Simring

                                   5/29/06

Russian Jewish immigrants come to America at the dawn of a new century. They fall in love, marry, and have a family of four children in Brooklyn. They decide to buy a piano so that their oldest son, Israel, will have lessons. Their second son, Jacob, soon usurps the instrument for himself, playing by ear and learning to read music. Lessons for both of them are arranged. The third and fourth siblings, Arthur and Frances, show musical talent as well. Did Morris and Rose Gershovitz know what they would hatch for America’s musical heritage?

All four children turn to music. The second brother is so driven, he drops out of school at age 15 to pursue a career composing and playing. The youngest sibling, Frances, is earning $40 per week singing on Broadway. Her older brothers, would-be composers, are only making $15 per week as song pluggers, playing piano on West 28th Street between Broadway and Fifth Avenue, then known as Tin Pan Alley. 

Israel becomes Ira, Jacob becomes George, and the family name is anglicized to Gershwin. Aha! Did you see that coming?

In 1919, the famous Al Jolson hears an original composition, Swanee, by young exuberant George Gershwin, sings it in his touring show, and goes on to sell over two million records, catapulting George and Ira, in their early twenties, to the big time.  After Rhapsody in Blue, there is enough money to give up the Lower East Side immigrant life for more fashionable digs on 103rd Street between Riverside Drive and West End Avenue.

How many famous songs and compositions 

were produced in that townhouse near Straus Park?  During the Roaring Twenties in New York City, George and Ira were able to synthesize classical, jazz, pop, opera, and Broadway styles. Songs were born such as:  Let’s Call the Whole Thing Off, The Man I Love, ‘S Wonderful, Someone To Watch Over Me, I Got Rhythm, Funny Face, Embraceable You, and full length musical comedies: An American in Paris, Oh Kay!, Strike Up the Band, Rosalie, Treasure Girl… and tragedies: Porgy and Bess. This music is not rooted in its own time, but "transcendent" in every definition of the word: in time, in place, and in categorization.

Ira once said that if his younger brother hadn’t spurred him on, he would have been content to be a bookkeeper instead of a famous lyricist for his brother’s brilliant compositions. Unlikely.

As a side twist to the immigrant success story, Frances “Frankie” Gershwin marries 

a famous classical violinist, the son of pianist Leopold Godowsky. Leopold Godowsky and his best friend, musician Leopold Mannes, known by friends as “Man and God,” played music together as well as concocted chemicals in their parents' kitchens.  The two Leopolds go on to invent Kodachrome color film for movies and still photography. Eastman woos them to Rochester. The Mannes family later endows the development of the small Mannes Music School into a full-scale College of Music. 


With the end of Prohibition and the beginning of the golden age of film, George and Ira move to Hollywood to continue their winning streak with Shall We Dance for Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, A Damsel in Distress, The Goldwyn Follies.


Successful Children of Immigrant Parents (continued)


At the age of 39, George is felled suddenly by a brain tumor. It is a tragically unexpected and premature death.  He is buried in Hastings-on-Hudson. Brothers, Ira and Arthur, and sister Frankie carry on, but not as bookkeepers. They remain keepers of their family's legacy, a true American brand of fusion music.      

2745 Broadway – The Home of Isidor and Ida Straus and Family

By Joan Adler, Executive Director

Straus Historical Society

As you all know by now, Straus Park was named to honor the memory of Isidor and Ida Straus who died April 15, 1912 in the Titanic disaster. This location was chosen because Isidor and Ida owned a house on an acre of land on the corner of West 105th Street and Broadway.

The Strauses were health conscious and felt the air was better for their family in the country. In the very early 1880’s, they bought a country house on Bottom Road in Inwood, near the northernmost tip of Manhattan. They didn’t stay there very long because Ida felt it was too isolated. 

In 1883, they bought the house at 2745 Broadway on West 105th Street from Nathaniel Meyers. They were its third owners. There, they and their six children were far enough uptown that the Strauses felt the air would be healthy during the hot summer months but close enough to “the store” so that Isidor could get to work in a reasonable amount of time. This section of the city was known as Bloomingdale. 

Reginald Wright Kaufman wrote a biography of Jesse Isidor Straus, Isidor and Ida’s oldest child, and described the area: “At that remote period, there existed no thoroughfare from Broadway to Riverside Drive – (there) were, in fact, mighty few streets in the neighborhood. The Straus farm (for farm it really was) extended uninterrupted, save for a small lane, from West End Avenue to upper Broadway (then 

called “Grand Boulevard”) and ran northward to a rustic development known as Woodlawn, somewhere about One Hundred and Tenth Street. 

“A single bobtail car, a one-horse streetcar line, passed up and down the Grand Boulevard – the “Green Car Line” – and another paralleled the fence on One Hundred and Fifth Street. But from New York proper you could best get there by taking the steam-elevated, opened in the Centennial Year, to One Hundred and Fourth Street, and what is now Columbus Avenue – was Ninth Avenue.” Isidor took this route and was driven the remainder of the way home by his coachman, Patrick Mac Dermott.

2745 Broadway was described by Christopher Gray in his New York Times article as “a clapboard, Italianate-style building with a mansard roof, particularly ornate dormers and a six-sided cupola on top, all topped with a spiky iron cresting.” It was built by Matthew Brennan, a city fireman who later became allied with William M. “Boss” Tweed. One could see the cupola from as far away as the 81st Street L-station. There were porches on both the front and back of the house; the front porch was glass enclosed.

Howard Matson of Westport, CT wrote a letter to the editor of the New York Times in which he wrote, “The property was described as having an apple orchard, a small baseball field, pear trees, chicken coops, a barn with cows and goats and a stable. The frame and brick house, with its 

2745 Broadway (continued)

cupola, was painted brownish-gray, and at the time of the Titanic sinking in 1912 was 

covered profusely with wisteria vines. A circular driveway enclosed a cast-iron fountain was built by Matthew Brennan.” 

As one entered through the front gate, a divided path led the visitors to a high flight of stone steps and into the front porch where the front door was centered. A front hallway at least twenty yards long cut straight through the house. On the left was the library, the dining room, and the pantry. On the right was a drawing room and billiard room, a rarity for that period.

Isidor’s brother Nathan and his friend, New York City mayor, Hugh Grant, kept their horses, trotters, in the stable. They raced them on The Speedway, which is now Harlem River Drive.

Isidor received letters from H. P. Copeland of the Metropolitan Telephone and Telegraph Company in early 1884 describing the cost of putting in a phone line at 2745 Broadway. Mr. Copeland wrote, “ The price per annum for connecting your house 105th Street & Grand Boulevard, with the Harlem Exchange is $108. Nine dollars per month on a contract for one year. To talk with New York City subscribers a toll of ten cents for each five minutes, or fraction, is charged, for the use of the wires connecting New York City and Harlem Exchanges.” A letter further states, “… the price per annum for connecting your residence cor. 105th St & Boulevard with the New York Exchange system would be $336. This apparently high rental is accounted for by having to run so long a wire from your house to the nearest central office of the New York exchange system. For a private telephone line connecting a house in 49th St bet, 8th & 9th avenues (or 8th Ave & Bway) with your residence above named, the yearly rental would be $445 on a contract for one year.” The house Isidor wanted to be connected 

with was at 220 West 49th Street, the residence of his father Lazarus, brother Oscar, brother Nathan and his family, and sister Hermine and her family. 

The country’s first indoor porcelain bathtub was installed in the second floor bathroom at 2745 Broadway. It was so heavy that the room’s floor had to be reinforced, requiring a six-inch step up to gain entrance to the room. In later years a flood was described as leaving more than two inches of water on the floors throughout the house.

One can only imagine that the Straus children enjoyed the relative freedom of their time at 105th Street. Here Riverside Park was only two blocks away. And descriptions of the neighborhood during that period allow one to imagine fields and parks and open land for restless children to explore freely.

After the sinking of Titanic, Isidor’s body was recovered and returned to New York. The funeral was delayed in the hope that Ida’s body would also be recovered. But, on May 8th, almost one month after the sinking, a public memorial was held at Carnegie Hall. The 105th Street house was filled with floral arrangements. Ten days later, the property was sold to real estate developer Harry Schiff. Clebourne Apartments, built on the site, was completed in the fall of 1913. The Straus home at 2745 Broadway had been one of the last country houses to survive. Perhaps, like the sinking of Titanic, it, too, symbolized an end of an era.

Today, neighbors remember Isidor and Ida Straus with the lovely tribute to them, Straus Park, dedicated April 12, 1915.

A History of the Straus Family 

Part II 

               By Abraham Moussako

By the mid to late 1800’s, the Straus family was prosperous. They had settled in New York, started a business called L. Straus & Sons, and had a china and crockery concession in Macy’s. This segment of their 

history will focus on the exploits of two of Lazarus’ three sons, Isidor and Nathan.   

By 1884, the Straus family owned part of the Macy’s company and by 1896, they fully owned R. H. Macy and Company. One of Lazarus Straus’ three sons, Isidor, married Rosalie Ida Blun in 1871. He became a Democratic member of the House of Representatives, serving from January 30, 1894 to March 3, 1895. On April 14, 1912, Isidor and Ida were traveling on the Titanic when the ship struck an iceberg. It is reported that Ida would not leave Isidor, saying, “We have been together many years. Where you go, I go.” Isidor was offered a seat in the lifeboat with his wife, but he refused, not wanting to enter before all the women were seated. Instead, they sent Ida’s maid, Ellen Bird, into the boat. Isidor and Ida went down with the ship. Initially, Isidor was buried in Beth El Cemetery, in Brooklyn, NY. Ida’s body was never found. Isidor’s remains were moved to Woodlawn Cemetery in the Bronx in 1929 where Isidor’s three sons, Jesse, Percy and Herbert built a family mausoleum. A park and an elementary school in New York City are named after them. 

The second of Lazarus’ sons, Nathan Straus, was born in Otterberg, Germany, on January 31, 1848. He emigrated with his mother and siblings to the United States in 1854. He attended school in Talbotton, Georgia, and later went to Packard’s Business College in 

New York. He joined his father in L. Straus & Sons in 1872. Many of Nathan’s claims to fame, or at least recognition, are in public service, including: membership in the New York Forest Preserve board, Park Commissioner of New York from 1889 to 1893, nomination for New York City Mayor in 1894, and President of the New York Board of Health in 1898.  Also, in 1890 he instituted a system for the delivery of sterilized milk for the city’s poor infants, and started similar systems in many cities like Chicago and Philadelphia and in cities around the world. During the coal strike of 1903 – 04, he also maintained a system for the delivery of coal to heat the homes of the city’s poor and ‘disadvantaged.’ Several years later Nathan and his wife, Lina Gutherez, were attending a conference about tuberculosis and visited Palestine again (Israel today). Isidor and Ida met them for a short time while they were in Europe for the winter. Nathan and Lina stayed on, but Isidor and Ida were ready to return to the United States, leaving from London, England in 1912 on the so-called “unsinkable” vessel, the Titanic. 

Nathan had been a philanthropist before 1912. Natanya, Israel, was named after Nathan in 1927 because the citizens thought he would donate more money because of this honor. He told them he had already given away three-quarters of his fortune, and that he had no more to give. Although not happy, the citizens kept the name, Natanya. Nathan died in 1931.

Isidor and Nathan Straus were not the only sons of Lazarus Straus to gain recognition. Another son, Oscar, became the first Jewish U.S. cabinet member. An article about him will appear in part III of ‘A History of the Straus Family.’

(Note: Thank you, Joan Adler, for her editorial review and contributions.) 

2006 Calendar of Events

April Straus Park Commemorative Celebration, May Photography Fair, and June Evening Concert in the Park were cancelled due to forecasted rain.

Saturday, October 14  (Rain date: October 15)  11am to 5pm  Art in the Park  Our entertainers will include Leif Arntzen, Brasil Jazz with Susy Schwartz, and Japanese drummers, Soh Daiko. There will be great food, interesting vendors, and many talented artists. If you can help with any of these events, please contact Friends of Straus Park at 212 666 1439. Even one or two hours of volunteered time would be of great help.

Horticultural care and maintenance for Straus Park is generously supported by 

The Clarett Group.

Friends of Straus Park Officers: Kate Ford, President; Deirdre Wulf, Treasurer; Margaret Kavanau, Secretary; Memory Editor  (212) 866-9038; Gardener:  John Olund 

Write/donate to: Friends of Straus Park, Inc.  Cathedral Station   P. O. Box 2021, New York, NY 10025

For Emergencies and serious concerns Dial 911

For Quality of Life issues Dial 311

24th Police Precinct: Community Patrol Officers:  (212) 678-1945
General Precinct matters:  (212) 678-1811

Parks and Recreation: (212) 360-8111

Non-Profit Org. 
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