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I.

Introduction

The Buffalo Niagara Medical Campus, on behalf of and working closely with the FruitBelt McCarley Gardens Task Force, applied for a grant from the Preservation League of
New York State through the organization’s Preserve New York Grant Program which
was awarded on July 27, 2016 in the amount of $7,000. The Preserve New York Grant
Program of the Preservation League of New York State is made possible by the New
York State Council on the Arts with the support of Governor Andrew Cuomo and the
New York state Legislature. This grant was for the funding of an Intensive Level
Historic Resources Survey. This report contains the results of the study, prepared
between August 2016 and September 2018. The expectation of this survey was that it
would enrich the City’s historical record as well as identify structures which are National
Register Eligible either within a district or individually. The survey area is adjacent to the
Buffalo-Niagara Medical Corridor, a major medical campus whose expansion threatens
its historic integrity.
Since August of 2016, Preservation Studios has been acting as Historic Preservation
Consultant to the Buffalo Niagara Medical Campus. At that time the firm began a
Windshield Survey for the client to form the basis of the Intensive Level Survey. The
purpose of this survey was to determine boundaries for the Intensive Level Survey
which was completed in May 2018.
The study area for the Intensive Level Survey was the Fruit Belt. Formerly known as
The Orchard and The Hill, the Fruit Belt is a primarily residential area in Buffalo that was
initially identified with German-American immigrants who lived in the neighborhood from
the 1830s until the 1950s and is now a predominantly African American neighborhood.
Although primarily a residential area, other building types vary including commercial,
educational, cultural and religious structures. It includes many late 19th century
residential structures. The justification for the Intensive Level Survey (ILS) area was the
impact on the integrity of the Fruit Belt due to expansion of the Buffalo Niagara Medical
Campus. The Fruit Belt area derives its name from the neighborhood streets, all of
which are named after fruit trees. These streets clearly define the boundaries of the
study area: Rose, Grape, Peach, Orange, Lemon, Locust, Mulberry, and Maple Streets.
German homeowners living on these streets planted fruit trees in their back yards and
grew sizable gardens for their own consumption and for sale at the nearby Chippewa
Market.1
The following report follows the format in the National Park Service publication,
Guidelines for Local Surveys: A Basis for Preservation Planning: National Register
Bulletin #24. It includes an historic and architectural overview illustrating the
development of the survey area and commenting on its importance relative to the larger
narrative of the City’s history. This report also includes an individual inventory form for
each resource surveyed identifying its historical and architectural significance.
1

Gwen Ito, “A Look Back at the Washington Market,” The Buffalo Spree, May 2013,
http://www.buffalospree.com/Buffalo-Spree/May-2013/A-look-back-at-the-Washington-Market/.
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Additional sections highlight those resources potentially eligible for listing on the
National Register of Historic Places and an annotated property list.
A primary objective of this survey was to identify and document the historic significance
and integrity of the included structures. This was done in an effort to acknowledge the
historic value of the resources in the survey area as well as to supplement the City’s
historic record. Extensively documented and adequately preserved historic resources
are often limited to those related to notable figures or are those that are the oldest or
most architecturally detailed. Historic Resource Inventory studies, however, allow for a
broad analysis of the resources in a survey area and help to draw out those that may
have been overlooked or undervalued. In the simplest of terms, the Historic Resource
Inventory serves as an “honor roll” of a town or city’s historic buildings, structures, and
sites, thus allowing for the recognition of a diverse body of resources.
Historic Resource Inventories play an important role in various governmental planning
processes and allow both the New York State Historic Preservation Office and city
planning departments to identify state and federal projects that might impact historic
resources. Well-preserved built environments contribute to an area’s quality of life and
municipalities benefit directly from efforts to maintain the unique makeup and aesthetic
diversity of their historic neighborhoods. Historic Resource Inventories help to reduce
tear-downs, increase local infrastructure investment, and facilitate economic
development by informing local governments and populations of the quality and
character of their significance from the role they have played in the community and from
the value the community places on them as a result. It is hoped that this Historic
Resource Inventory will serve to increase appreciation of the Fruit Belt’s historic
resources and in turn encourage their preservation.
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II

Map

Fruit Belt Intensive Survey Area
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III

Methodology

The Survey
This survey of historic and architectural resources in the Fruit Belt Historic District was
conducted by Preservation Studios, a New York firm specializing in research of historic
resources. Fieldwork, photo documentation, research, interviews and writing were
carried out between August 2016 and September 2018. Copies of the final report and
survey forms are deposited at the Buffalo Niagara Medical Campus, 640 Ellicott Street,
Buffalo, New York 14203 and the Division for Historic Preservation, New York State
Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation, Peebles Island, P.O. Box 189,
Waterford, NY 12188.
The information needed to complete this Historic Resources Inventory was done initially
by a windshield survey mentioned in the introduction. For the intensive level survey,
each structure within the study area was revisited for updates, including photo
documentation. This documentation was supplemented with other public data from
sources such as the City’s Building and Property Records, historic and present-day
maps, periodicals, Federal Census records, City Directories, interviews with local
authorities and historians and current State and National Register listings in the survey
area.
Neither the form, nor the survey in general dictates what property owners can do with
their property nor does the included information violate the privacy of those whose
property is included. For those property owners who might be concerned about the
implications of the survey, a review of the Historic Resource Inventory form
demonstrates the public nature of the information included. Data collected includes:
verification of street number and name; use; architectural style; approximate date of
construction; construction materials and details; condition of the resource; description of
the resource; and exterior photographs. This survey represents an inventory of
historical and architectural resources and no attempt was made to identify
archaeological sites. Such an endeavor would have been beyond the scope of this
study and would have necessitated specialized procedures, extensive fieldwork, and a
greater allocation of resources.
The Survey Area
The survey area includes the Fruit Belt neighborhood as outlined on the map on the
previous page. The area represents the Fruit Belt’s historic residential core and
adjacent areas which are commercial, cultural, religious and educational. The
boundaries for this area run from Jefferson to Michigan along the New York 33
Expressway to the south, from Michigan to East North Street to the west, from Michigan
to Jefferson along North East Street to the north, and from Jefferson to the New York
Expressway 33 to the east. The neighborhood within the study area represents a
collection of primarily residential structures as well as a mix of commercial, educational,
cultural and religious structures set in an urban environment. The historic structures in
Fruit Belt Intensive Level Survey, Buffalo, New York
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the Fruit Belt date from 1850 through 1976 and reflect the historic development patterns
of the City.
Criteria for Selection
The criteria employed for the evaluation of properties were based on those of the
National Register of Historic Places and in accordance with the Secretary of the
Interior’s Standards for Identification and Evaluation (National Park Service, U.S.
Department of the Interior, 1983). Properties recognized by the National Register
include districts, structures, buildings, objects, and sites that are significant in American
history, architecture, engineering, archaeology, and culture, and which contribute to the
understanding of the states and the nation as a whole. The National Register’s criteria
for evaluating the significance of resources and/or their eligibility for nomination are
determined by the following:
The quality of significance in American History, architecture, archaeology, engineering,
and culture is present in districts, sites, buildings, structures and objects that possess
the integrity of location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling and association
and:
A. that are associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the
broad pattern of our history, or;
B. that are associated with the lives of persons significant in our past, or;
C. that embody the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of
construction, or that represent the work of a master, or that possess high artistic values,
or that represent a distinctive and distinguishable entity whose components may lack
individual distinction, or;
D. that have yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important to prehistory or
history.2
The above criteria formed the basis for evaluating the buildings in this survey; however,
these parameters were also broadened to identify resources associated with individuals
or events significant to Buffalo’s history, or those structures that displayed vernacular
styles or methods of construction typical of the period in which they were built or
improved. Although some structures possess alterations ranging from the application of
synthetic siding, modern windows and doors, to the addition, alteration or removal of
porches, approximately twenty percent retained most of their historic character,
features, and form. Therefore, not all of the resources identified by this inventory have
been judged to be eligible for inclusion on the National Register. Those resources
2

How to Apply the National Register Criteria for Evaluation: National Register Bulletin #15. By the staff of the
National Register of Historic Places, finalized by Patrick W. Andrus, edited by Rebecca H. Shrimpton, (National
Register of Historic Places, National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, 1990; revised 1991, 1995, 1997).
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determined to be eligible for nomination to the National Register of Historic Places will
be discussed later in the Recommendations section.
Historic Resource Inventories are often prepared focusing on the oldest resources in a
survey area. These are evaluated relative to the period in which they originated, and
unified within the requisite overview study according to the chronology of the area’s
development. For the purposes of the survey, historic resources dated up to and
including 1976 were included. Structures considered historically and architecturally
significant in the survey area retain materials that date to the historic period, such as
those that date to its original construction or those material changes that are typical to
the period up to 1976, such as asbestos shingle, aluminum siding and wrought iron
porch replacements. The end date of 1976 corresponds with the construction of the
New Zion Missionary Baptist Church at 318 High Street by noted Niagara architect
Wallace V. Moll. As well, many historic structures in the survey area underwent modern
improvements during this time period as a result of the general spirit of urban renewal
when government funded improvements inspired just as many home owners to privately
fund the modernization of their properties.
IV

The Historic Resources Inventory Form

An Historic Resource Inventory form was prepared for each historic resource surveyed
in an Microsoft Office Access database. These were completed following a standard
electronic format created by the New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and
Historic Preservation, the state agency responsible for historic preservation. Each form
is divided into four main sections. These provide background, architectural, and
historical information on the resource, and include; their street number and name,
owner(s), type of use, architect/builder (if known), approximate date of construction,
construction materials and details, physical condition of the resource, a narrative
description of the resource (including architectural style), a narrative description of
significance, a section for additional information on the structure and exterior
photograph(s).
Information was gathered from historic maps, the City of Buffalo Property Records, the
City of Buffalo Building Department Records, Federal Census information, City
Directories, historic texts and periodicals between August 2016 and September 2018.
Narrative architectural descriptions were drafted from exterior photographs taken during
this same time period and narrative descriptions of significance were based on
architectural style and/or archival research. The Additional Information Section generally
allowed for data on historic residents, businesses, or community centers that occupied
the buildings. The majority of fields on the Historic Resources Inventory form should be
self-explanatory; however, the following provides clarification of several of the more
nebulous categories.
Property Name
In many cases, the property name of a resource serves as an indicator of its historical
significance. When referring to public or commercial buildings, churches, community
Fruit Belt Intensive Level Survey, Buffalo, New York
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centers, etc., a property name is based upon a structure’s earliest known use and is
typically straightforward. In the case of residential buildings, things become a bit more
complicated. Homes that typically housed the same family for a number of generations
typically carry the surname of this family as their historic name. However, those homes
that frequently changed hands or were rental properties are difficult to classify in this
manner and generally don’t have an historic name.
Date of Construction
Dates of original construction are based on extensive map study, architectural and
historical evidence, as well as archival research. In the cases where a specific date
could not be found through historical research, a circa was assigned next to the year.
This evaluation is an educated guess based upon the structure’s architectural detail,
construction methods, and information gleaned from archival sources, including maps
and atlases.
Condition
Condition assessments were based on a visual investigation of the exterior inventoried
structures. It was not possible to give detailed assessment of the structural condition on
the resources, as extensive and interior assessments could not be conducted.
Buildings listed as “excellent” retained most of their historic fabric in addition to being in
very good condition. Buildings listed as being in “good” condition lack any glaring
structural problems. Those listed as “fair” had problems, including badly peeling paint,
cracked siding and windows, or damaged roofs, which if left unattended, could result in
serious damage. “Deteriorated” structures indicate severe exterior problems and
neglect.
Interior Photos
This was a survey of exterior features only. Interiors were not surveyed or documented.
Narrative Description of Property
Descriptions were based upon accepted terminology laid out in A Field Guide to
American Houses by Virginia and Lee McAlester (Alfred A. Knopf: New York, 1984), A
Field Guide to American Architecture by Carole Rifkind (Penguin Books: New York,
1980) and Preservation of Modern Architecture by Theodore H.M. Prudon (John Wiley
& Sons, Inc: Hoboken, New Jersey, 2008). Here the resource’s general description was
recorded including construction method, number of stories/bays, roof type, materials,
ornamentation features and architectural style. One-to-three story structures with
generally plain brick facades and no ornamental detail of note are classified as
“Commercial.” The most commonly applied architectural styles are described below:
Worker’s Cottage (1850-1910): The Worker’s Cottage is significant for its widespread
popularity in American urban and semi-urban areas during the second half of the
nineteenth and early twentieth century. The emergence of this new house type was
illustrative of the powerful cultural and social changes taking place during the second
half of the nineteenth century. The industrial revolution produced great changes to the
cultural landscape of cities, namely, the construction of entire neighborhoods of low-cost
Fruit Belt Intensive Level Survey, Buffalo, New York
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worker housing for factory workers and their families. On average, the homes are
densely-sited, simple rectangular block forms with a front-gable roof and one or twostory porches with a variety of ornament, often with telescoping additions stretching to
the rear of the lot.
Gothic Revival (1840-1880) and Late Gothic Revival (1880-1890) – The Gothic Revival
style is based on the architecture of medieval England. Resurgent forms gained
popularity in that country during the 18th century before appearing in the United States
in the 1830s. The style’s definitive characteristics include steeply-pitched roofs with
steep cross-gables, wall surfaces and windows extending into the gables, Gothicinspired (typically arched) windows, and one-story porches. Decorative elements
include intricate verge boards in the gables, and detailed hoods over the windows and
doors.
Italianate (1840-1885) – The Italianate, like the Gothic Revival, began in England before
making its way into American architecture in the first half of the 19th century. The style
was influenced by Italian country homes and Renaissance-era villas yet developed into
an entirely indigenous form once established in the United States. Italianate homes are
typically two or three stories in height and have low-pitched (usually hipped or gable)
roofs with widely overhanging eaves and detailed brackets. Tall and narrow windows
are common and often have arched or curved window tops. Windows and doors are
frequently crowned with decorative hoods. Commercial buildings are generally two to
four stories in height with flat roof lines, bracketed cornices and other details similar to
home construction of the time period in this style.
French Second Empire (1855-1885) – The French Second Empire style was a dominant
style for American houses and public buildings during this time period. It was
considered very modern as it imitated the latest French building fashions. The
distinctive roof, which is the principal characterization of this style, was named for the
17th century architect Francois Mansart. Decorative patterns of color or texture are
common in the roofing materials as is iron cresting above the upper cornice. If a tower
is present, it may have a roof silhouette different from that of the main block. Dormers
and dormer windows appear in a variety of styles. Below the roofline, comparisons can
be drawn to the Italianate style: Italianate brackets at the cornice line; similar window,
door and porch details.
Queen Anne (1880-1910) – The Queen Anne style was the dominant residential form
during the closing decades of the 19th century. The Queen Anne was popularized by a
school of English architects, led by Richard Norman Shaw, and drew from English
medieval models. Identifying features include steeply-pitched roofs of irregular shape
and gable height, often with dominant, front-facing gables. Details include elaborate
shingle or masonry patterns, cutaway bay windows, multi-story towers, and single-or
multi-story porches. Other decorative elements include porch and gable ornamentation.
Colonial Revival/Dutch Colonial Revival (1880-1955) – This style gained popularity
towards the end of the 19th century before becoming the most ubiquitous architectural
Fruit Belt Intensive Level Survey, Buffalo, New York
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form of the first half of the 20th century. Many manifestations of this style emerged,
most sharing influences derived from early American, or Colonial architecture, such as
Georgian, Federal, and Dutch Colonial buildings. Houses of this type commonly have
rectangular plans, and hipped, pitched, or gambrel roofs. Decorative features mimic
classical models and include elaborate porticos or porches. Double-hung sash and
multi-pane, symmetrically-placed windows are common, as are sidelight-flanked entries.
Commercial structures generally contain similar elements and flat roofs.
Classical Revival (1895-1950) - The revival of interest in classical models dates from
the World’s Columbian Exposition, held in Chicago in 1893. The central buildings of the
exposition were monumental in scale and inspired innumerable public and commercial
buildings in the first half of the twentieth century. Identifying features of buildings that
revive Classical or Roman styles are solidity, weightiness, and ostentatious figural or
ornamental motifs. The façade generally shows symmetrically balanced windows and
center door.
Art Deco (1925-1940) - This style became popular between 1925 and 1940. Identifying
characteristics are its marked verticality and its mechanistic and linear features.
Preferential motifs of this style are faceted surfaces, zigzags, chevron patterns, and
octagon shapes.
Post WWII Modern Ecclesiastical (1945-1976) – communities in the postwar era began
to consider nontraditional designs for their houses of worship. The use of colored glass,
a technique called “dalle de verre” was a link to more familiar churches of the past
employed in a new modern way and very popular during this time period. Faceted glass
was also an economical yet effective method to incorporate color, light and modern
design. Designs span from the ornate to the austere, largely dependent upon budget
and resources.
Minimal Traditional (1935-1950) – in the midst of the Great Depression, this small house
type was built with FHA-insured loans and in the early 1940s, concentrations were
quickly built where new sites for WWII production plants generated an urgent need for
local worker housing. After the war, developers built instant communities filled with
Minimal Traditional houses, sometimes using only a few designs in a subdivision.
Identifying features are low- or intermediate-pitched roof, more often gabled; small
house, generally one-story in height; roof eaves usually have little or no overhang;
double-hung windows, typically multi-pane or 1/1; minimal amounts of added
architectural detail; rarely has dormers.
American Vernacular (1930-Present) – for many years, the American Vernacular
movement was limited to individual architects designing houses for clients who
preferred to be understated. By the 1980s, some traditional neighborhood
developments had design guidelines that called for new homes to be built in a style that
recalled an area’s architectural heritage. Some of these guidelines focused on the form
of the region’s vernacular house types and created neighborhoods of American
Vernacular homes. Identifying features are simple geometric forms, covered porches
Fruit Belt Intensive Level Survey, Buffalo, New York
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and balconies with simple porch supports and railings, and simple as well as complex
roof forms.
Narrative Description of Significance
In this section of the Historic Resource Inventory Form all buildings which are
recommended as National Register Eligible in this report are noted, as well as their
applicable criteria. Assessing the historical significance of each resource required
detailed archival research. The methods applied varied, depending upon the information
available for each structure, but did not include a complete chain of title research for
each resource. Here, federal census information, city directories, historic periodicals
and texts were utilized to determine the history of each structure.
Additional Information
While many other of the preceding fields list the basic details or a resource’s
construction, specifically the style, original date, materials, structural system, roof type,
and size, this category allows the surveyor to elaborate on a structure’s other
architectural qualities. In the case of this survey it typically included information on a
building’s owners, occupants, and historic businesses. As the state does not expect
inventories of this nature to address the interiors of private buildings, no such
descriptions were compiled or included. This field also allowed the surveyor to
comment on any substantial alterations made to the resource from permit card
information on file in the City of Buffalo’s Building Department Records.
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V

History and Development of the City of Buffalo

Prior to 1792, the city of Buffalo was home to the thriving culture of the People of the Six
Nations, the Hau de no sau nee (pronounced ho dee noe sho nee and meaning People
Building a Long House), who are sometimes also referred to as the Iroquois
Confederacy. Between 1792 and 1793 a group of Dutch investors purchased 3,250,000
acres of land in what would become Western New York. The Dutch investors,
collectively known as the Holland Land Company, were crucial to the early European
settlement of Western New York and the development of many of the area’s cities and
towns. Based in Batavia, New York, the Holland Land Company sold tracts of land to
incoming settlers and speculators until 1840 when the company’s holdings were
exhausted. By 1846 the Holland Land Company’s affairs had been settled and the
company dissolved.
Like the majority of communities in Western New York, Buffalo was profoundly impacted
by the Holland Land Company, and the Company’s chief surveyor Joseph Ellicott. In
1797 the directors of the Holland Land Company hired Joseph Ellicott to survey
Western New York and lay out townships in the massive tract. During his time surveying
Western New York Ellicott spent winters and summers outdoors and was present at the
Treaty of Big Tree (1797) when the Seneca Nation sold the majority of their land rights
in Western New York.3 In 1799 Ellicott’s survey work took him to the shores of Lake
Erie. Ellicott decided that the land near the confluence of the Buffalo River and Lake
Erie would make an excellent settlement. Ellicott surveyed the land for five years and in
1804 he mapped out a street grid for his community by the lake, which he named New
Amsterdam. However, early settlers, distrustful of the influence Dutch merchants and
legislators from New York City wielded in state politics firmly rejected the name New
Amsterdam and renamed the city Buffalo. Ellicott’s street grid was based off the model
Pierre L’Enfant used in Washington D.C.4
Ellicott’s settlement was based around Niagara Square and from this central location
important streets radiated east and north towards what became inland sections of the
city.5 The Fruit Belt lies just north of one of the original radials, Genesee Street.
Historically, Genesee Street connected Buffalo to the Genesee Road, a roadway used
by early settlers moving to Western New York.
Settlers travelling down the Genesee Road to Buffalo were rare prior to 1825 as Buffalo
was still a wilderness outpost surrounded by Native American tribes and British Canada.
The War of 1812 was particularly devastating to Buffalo, in 1813 the British crossed the
3

Robert Silsby, “The Holland Land Company in Western New York,” Buffalo and Erie County Historical Society VIII,
(1961): 2.
4

Christine Longiaru, Frank Kowsky and Martin Wachadlo, “Broadway Fillmore Neighborhood Intensive
Level Historic Resources Survey,” City of Buffalo, last updated 2004, https://www.citybuffalo.com/Home/City_Departments/Office_of_Strategic_Planning/RegulatoryBoards/Preservation
_Board/HistoricResourcesIntensiveLevelSurvey, Section 3-2.

5

Ibid.
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Niagara River and burned the communities of Black Rock, Lewiston, Youngstown,
Manchester, Tuscarora, and Buffalo to the ground. The communities were soon rebuilt
but continued to suffer from sluggish growth.
Buffalo’s fortunes were reversed in 1825 when Governor Dewitt Clinton’s Erie Canal
project was completed. The 363-mile canal traveled from Albany to Buffalo and
transformed Buffalo into one of the most important inland ports in the entire world.
Goods, primarily grain, from the western territories of Michigan, Wisconsin, and
Minnesota flowed into Buffalo on their way to eastern markets. Midwestern grain came
to Buffalo and was milled into flour or transported east in its raw form. Buffalo’s status
as a major center of grain was cemented in 1842 when Joseph Dart erected the first
grain elevator near the mouth of the Buffalo Creek.6 Grain elevators were crucial to
offloading grain from ships and storing it until it was time to ship the grain east. After
1842, Buffalo’s waterfront was lined with wooden grain elevators like Dart’s original
elevator. In the twentieth century these wooden elevators would be abandoned for
massive concrete silos that gave Buffalo the largest grain storage capacity of any city in
the world. Many of these elevators are still extant and form a crucial component of
Buffalo’s identity and history.
In the 1840s, railroads were first laid in Buffalo, connecting the city to new industrial
centers in New York State, Pennsylvania, and the rest of the United States. Like the
Erie Canal, railroads would play a crucial role in developing Buffalo’s industrial capacity.
The city’s railroad network brought new industry to the city and many companies built a
rail spur alongside their factory to facilitate the rapid movement of raw materials and
finished goods. Many neighborhoods developed near the railroads as people purchased
land and built their homes near the factories where they worked.
In addition to transforming Buffalo into a major grain port and industrial center, the Erie
Canal and railroads attracted thousands of immigrants to Buffalo. The earliest groups of
foreign-born immigrants to come to Buffalo were the Irish, who began settling in Buffalo
in the 1820s and the Germans who arrived starting in the 1830s. These early
immigrants were followed by Polish and Italian immigrants in the 1880s. Immigrants and
a booming industrial economy sustained growth in Buffalo for 150 years.
The Great German East Side
In addition to his work as a surveyor, Joseph Ellicott was a land agent for the Holland
Land Company and actively worked to encourage settlers from Germany’s many states
to immigrate to Western New York. Though immigration was initially slow the Erie Canal
brought trade and thousands of German immigrants to the city. Germans arrived
throughout the 1830s and 1840s and primarily settled east of Main Street. By the 1840s
Buffalo’s German community was so large that the land east of Main Street was locally
known as the Great German East Side.7 Twenty years after Germans began
6

Ibid.
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immigrating to Buffalo, the Great German East Side was home to over 14,000 Germans
and the one and one-half square mile neighborhood had more German immigrants than
the states of Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Connecticut, and Rhode Island
combined.8
Germans immigrating to Buffalo were attracted by the readily available land and work
opportunities, a stark contrast to the prospects available to them in the German states.
Throughout the 1830s and 1840s, infant mortality fell in Germany, with more children
surviving to adulthood. Family farms that had been successfully passed through
generations were divided among a broader pool of heirs. This process of partial
inheritance rendered many German farms uneconomical.9 Additionally, a potato famine
in 1847 destroyed farms along the Rhine River Valley, and the failed Revolutions of
1848 widened the exodus to the majority of German States.
With its abundant land, existing community of Germans, and opportunities for work,
Buffalo was an attractive place for Germans to settle. Agents of the Holland Land
Company and American land speculators encouraged the development of German
villages on the East Side and sold tracts to German immigrants who in turn hacked
homesteads out of the forested land.10 The first settlements built by the early Germans
were located south of the Fruit Belt, near the southern end of Main Street.11 By 1855 the
growing city offered Germans a variety of employment opportunities, either within the
city limits or on the farming villages that ringed the city.12 Despite the opportunities
present for Germans in Buffalo and the surrounding countryside, the city’s earliest
German settlers struggled against both the environment and nativism among Buffalo’s
American residents.
Though the East Side would become a great enclave of German immigrants by the
1850s, German settlers initially called it Jammerthal, the valley of woe.13 The land, once
cleared of trees, turned out to be rocky and ill-suited for farming. Further, Americans
were unlikely to hire Germans and often gave them the derogatory label of ‘Dumb
Dutchmen.’14 Newspapers such as the Buffalo Commercial Advertiser, Buffalo’s oldest
and most prestigious newspaper, reviled the early German immigrants. One article by
the paper described the city wards dominated by German immigrants as follows:
The fourth, fifth, sixth, and seventh wards are as little American as the duchy of
Hesse Cassel; their population speaks a foreign language, reads foreign
7

Andrew P. Yox, “The Myth of Persistence of Families in the Orchard, An East Buffalo Neighborhood,” New York
Folklore X, no.3-4 (1984): 91.
8
Andrew P. Yox, “Decline of the German-American Community in Buffalo 1855-1925,” (PhD diss., University of
Chicago, 1983), 16.
9
Ibid., 19.
10
Ibid., 27
11
Yox, “The Myth of Persistence of Families in the Orchard, An East Buffalo Neighborhood,” 89
12
Yox, “Decline of the German-American Community in Buffalo 1855-1925,” 24.
13
Yox, “The Myth of Persistence of Families in the Orchard,” 89.
14
Andrew P. Yox, “Bonds of Community: Buffalo’s German Element, 1853-1871,” New York History 66, no. 2
(1985): 148.

Fruit Belt Intensive Level Survey, Buffalo, New York

Page 15

newspapers… isolates itself from the American element… the most worthless
pauper in Europe… comes here, reeking with filth and ignorant as swine.15
Given their adverse circumstances German immigrants quickly formed aid societies,
newspapers, fraternal organizations, and societies dedicated to preserving German
spirit and customs in America. Though German immigrants came from independent
states like Prussia, Bavaria, Baden, and Hesse Cassel, states that would not be unified
until 1871, they unified in Buffalo under a communal bond called Kultur.16 Kultur was a
bond based on a unity of spirit and Germanic history and played a defining role in the
lives of German settlers in Buffalo.17 Men expressing their Kultur came together and
formed social clubs known as Vereine. Vereine took many different forms, such as the
Odin and Walhalla Lodges, as well as the Harugari, another lodge organization that
promoted the German language, customs, and traditions.18 Other organizations such as
the Saengerbund and Liedertafel promoted the singing of German songs such as “The
Watch on Rhine,” and “Live Well My Fatherland.”19 Newspapers published for the
German-American community were also written in German. However, not only were
these papers written in German, but they consistently gave front page coverage to
events in Germany rather than local happenings in Buffalo.20 Kultur, as an idea and a
framework for community organization was a dominant part of the early history of
Buffalo’s German community. It expressed itself in the continued use of the German
language, and the precedence of current events in Germany over local happenings.
Additionally, Kultur asserted itself in physical spaces such as the church and saloon,
and in major local events such as parades.
Kultur and the cultural practices of the German immigrants were deeply concerning to
many of Buffalo’s American born residents. Throughout the 1840s and 1850s nativists
ransacked German clubhouses and social halls, while the city’s sober Protestant
leaders looked down on German culture and its affinity for beer.21 In 1854 the election of
Myron Clark of the Temperance Party to the office of governor mobilized Buffalo’s
German community to vote as a body and in subsequent elections the German vote
was crucial to derailing the Know Nothing Party in Buffalo.22 After a few elections it was
clear to any politically minded individual that no candidate could win election without
strong support from immigrant voters in the Irish First Ward and German East Side.
Concerns about German immigrants quickly faded after the 1850s in large part due to
the number of German immigrants who fought for the Union in the American Civil War.
Over 200,000 Germans fought for the union and a significant number of Germans from
Buffalo joined the war and their service erased any fears about their loyalty to America
15
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and American values. After the war ended Germans succeeded in winning political
office in Buffalo and in getting German language courses added to the public-school
curriculum.23
German culture also became more publicly displayed after the Civil War. In 1874
landscape architects Frederick Law Olmstead and Calvert Vaux designed the Parade, a
fifty-six-acre park, in the Broadway-Fillmore Neighborhood. Located near the Fruit Belt,
this park featured a large German inspired beer garden that was extremely popular with
the local German populace. Germans from around the East Side would walk down the
tree lined parkways and stroll through the park on their days off.
Another East Side park played a crucial role in German-American cultural expression
starting in 1904. Teutonia Park was operated by the German Park Association and was
located only a short walk north of the Parade.24 The park was the site of the massive
annual German Day celebrations that occurred in Buffalo after 1904. German Day was
first celebrated in 1883 and commemorated the landing of thirteen German families in
Philadelphia two-hundred years earlier in 1683. The holiday was first celebrated in
Buffalo in 1904 and featured speeches by notable German residents, performances by
the United Singing Societies of Buffalo, athletic games, and a picnic attended by 7,000
people.25 German Day celebrations became a yearly tradition in Buffalo after 1904 and
grew into a wildly popular holiday. In 1906, 15,000 German-Americans crowded into
Teutonia Park to picnic and listen to German songs. Prior to the picnic, many of the
German revelers paraded along Broadway and Jefferson Street dressed as lancers,
dragoons, and Swiss Gruetili.26 German Day celebrations in Teutonia Park peaked in
1914, just prior to the onset of World War I. The 1914 German Day celebration featured
20,000 Germans who came to Teutonia Park for a more somber celebration than in
years past. The coming war dominated proceedings and charity subscriptions to provide
battlefield medicine and care for the wounded were sold by the event organizers.27
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Figure 1. Some of the crowd at Teutonia Park for the 1914 German Day Celebration.

During and immediately after World War I, German-Americans began distancing
themselves from their German identities and cultural traditions. Allied propaganda had
effectively painted German soldiers as barbaric murders and anti-German sentiment ran
high in America. German-Americans found it easier to abandon their traditions and melt
into America, rather than endure scrutiny and suspicion from their neighbors. German
Day celebrations did continue occurring, but the celebrations were much smaller. For
example, the German Day celebration in 1925 was held at Genesee Park and was only
attended by 4,000 people.28 It was around this time that the Great German East Side
began to disintegrate and the bonds of community that had sustained Buffalo’s
Germans through the early trials against nativism began to fray.
The Fruit Belt’s Status as the Last German Neighborhood in Buffalo
Though it was not the first German settlement in Buffalo, the Fruit Belt was the last
recognizable German enclave in Buffalo. James Napora explains it origins:
At one time home to over 10,000 people, the Fruit Belt takes its name from the large
number of orchards the first residents planted in the area. Holding true to their
previously established agrarian nature, the earliest German residents of the area
planted large orchards and vegetable gardens in the area. As their numbers increased,
in these orchards were laid out the present streets, the names themselves remaining as
a testimony to the early nature of the neighborhood.29
In the early 1850s, small farm lots were being sold in the Fruit Belt by companies such
as the Erie Land Office.30 Soon after, housing in the area began to develop. A Stone
and Stewart map of Buffalo in 1866 shows the development of housing in the northwest
and south sections of the Fruit Belt neighborhood with many empty lots in the center on
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Lemon, Orange, Peach, Grape, Rose and Beech between Cherry and Carlton. (See
map below).

New York Erie County Buffalo Atlas, 1866

In the following years, many of the lots were purchased by individuals who would build
homes on their land. At the same time, real estate agents and bankers such as Lyon,
Baker & Company, Duncan, Sherman & Company and Ed Whitehouse were buying
contiguous farm lots in the Fruit Belt for later subdivision.31 By 1872, Ed Whitehouse
owned most of Michigan and Maple Street between Virginia and Carlton and was
starting to subdivide the land for sale. In the same year, Duncan is listed as the owner
of five contiguous houses on a large tract of land on Orange Street between Virginia
and Carlton, presumably for sale.32
A study of Sanborn Maps in the late 19th century revealed that the neighborhood
continued its steady development and was almost completely built out north to High
Street, filling in most of Maple, Mulberry, Locust and Lemon Streets by 1889. To the
east, Beech Street was almost fully developed and there were only a few scattered
empty lots on Cherry. By 1899, a few more houses were built on Grape Peach, Orange
and Rose but it wasn’t until 1926 that the neighborhood would be fully developed.33
The Neighborhood House, one of the first settlement houses in the United States,
played a key role in providing resources and support to residents moving into the Fruit
Belt in the late 19th and early twentieth centuries. The Neighborhood House Association
was founded in 1894 and was created in response to the severe economic recession
during that time period. The Association went on to assist the influx of European
immigrants and later, southern African American migrants, who settled in Buffalo
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between the 1940s and the 1970s. The organization helped first immigrant and then
migrant populations rise above the challenges of urban poverty.34
For the first thirty years of its operation, the Neighborhood House was a social
settlement operated and funded by what is presently known as the Unitarian
Universalist Church of Buffalo. Today it is one of several agencies that make up the
Buffalo Federation of Neighborhood Centers. The first location was a small rented room
in a cottage on Goodell Street that acted as a small library for the neighborhood
children. Membership increased and soon outgrew the space. The next location would
be a lower floor rented out of a house on Hickory Street near Genesee. Membership
continued to grow and by 1898, a larger house at 92 Locust Street (still extant) near
Virginia was chosen. This may have been the first location to actually be named
“Neighborhood House.”35
The Neighborhood House continued to grow its membership and by 1902, was moved
to a larger house known as the Solomon Scheu Homestead located at the corner of
Oak and Goodell Streets, a site later occupied by the M. Wile Clothing Factory. In 1954,
76 Orange Street (attached to 97 Lemon Street) became the new and current home of
the Neighborhood House in the Fruit Belt.36 At that time, the Neighborhood House was
considered a major community group and provided recreational facilities for children as
well as a mentorship program.37 In 1960, during the construction of the Kensington
Expressway, the organization was critical as it allowed residents to organize and air
their grievances together. Led by Rose Steinkrauss, Neighborhood House helped
organize block clubs and a neighborhood council in the Fruit Belt.38
After World War I, a majority of German neighborhoods like Hamlin Park, Cold Springs,
and Masten lost their original constituency. The German immigrants who’d settled these
neighborhoods began leaving in the 1920s and were replaced by new immigrants,
primarily from Poland. By 1925 the Fruit Belt was the last neighborhood in the Great
German East Side where over sixty-five percent of the inhabitants were German.39
While the rest of the Great German East Side was emptying and being repopulated by
immigrants from other parts of Europe, the Fruit Belt remained a tight knit German
colony. Andrew Yox argued:
The Orchard’s [Fruit Belt] distinctive position on ‘the hill’ a gentle ten-foot elevation on
the eastside, seemed to set it apart from other eastside neighborhoods… by the
depression decade, the neighborhood was an island of trees and gardens in a sea of
shops, warehouses, stores, and parking lots. Though previously conspicuous by its
34
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height, the Orchard’s insular quality now was enhanced by its invisibility. The growth of
the buildings on Jefferson, Genesee, and Main Street gradually eclipsed the
neighborhood from view, and the ring of German stores and saloons around Cherry and
Michigan streets added another layer of protection.40
Homeownership was high in the Fruit Belt, and the construction of the family home
marked an important period in the life of a family. The Fruit Belt’s German residents built
their homes expecting to pass them down to their children. The habit of building a small
cottage on a building lot prior to erecting the main house helped facilitate this transfer of
property. Though the small cottages built by the residents of the Fruit Belt were never
intended to be permanent residences, they provided newlyweds a home to live in until
their parents were ready to pass the family home to them. This practice ensured homes
stayed within the family and residents stayed within the Fruit Belt across multiple
generations.
Though the Fruit Belt was never home to any of the major German lodges or societies,
the process of passing property down through generations helped keep the Fruit Belt a
stable German neighborhood at a time when Germans were vacating the Great German
East Side in favor of new neighborhoods in the suburbs. Additionally, the Fruit Belt’s
location just outside of downtown Buffalo and near major thoroughfares like Jefferson
Avenue and Main Street ensured that opportunities for work and entertainment were
within walking distance. Though the Fruit Belt persisted as a predominantly German
neighborhood throughout the 1920s and 1930s, by World War Two, Italians and African
Americans began settling into the neighborhood.
By the 1960s changing industrial and transportation patterns reduced Buffalo’s
importance as a city and undermined its economic stability. The late 1950s and early
1960s were also the start of Buffalo’s Urban Renewal phase. Urban Renewal had a
profound impact in Buffalo. Urban Renewal projects destroyed thousands of buildings in
the city and led to the creation of buildings such as One Seneca Tower (1969) and the
Main Place Mall (1969).
The Fruit Belt neighborhood reflects two distinct eras of development in Buffalo. First,
the neighborhood’s density and almost universally residential nature reflects the early
settlement patterns that characterized the arrival of German immigrants in Buffalo. The
neighborhood was one of Buffalo’s densest with just over 10,000 people living in the
forty-four-block neighborhood in the 1950s.41 Between the 1830s and 1950s, German
families and their decedents dominated the Fruit Belt. By the 1940s, many Germans
moved to Buffalo’s suburbs but residents in the Fruit Belt remained another full decade,
making the Fruit Belt the last major German neighborhood in Buffalo.
In addition to its role as a major German neighborhood, the Fruit Belt’s history is
inexorably linked with Urban Renewal and the migration and establishment of African
40
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Americans moving from the Ellicott District into the Fruit Belt. The destruction of the
Ellicott District by an Urban Renewal program left thousands of African Americans
homeless. At the same time, the Kensington Expressway was built by another Urban
Renewal Program, causing thousands of Germans-Americans in the Fruit Belt to move
to the suburbs. The departing German-Americans sold or rented their homes to African
American families who brought their own culture to the Fruit Belt, establishing a strong
community that still exists today. The African Americans in the Fruit Belt prevailed in
their efforts to support their community despite segregation, devastating urban renewal,
absentee landlords, rebellion, gang warfare and more recently, gentrification. In recent
years the neighborhood has experienced a modest revival, much like the rest of Buffalo.
African American Neighborhoods in Buffalo42
African American roots in Buffalo pre-date the Civil War. The first Black congregation in
Buffalo, the Bethel A.M.E. church, was formed in 1831 followed by the Michigan Street
Baptist Church in 1845.43 Although some Black residents who worked as domestic
servants lived scattered across the City, the majority of Buffalo’s free black residents
started to form a close-knit community on the eastern periphery of the downtown
commercial district in the Michigan-Williams Street area. By 1845, the Black population
in Buffalo was approximately 350.44
In 1900, Buffalo’s Black population grew to 1,805.45 In 1906. St. Luke’s A.M.E. Zion
Church was founded. Prior to World War I, as southern Blacks began migrating to
northern cities for industrial employment, the Black church played a crucial role in
helping its new rural congregants adapt to urban life. During a time in history when
racial integration was strongly discouraged or prohibited, the church became a social
and cultural center as well. St. Luke’s was a focal point for the educational, social,
political and religious activities of the unskilled southern Blacks who came to Buffalo in
search of work. Educational programs as well as classes in domestic duties were taught
at St. Luke’s as this was the field most available to blacks at the turn of the century.46
Due to Buffalo’s industrial expansion and subsequent job opportunity during World War
I, the Black population in Buffalo grew to over 5,000 by 1920.47 As Buffalo shed its
established population of European immigrants, this new group of immigrants became
increasingly visible within the city. African Americans, primarily from the southern states,
migrated to Buffalo seeking better work opportunities and an escape from the racial
42
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violence that plagued the South. The first Great Migration of African Americans to
Buffalo began during World War I when labor recruiters traveled south to find African
Americans willing to work at the city’s docks as strikebreakers.48 Other industrial
opportunities followed the early strikebreaking opportunities and by 1925 approximately
9,000 African Americans lived in Buffalo.49 These new African American residents
encountered an informal, but strict form of residential segregation that restricted them to
an East Side neighborhood called the Ellicott District.
As the African American population grew in Buffalo, African Americans organized to
improve their status. In 1920, a protest was led under NAACP President Rudolph Lane
against the local newspapers’ practice of depicting Blacks in a derogatory manor.
Another protest involved the NAACP leading a delegation to express concern about an
advertisement in a local Buffalo paper to recruit Ku Klux Klan members. This lead to a
successful outcome as the editor assured the activists that future advertisements of this
type would not appear in his paper. The local NAACP continued its protests against
local newspapers whenever coverage was deemed to be detrimental to Blacks. “This
form of protest against racism, Buffalo-style, was one of the more successful
approaches that the NAACP utilized. It was essential that the NAACP achieve these
victories, limited though they may have been, for they lent respectability to the
organization.”50
As migration from the south continued, established African American professionals
became the primary service providers for the working-class African Americans arriving
and settling in Buffalo. Increasingly, the black working class became neighbors and
clientele of local black attorneys, pharmacists, physicians, social workers, ministers and
entertainers. Black-owned businesses such as Sherman Walker’s Funeral Home, the
Ruth-Patrick Drug Company, the My Cab Company and the McAvoy Theater along with
hotels, nightclubs, cleaners, candy stores, saloons, restaurants and even a black
baseball team flourished within the City.51 Along with the professional and business
elite, black workers became members of the Prince Hall Order of Masons, the Order of
the Eastern Star and other benevolent organizations. These memberships afforded
them prominence within their communities and publicly demonstrated that they
supported middle class values.52 Additionally, the Black community began forming their
own benevolent societies including several African American lodges, the Negro
Businessmen’s League, the American Colored Workmen’s League, the Big Brothers’
Association, a local chapter of Marcus Garvey’s United Negro Improvement Association
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and the Michigan Avenue YMCA which was built by local black architect, John R.
Brent.53
Due to the residential segregation that restricted African Americans to the Ellicott
District, overcrowding was just a matter of time. By 1950, the Ellicott District was
extremely overcrowded with around 20,000 people and the neighborhood was slated for
a major Urban Renewal project.54 The results of Buffalo’s urban renewal activities in the
Ellicott District had a major impact on the Fruit Belt and were among the most important
factors in the neighborhood’s transformation from a predominantly German
neighborhood to a predominantly African American neighborhood. The Ellicott District
and the Fruit Belt were separated by just a few blocks running north to south and the
proximity of an already partially integrated neighborhood would draw displaced Ellicott
District residents and real estate agents to the Fruit Belt for entirely different reasons.
The destruction of the Ellicott District was not the only major Urban Renewal project to
reshape the physical and demographic geography of the Fruit Belt. The demolition of
aged housing stock occurred in the Fruit Belt throughout the 1960s and 1970s and into
the 1980s. Additionally, two separate Urban Renewal projects that built the Kensington
Expressway and the Roswell Park Cancer Institute radically altered the Fruit Belt,
destroying hundreds of homes and in the case of the Kensington Expressway,
separating the Fruit Belt from the rest of the East Side. The history of these Urban
Renewal projects is deeply intertwined with the Fruit Belt and directly shaped the
neighborhood’s present physical state.
An understanding of Urban Renewal in the United States as well as the projects carried
out in Buffalo are crucial to understanding the challenges faced by Fruit Belt in the
twenty-first century.

Urban Renewal and its Effect on Minority Populations in the United States and
Buffalo
In 1945, an article in the Buffalo Courier-Express suggested that the exodus of Buffalo’s
citizens to the suburbs could be checked if homeowners remodeled their homes and if
the city removed unsightly cottages and decrepit buildings from aging neighborhoods.55
Contractors developing in the suburbs argued:
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“Unless the homeowner has so much money he could give a contractor a blank check
and tell him to go to it, home remodeling in Buffalo could not be done except at a much
greater cost than it would take to build in the suburbs… The back-to-the-country
movement has plagued Buffalo and most of the nation’s other big cities for a number of
years and was just hitting its stride when the war brought a temporary reversal of the
process. That this trend will be resumed after peace with greater vigor than ever is now
recognized generally.”56
The Housing Act of 1949 was viewed as a solution to the demand for more residential
housing across the nation. The bill provided decentralized federal aid to be managed at
the local level, specifically for projects that would result in more residential development.
The intention of this bill was not to fund wide-scale redevelopment of blighted and aging
urban areas; however, it did acknowledge that the existence of slums was a national
problem. Title I of the 1949 housing act, “Slum Clearance and Redevelopment,”
addressed this issue by delivering a federal financial assistance program for local
communities for clearance, site preparation and sale of federally and locally approved
redevelopment projects. In order to receive funding, communities were required to
meet certain conditions, including a procedure to provide temporary housing for
displaced families as well as permanent, intact, affordable housing. Unfortunately, this
did not occur because redevelopment of these areas was not economically feasible.
While the 1949 law seemed to provide a large increase in federal aid, none of the urban
renewal grants between 1949 and 1958 equaled the funds expended on highways,
airports or water and sanitation projects.57
The continued demand for housing was multiplied by the millions of returning soldiers
after World War II. While most were eager to marry and buy homes, existing urban
areas lacked the housing stock to accommodate these new families. This lead to an
extreme housing shortage, which in part drove a mass exodus of middle-class families
to growing suburban neighborhoods of single family housing. This mass exodus further
reduced the economic sustainability of urban neighborhoods, which now consisted of
people who were poorer and less able to invest in their neighborhoods or move to the
suburbs.58
However, it wasn’t simply poverty that made it difficult for African Americans to invest in
their homes. Even where income levels were similar to that of departing white families,
racist federal housing laws and banking practices denied African Americans access to
mortgages and home equity lines of credit that would have made it possible for the
growing, middle income African American community to invest robustly in their new
homes and neighborhoods. Throughout the 20th century, the federal government,
private lenders and real estate firms all played clear and interconnecting roles in the
decline of urban areas, mainly in communities of color. Redlining became an official
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federal housing policy starting in 1937 and is described in the One Region Forward
Equity Assessment (FHEA):
The practice of redlining restricted the flow of capital to many neighborhoods,
essentially sealing their fate as communities of decline. Terms such as
“protection from adverse influences” and “infiltration of inharmonious racial or
nationality groups” were at best thinly veiled phrases used to delineate minority
neighborhoods where banks were advised or self-determined not to lend or to
lend sparingly – It has been argued that that Federal Housing Administration did
more to institutionalize redlining than any other agency categorizing mortgages
according to their risk level and encouraging private lenders who wanted
insurance for their mortgages to do the same…the harm caused by this ensuing
decline was both individual and collective, immediate and long-term, impacting at
first housing but eventually nearly every facet of access and opportunity for
communities of color across the country but specifically in Buffalo Niagara.59
Based on the policy of redlining, the federal government would not insure mortgages in
neighborhoods that they felt were prone to “adverse influences,” with such influences
being defined almost completely on the presence of people of color. The following map
entitled “Home Owners’ Loan Corp. Residential Security Map, 1937” illustrates the
practice of redlining in Buffalo where communities of color were clearly outlined in red.60

Figure 2. Home Owners’ Loan Corp. Residential Security Map, 1937
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It was the combination of redlining and the Federal Housing Act that would keep African
Americans in the Fruit Belt by simultaneously preventing them from being able to afford
better housing in the suburbs or to leverage their finances to invest and improve their
Fruit Belt properties.
The fears of decentralization, of a hollowing out of the city, drove planning decisions in
Buffalo throughout the 1950s and 1960s. City planners and citizens engaged in
aggressive Urban Renewal plans to restore the city and ensure Buffalo would remain
economically vibrant and alleviate the city’s perceived issues with overcrowding and
substandard housing.61 Municipalities looking to get Federal Urban Renewal funds
designated a neighborhood a renewal zone, acquired and demolished all the properties
within the neighborhood and sold the vacant land to developers so that it could be
redeveloped.62 As in many other major cities, Urban Renewal policies in Buffalo funded
the creation of major highway and expressway networks, park and civic building
construction, and redevelopment. This would have a devastating effect on the Fruit Belt
and the neighboring Ellicott District.
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The Ellicott District Urban Renewal Project and its Effect on the Fruit Belt
Politicians can make decisions that may appear to be racially neutral, but because of
the existence of their locational effects, they are, in fact, racially biased. -Neil Kraus63

Figure 3. Population map showing the density of Buffalo’s African American Population in the
1930s. The overwhelming majority of African Americans lived in the Ellicott District and were
displaced to the north by Urban Renewal policies.

Due to the institutional racism faced by African Americans, they experienced extreme
poverty and often endured long periods of joblessness.64 When work was available,
African Americans were given the less desirable jobs and took home less pay than their
white counterparts. Further, the majority of African Americans in Buffalo were renters
and landlords charged an exorbitant amount for their properties, knowing African
Americans could not find housing outside the Ellicott District.65 The combination of
limited capital, slumlords, and a growing African American population meant that by the
1950s the Ellicott District was one of the most densely populated and impoverished
neighborhoods in Buffalo.
In 1951 the Buffalo City Planning Commission published their General Plan for the City
of Buffalo, which laid out how urban decay would be combatted in the Ellicott District.66
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Citing the predominance of substandard and unsanitary dwellings, overcrowding, and
inadequate public utilities, the planning commission decided to demolish significant
portions of the Ellicott District and rebuild the neighborhood as a medium density
residential neighborhood with a modernized street plan, public buildings, and public
green spaces.67 In that same year the Municipal Housing Authority of Buffalo received a
twenty-six million dollar loan from New York State to clear the Ellicott District and rebuild
the neighborhood with low income housing units.68 Originally the redevelopment plan
called for some of the housing projects to be built on Hertel Avenue where vacant land
could have been developed, however the Hertel Avenue site was aggressively
challenged by local residents and rejected by the Buffalo Common Council.69 Like white
residents around Hertel Avenue, the African American residents of the Ellicott District
attempted to challenge the destruction of their homes and businesses but were
ultimately unsuccessful. Buffalo’s Common Council decided to place public housing in
the Ellicott District.
The African American community and Republican lawmakers managed to delay the
redevelopment of the Ellicott District until 1953, however once the demolition phase
began major problems quickly arose. First, residents and businesspeople were not paid
fairly for their soon to be demolished homes and businesses. The Municipal Housing
Authority offered between $4,000 and $5,500 for single and double homes, well below
the market rate for such homes and far less than residents in the Ellicott District needed
in order to purchase new homes.70 Unable to secure adequate housing, thousands of
African Americans were made homeless as bulldozers leveled the Ellicott District. The
Municipal Housing Authority attempted to house displaced African Americans in Talbert
Mall and Willert Park housing projects, however families greater than five people and
families that earned more than $3,200 were not eligible to live in the projects.71 The
Municipal Housing Authority’s actions in the Ellicott District left roughly 1,900 families
homeless and unable to purchase adequate housing or move into existing low-income
housing projects.72 With limited options African Americans began migrating northward,
resettling in neighborhoods that were being emptied by suburbanization.
Located just a few blocks from the Ellicott District, the Fruit Belt was one of the
neighborhoods where African Americans resettled. During the 1950s the number of
African Americans living in the Fruit Belt increased substantially from 400 to 4,284.73
The sudden influx of African Americans into the Fruit Belt accelerated the exodus of the
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neighborhood’s German-American residents, many of whom were aging and having
trouble taking care of their homes. A significant number of these Germans homeowners
continued to own property in the Fruit Belt however and rented to the incoming African
Americans. In many cases, absentee landlords engaged in rent gouging and rented
their small properties to multiple families. In one instance eleven people were forced to
live in the lower unit of a duplex and pay a monthly rent of $110 on a house assessed at
$2070.74 Rent gouging and overcrowding caused much of the housing stock in the Fruit
Belt to rapidly deteriorate. Within a few years of the destruction of the Ellicott District,
Buffalo’s leaders looked with alarm at the Fruit Belt.
The Kensington Expressway
The migration of African Americans into the Fruit Belt occurred as another Urban
Renewal scheme forced the Fruit Belt’s German residents to reconsider their loyalty to
the old neighborhood. In 1954, the city of Buffalo announced its plan to build the
Kensington Expressway, a massive forty-five-million-dollar highway that would help
people reach downtown Buffalo faster and make the city more car friendly in the
process. The Kensington Expressway replaced a major portion of Frederick Law
Olmsted’s Humboldt Parkway System, and because the expressway was built below
grade it cut a trench between the Fruit Belt and the rest of the East Side. The
Kensington Expressway project was announced in 1954 and by 1957 the first section of
the expressway was dug between Michigan Avenue and East Utica Street. The threeyear interlude between the announcement and initiation of the expressway project saw
Cherry Street, once a prominent business street in the Fruit Belt; deteriorate into an
unbroken row of dilapidated buildings as businesspeople abandoned their stores,
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knowing the buildings would soon be demolished.75

Figure 4. Aerial image showing the destruction of properties within the Fruit Belt in preparation for
the construction of the Kensington Expressway. Cherry Street, at left, was completely
demolished and cleared to make way for the new expressway.
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Figure 5. Closer image of the land cleared along Mulberry Street for the Kensington Expressway.

Figure 6. Excavation for the Kensington Expressway somewhere between Cherry Street and
Jefferson Avenue. Significant stretches of the Kensington Expressway were built below grade.
Where the highway meets the Fruit Belt much of the roadway is below grade, effectively isolating
the Fruit Belt from the rest of the East Side.
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The Kensington Expressway project destroyed the Humboldt Parkway, and razed an
estimated 590 buildings, over 400 of which were in the Fruit Belt.76 The majority of the
buildings destroyed by the Kensington Expressway were homes, however stores, gas
stations, and a small green space called Burley Park were also destroyed by the
expressway project.77 Several of the earliest gay and lesbian safe bars and restaurants
on Cherry Street were also lost due to the Kensington Expressway.78 Further, the
project destroyed some of the small local industrial companies such as a brick factory at
17-19 Maple Street and a sheet metal shop at 62-68 Cherry Street.79 Though small,
these local commercial and industrial buildings were an important part of the Fruit Belt’s
historic fabric and the destruction of Cherry Street was a major blow to the vitality of the
Fruit Belt Neighborhood.
The construction of the Kensington Expressway between Michigan Avenue and the
Humboldt Parkway took five years to complete. During that time residents watched their
neighborhood turn into a morass of construction equipment and mud. Further,
abandoned houses awaiting demolition became a breeding ground for rats, which
quickly inundated the Fruit Belt.80 While the below grade sections of the Kensington
Expressway were constructed residents had to use slippery footbridges to visit friends
and relatives in other parts of the East Side.81 Additionally, the constant construction
closed roads at random and impeded travel throughout the entire East Side. In the Fruit
Belt, residents drove home uncertain if portions of their roads had been ripped up, and
in some cases construction lighting was absent to provide any visual cues to
motorists.82
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Figure 7. Footbridge between Lemon and Cherry Streets.

The destruction of the much beloved Humboldt Parkway, the constant sights and grime
of construction, and the loss of businesses, homes, and light industry along Cherry
Street, helped convince many of the Fruit Belt’s German residents to move away from
the Fruit Belt. Further, As the Kensington Expressway dug a moat around the Fruit Belt,
the neighborhood’s German residents abandoned the area and, in most cases, rented
their aging homes to African Americans displaced by the Ellicott District’s destruction.
The Oak Street Renewal Project and the Expansion of the (Medical Corridor)
Another major Urban Renewal project that affected the Fruit Belt was the Oak Street
Renewal Project. The Oak Street Renewal Project encompassed 180 acres on the
western edge of the Fruit Belt and was bounded by Michigan Avenue and Main, Best,
and Tupper Streets.83 Within the renewal area city officials intended to clear much of the
land and expand Buffalo General Hospital (ten acre expansion) and Roswell Park (fifty
acres for new facilities, elder housing, and staff housing).84 In addition to the expansion
of the hospitals, fifty acres were set aside for a number of major industries that were
extant in the renewal area such as the Trico Plant, and twenty acres were devoted to
83
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expressway rights of way.85 The remaining acreage was set aside for commercial and
residential development. Although the Fruit Belt was outside of this area, Carlton and
Virginia Streets continued right to Main Street and would be filled with residences as a
result of this project.
For perspective on the growth of these institutions over time, it is important to reference
their history and location in relation to the Fruit Belt. Buffalo General Hospital opened in
1858. The original building was located on High Street, facing west toward Ellicott
Street. At that time, the hospital contained four wards with a total capacity of 100
beds.86 Roswell Park began as the Pathological Laboratory of the University of Buffalo
in 1898. Originally, it was housed in three rooms in the University of Buffalo Medical
School on High Street. In 1913, the institute opened its first hospital named Cary
Pavilion. It was located at the corner of Oak and Carlton Street and housed 30 inpatient
beds and a “dispensary” or outpatient clinic.87
Development within the Oak Street Renewal area created many of the same problems
that had been encountered in the Ellicott District twelve years earlier. Proponents of the
project admitted that there would only be public housing in large sections of the
development which would result in 316 families being made homeless.88 BUILD an
important African American community organization criticized the decision pointing out
that the families would be forced deeper into the Fruit Belt where housing was
extremely limited.89 Community anxiety and distrust was heightened in 1968 when city
officials reassessed properties in the redevelopment area and determined that many
were worth less than they had been in the previous assessment.90 City officials
promised the appraisals would be fair, however, they also admitted that on previous
projects appraisers had intentionally undervalued properties when interacting with
homeowners.91
During the project’s planning phase, Dr. George Moore the director of Roswell Park
urged residents in the redevelopment area to maintain their homes and continue
updating the buildings, despite the very real possibility that their homes would be
demolished.92 For a community whose members had seen their homes destroyed
twelve years before as part of the Ellicott District Redevelopment, Moore’s exhortations
rang hollow.
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The Masten Park Urban Renewal Plan
While the destruction of the Ellicott District, construction of the Kensington Expressway,
and demolitions caused by the Oak Street Renewal Program played the largest role in
shaping the Fruit Belt, the neighborhood was also part of the Masten Park Renewal
Plan, an Urban Renewal campaign targeted at the Fruit Belt and larger Masten Park
neighborhood.
The Masten District, located in the center of Buffalo, was built on an axis of seven
commercial thoroughfares: Main, East Delavan, East Ferry, Kensington, Jefferson,
Fillmore and Grider. It is composed of six neighborhoods: Fillmore-Leroy, Cold Springs,
Delavan-Grider, Hamlin Park, Martin Luther King Jr., and Trinidad Park. The
neighborhoods comprising the Masten District were developed during the period
between 1885 and 1915. The houses were built primarily for higher-income white
workers. Similar to the Fruit Belt, most houses were two-story doubles which made it
possible for the owner to live in one apartment and rent out the other. By acquiring
rental income, homeownership became feasible for a larger number of workers.93
The community’s urban design was influenced by the garden city movement. The
Masten neighborhood environment was filled with trees, green space, and fresh air,
despite the heavy concentration of industrial lands and railroads in the Delavan-Grider
and Fillmore-Leroy neighborhoods. Beginning in 1869, Frederick Law Olmsted designed
a park system for the City of Buffalo, which included the construction of Delaware and
Martin Luther King, Jr. Park (originally called Parade Park) and the beautiful Humboldt
Parkway to connect the two areas.94
During the first half of the 20th century, primarily U.S. born whites, Germans, Polish,
Canadians, Italians, Russians, along with a small number of African Americans,
populated the district. In 1930, prior to the World War II influx of African Americans,
about 94,610 people lived in the Masten District. Although a variety of U.S. born whites
and white immigrants dominated the region, the locale was segregated along ethnic
lines. For example, U.S. born whites dominated Cold Springs and the neighborhoods
north of East Delavan. Germans, the second most populous group in Masten were
scattered throughout the district, with the heaviest concentration in the area now called
the Martin Luther King, Jr. neighborhood. A small Italian population was concentrated
in the Delavan-Grider neighborhood, in the area south of East Delavan. They lived in a
community clustered around the industries in that locale. The small Polish population
was evenly distributed throughout the district, while the small number of African
Americans were clustered in Cold Springs.95
In the thirty years between 1940 and the 1970, the African American population in
Buffalo rapidly expanded. During that time, the number of African Americans living in
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the city increased from 17,694 to 94,329. During that same period, the number of
whites living in the city fell from 557,618 to 364,367. Most significant, in this thirty-year
period, suburban population growth outstripped central city population growth. By 1970,
when the World War II migration of blacks to Buffalo ended, the population of the city
was 462,768 and the suburbs were 650,723. For the first time, suburbanites
outnumbered central city dwellers in metro Buffalo. 96
Many of the whites leaving the central city lived in the Masten District. As they left, an
increasing number of African Americans moved into the homes being vacated. For
example, in 1950, there were only two census tracts (Cold Springs and Hamlin Park) in
which 400 or more blacks lived.97
The Urban Renewal program started in 1958 with the Fruit Belt as the first section of
Masten Park targeted for renewal. Unlike renewal efforts in the Ellicott District where
demolition and reconstruction were favored, initially, Urban Renewal plans in the Fruit
Belt attempted to rehabilitate the extant housing stock.
Efforts to rehabilitate the Fruit Belt’s housing stock began in March 1958 with house-tohouse inspection by men from the Board of Redevelopment.98 The inspectors sought
housing code violations and hoped that by enforcing the housing code “basically sound
neighborhoods like the Fruit Belt,” would avoid the creep of decay then perceived to be
afflicting neighborhoods like the Ellicott District.99
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Figure 8. An inspector arriving to inspect a home at 169 Maple Street.
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Figure 9. Map of the Masten Park Renewal Plan, divided up by the project’s different proposed
phases.

The inspection of the Fruit Belt in March of 1958 lasted a year and showed a
neighborhood of older, but effectively structurally sound homes. A year after the
inspection began, 1,220 single and two family homes had been inspected and of these
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properties 226 were in full compliance with city ordinances, and 584 had reached
compliance after effecting minor repairs.100 Another 310 property owners were in the
process of repairing their buildings leaving the status of only around 100 buildings
unaccounted for.101 With the rehabilitation process moving, along local businessmen
promoted rehabilitation schemes for the neighborhood. One of the most prominent
schemes involved two extant cottages at 216-218 Locust Street. In 1958, the Niagara
Frontier Builders Association and the Greater Buffalo Board of Realtors purchased the
100-year-old homes and rehabilitated them in order to show residents what could be
done with old dilapidated homes.102 The builders used a wide variety of materials in the
reconstruction of each house to give the public an idea of what could be used to
renovate the old homes in the Fruit Belt and tours were given each Sunday to allow
people to inspect the homes.103

Figure 10. (Upper) 216-218 Locust Street before the rehabilitation (lower) 218 Locust Street after
the rehabilitation.
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Figure 10A. 216-218 Locust Street today.

Overall, the Masten Park Urban Renewal Program was unsuccessful. Although some
good housing stock remained in the Masten District by 1970, the majority of the units
were declining. Years of neglect had negatively impacted the residential fabric. Housing
units were allowed to deteriorate and were then demolished. As a result, the Masten
District became a major site of housing demolition between 1965 and 1995.104
The Fruit Belt: An African American Community
By the 1960s the outlook on the Fruit Belt had drastically changed and city officials
considered the neighborhood to be a major center of concern within Buffalo. By 1965 a
new Urban Renewal Plan with a greater emphasis on demolitions, had been outlined for
the Fruit Belt. In that year 475 homes in the Fruit Belt were slated for destruction with a
promise to relocate displaced residents.105 Unlike the destruction of the Ellicott District
or Oak Street Renewal Area, there were no plans to build large-scale public housing
projects in the Fruit Belt and the neighborhood soon took on a pock marked appearance
with extensive sections of vacant lots sandwiched between the Kensington Expressway
and what is now the Medical Corridor.
African Americans began moving into the Fruit Belt in the 1950s when it was
transitioning into a racially mixed community. Many neighbors peacefully co-existed
with German and African American residents living on the same block. The
neighborhood was full of children who would often pick fruit from the apple, pear and
peach trees that were still so abundant in the neighborhood.106 An early institution in
the Fruit Belt was the Molly Olga Neighborhood Art Center (currently named Locust
Street Art; the extant building is at 126 Locust Street). Molly lived on Maple Street, and
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with a degree in painting and art history, started teaching painting classes around the
city. Local children in the Fruit Belt were eager to learn about art so Molly began to host
the children in her kitchen. In 1959, she had run out of space in her home and received
permission from a local Episcopal priest to use his parish hall for classes. By the end of
her first year, Molly had 50 students attending class per week. At that time, there were a
mix of both white and black children coming to the classes which were open to the
public and free of charge.107
African American families moving into the Fruit Belt soon discovered that there were no
playgrounds or parks for their children. A report released in 1962 showed that there
were no play areas in the Fruit Belt and 1500 children had to play in the streets because
of that. The nearest playgrounds were in Masten Park and War Memorial Stadium, not
within walking distance for many of the neighborhood children.108 Additionally, there was
some tension between the African American and German children. Fights, initiated by
the German children, would break out if black children tried to go through the interior of
the Fruit Belt to get to the north side on the way to the Stadium or Cold Springs. In order
to avoid conflict, black youth would take either Jefferson or Michigan to get to the north
side of the neighborhood.109 Willie Cunningham, an African American who had moved
to the Fruit Belt as a child in the 1950s, couldn’t understand the hate between the
African Americans and the Germans at such a young age. “You really can’t cypher it at
all as a child,” he said.110
During the transition of the neighborhood into a racially mixed community, real estate
agents in the area began to actively engage in “blockbusting.” This was an illegal and
discriminatory practice that promoted the idea that once African Americans moved into
a neighborhood, the value of all the housing in that area automatically decreased. The
agents advised white residents to sell their homes as soon as possible in a racially
changing neighborhood as property values would only decrease as more black
residents moved in.
Blockbusters would purchase properties in white neighborhoods that bordered
black neighborhoods and then rent or sell them to black families at above market
prices. African Americans families, segregated into overcrowded black
neighborhoods, would often pay above-market prices to move to neighborhoods
with more opportunity. The blockbusting realtors would then go back to the white
residents and convince them that their neighborhood was becoming a black
ghetto and that they needed to sell their property quickly at a deflated price to
avoid being stuck in a primarily black neighborhood with declining home
values.111
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By capitalizing on the concept of redlining, real estate agents were able to manipulate
the purchase and sale of homes that bordered black neighborhoods for extreme profit.
White-flight ensued and by 1960, as African Americans continued to move into the
central east side, the Ellicott and Masten districts had become the city’s predominantly
African American neighborhoods and council districts. The common council responded
to the blockbusting problem in 1964 by unanimously passing an anti-blockbusting
ordinance introduced by Masten District Councilman Mitchell, making the practice
illegal. Although an important move, due to a lack of any established enforcement
mechanism, the practice continued.112
By 1965, the Fruit Belt was predominantly African American as the white residents
moved out to the growing suburbs.113 Former residents of the Fruit Belt, Teresa Burgos
Turpin and her sister Cynthia Maria Burgos remember being very conscious of the racial
turnover during this time. The sisters described it as an “exodus” that was heavily
covered by the media. They also recalled that some homeowners even set their homes
on fire once they decided to leave (city building department records show 14 fire
damage repair permits in the Fruit Belt between 1957 to 1984).114 At that time, there
was a heavy concentration of rural Southern Blacks living in the community who were
not acclimated to an urban environment. As previously stated, the Neighborhood House
sought to fill this void under the continued direction of Rose Steinkrauss. Seeing the
need for educational support in the community, the Neighborhood House began to train
Canisius College students in 1964 to act as tutors for seventh and eighth grade
students in the Fruit Belt. Children and parents stopped social workers in the street to
apply for admission. Over time, the Neighborhood House broadened its objectives to
add cultural enrichment. Since the Fruit Belt was cut off from the rest of the city, children
didn’t have access to art, literature or experiences. Canisius College sophomore Burt
Tromble initiated a cultural enrichment program to include exposure to the movies,
discussions, field trips and museum visits to expose children to their urban
environment.115 In this way, the Neighborhood House and other community centers
were crucial to providing positive childhood experiences that helped knit the community
and the neighborhood children together. Children were also taken on tobogganing trips
and brought to concerts. Former residents of the Fruit Belt recalled an event where one
of the community centers got tickets to a Michael Jackson concert and everyone
attended.116
Also, during this time, black business ownership increased. White business owners
disappeared, and more black people owned cleaning businesses, bakeries, banks and
a variety of small businesses.117 Jefferson Avenue became the place for black
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entertainment. It overflowed with black-owned business and entertainment venues and
was considered the place to be for most of black Buffalo. Older African American
residents today remember The Little Harlem Hotel, Henry’s Hamburgers or Scotty’s
Steakhouse to name a few (the former two establishments are no longer extant; the
structure that housed Scotty’s at 397 Jefferson Avenue is extant, but the business has
closed).118 Many people from the Fruit Belt also spent their time at the Stadium where
they had summertime swimming and stock car races on the weekends. Other activities
consisted of cookouts at Como Park and trips Crystal Beach. Church played an
important religious and social role for residents in the neighborhood as well119.
In 1966, a major crime wave occurred in the Fruit Belt and the lack of police activity in
the neighborhood was a huge issue.120 As a result, the community formed the Fruit Belt
Committee of Concern. Its purpose was to improve the safety of the residents of the
Fruit Belt due to crime, unsafe conditions and social unrest. Concerned citizens felt that
they needed to step in and take charge of their own security and safety. Councilman
Horace Jackson was asked by the Committee to file a resolution in the City Council
seeking a study by the Police and Fire Departments of the alarming situation in the Fruit
Belt. Inspector Leo F. Callahan was sent by the Police Commissioner to offer
cooperation and special help. As a result of the Committee’s involvement, police
protection increased in the Fruit Belt and the Committee encouraged community
members to get involved and cooperate with the police.121
In July of 1967, the Courier Express reported that over 280 house units were razed in
Masten and the Fruit Belt over the past year compared to 144 that had been built.122 In
that same month, the rebellion of 1967 in East Buffalo occurred:
“Tension, violence and unrest permeated Buffalo as complaints mounted from
the city’s growing African American population. Living in substandard housing,
working for meager wages with no job advancement or unemployed, their
frustration and anger rose to a boiling point.”123
Earlier that summer, a flier was distributed by the Youth Against War and Fascism
Group stating that “the Black community of Buffalo is rebelling against the same
inhuman conditions that have already caused rebellions in most major cities in the
United States…the Black masses - especially the youth - in the city of Buffalo have long
faced conditions such as joblessness, ghetto housing, police repression, high rents, lack
of recreational facilities, inferior education, teachers and school buildings…it is an
accumulation of these grievances – and not ‘hoodlumism’…that makes a rebellion.”124
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Tired of empty promises, feeling powerless, and needing change, the Buffalo Rebellion
was a call for communication and action. The majority of participants were unemployed
black men with poor educational backgrounds and the major grievances and demands
of Buffalo’s black youth centered on the need for jobs. The rebellion began on June 26
with small groups of black teenagers who went through the neighborhood on Jefferson
and William Streets, breaking car and storefront windows. The next day, fires were set,
cars were overturned and stores were looted.125 Community leaders and organizers
generated a list of demands for Buffalo’s Mayor Sedita to address the unrest with the
top three focusing on youth employment. As a result, some of Buffalo’s most prominent
employers provided summer jobs for youth. Bethlehem Steel, one of the largest
employers, agreed to offer summer jobs. The youths’ actions brought major funding to
meet community needs - employment. As urban renewal projects progressed and
changed the face of the city, the black community would also have to fight for quality
education, housing and recreation. 126
“The events of the summer of 1967 prompted President Johnson to appoint the
Kerner Commission to investigate the reasons for the unrest and develop
possible prescriptions to address the conditions that contributed to the rioting.
The report classified the riots into three categories of severity – major, serious
and minor. Buffalo was classified as one of eight major disorders.” The
commission founded that the riots were neither random nor without motivation. It
revealed a growing division between urban ghettos and the rest of society, vividly
captured in this famous quotation: “This is our basic conclusion: Our Nation is
moving toward two societies, one black, one white-separate and unequal.”127
Following the 1967 rebellion and motivated to enhance the lives of the community, the
Fruit Belt Youth Federation was formed by a group of teenagers to create a gathering
space. The group obtained funding from the Buffalo Urban League Guild to open a
youth center called the Soul Shack. Located on 515 Genesee Street (just outside of the
survey area and no longer extant), the Soul Shack served as a space for entertainment,
personal development and neighborhood improvement and attracted kids from every
corner of the city. In addition to entertainment, the Soul Shack provided after school
programming, help with homework and job search assistance. “The Soul Shack was an
opportunity for youth to regain a sense of pride in their deteriorated neighborhood.”128
Formed around the same time as the Fruit Belt Youth Federation, Us Now, was a citywide federation of black and Puerto Rican youth leaders from Ellicott, Masten, Perry,
South Park, the lower West Side and the Fruit Belt. Unlike college students in their day,
this was a group of teenagers united to take a progressive, organized stance against
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the effects of metropolitan racism. “By forming alliances with adults and organizations
that could help them achieve their goals, Us Now was able to acquire funding for four
major community projects that reinforced a Black Power orientation towards urban
renewal.”129
One of their first projects was YEPP, The Youth Employment Placement Program
headed by James Pitts and Robert Gidney, Jr. This program was created as a direct
result of the 1967 rebellion and had offices in the Masten, Ellicott, West side and Fruit
Belt districts:
“A sixty-thousand-dollar grant from the Community Action Organization and a
fifty-member staff allowed young people to advise an average of one hundred
and twenty peers a week for the summer of 1967…Funding a program created
by youth meant YEPP had the potential to serve young people in the way that
BUILD worked for adults. This was an important program that developed at a
time when black Buffalonians were experiencing discriminatory employment
practices and low pay, leaving many to struggle to survive.130
The Fruit Belt Freedom school was also one of the four projects. The school was
organized by seventeen-year-old Joyce Jalelah Person and was also housed at 515
Genesee Street. Teenagers spent the summer of 1968 teaching community children
between the ages of five and thirteen about black history. The thought behind this was
that black history was not being taught in public schools, so the teenagers used the
texts of Marcus Garvey, W.E.B. DuBois, Ralph Ellison and Richard Wright and held
discussions on Sojourner Truth and Harriet Tubman to educate the children. “Rather
than depend upon a white school system to teach them about their history, youth
educated themselves and passed it down to the younger generation.”131 To illustrate the
point, Willie Cunningham, a longtime resident of the Fruit Belt recalled the public
education system available to the children at that time: “All the children went to School
37. The school did provide some issues because it was predominantly white, and the
teachers had the students performing Polka dances and dressing up like cowboys for
western dances.”132 The volunteers at the Fruit Belt Freedom School also provided
opportunity for cultural enrichment and community engagement which was not offered
at public schools where there was a heavy reliance on lecturing.
In 1967, representatives from 92 different local organizations, including many ministers,
formed an organization, with the assistance of the Industrial Areas Foundation, called
BUILD which stood for Build Unity, Independence, Liberty and Dignity. Centered on
participatory demographic principles, BUILD began to work on the basic issues affecting
the black community, and ultimately placed the majority of its efforts into the area of
education. The creation of BUILD represented an agreement on the need for African
Americans to unify and organize to speak as one strong voice rather than a multitude of
129
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distinct individual ones.133 Elizabeth Burgos, a resident of the Fruit Belt, was one of the
original organizers of BUILD. Mrs. Burgos was recognized as a major community leader
who drove positive change in the Fruit Belt. Born in Buffalo, she earned a Regents
Diploma from Fosdick Masten High School in 1951. After leaving Buffalo, she returned
in 1960 and raised 11 children in the Fruit Belt. She earned a bachelor’s degree in
anthropology from Buffalo State College and completed a master’s degree in guidance
counseling. Mrs. Burgos then went on to become a guidance counselor in the Buffalo
schools until she retired in 1996. Among her many accomplishments, Mrs. Burgos was
active in civil rights protests in the 1960s and led a student boycott at School 6. “She
formed a parents group to take part in the selection process for Buffalo school
administrators…as president of the PTA for School 37, she spearheaded the adoption
of new curriculum that converted the school into the award-winning Futures Academy
Magnet School.134
The CAO (Community Action Organization) was incorporated under the laws of NY
State in May 1965 and was led by Executive Director and prominent African American
citizen, Ambrose I. Lane.135 It was designated as the official antipoverty agency for Erie
County and was formed to encourage active citizen participation to affect educational,
political economic and social change.136 In 1968, with offices at 231 Mulberry Street (still
extant), the CAO provided a summer day camp to give inner city kids a breath of fresh
air. The camp was offered to local children in the Fruit Belt as well as youth in other
areas of the city. Camp education and recreational experiences and food were
provided free as well as bus transportation from the local office. The neediest children
took precedence.137 Daughters of Elizabeth Burgos, Teresa Burgos Turpin and her
sister Cynthia Maria Burgos have strong memories of the CAO which took them on field
trips and offered programs such as girl scouts and the 4H Club.138
The Community Action Organization provided aid to 17,000 people in different parts of
Buffalo including the Fruit Belt. Among other CAO projects was a junior job co-op to
help at risk youth get jobs and better themselves.139 Elizabeth Burgos served on the
Board of Directors. During her tenure as CAO Board president, she helped to establish
a credit union as well.140
Another organization, the Cooperative Urban Education Center operated in storefronts
to help reduce poverty in neighborhoods including the Fruit Belt. The Fruit Belt center
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was located at 240 High Street (no longer extant) and provided different educational
programs and community services.141
In March of 1968, Dr. Jerome Bartow was elected as the first African American
president of Neighborhood House in the Fruit Belt.142 With the change of leadership, the
organization planned to have a greater role in directing the activities of the
Neighborhood House Association, the aforementioned social service organization at 76
Orange Street.143 Along with her many other contributions to the Fruit Belt Community,
Elizabeth Burgos served on the board of directors of Neighborhood House.144
In the late 1960s, Mayor Frank A. Sedita accepted the opportunity offered by the Model
Cities Program, a federal government program that emerged as part of President
Johnson’s War on Poverty. The federal government agreed to allocate money for local
redevelopment to revitalize areas in need and elevate the quality of life for residents in
those areas. Cities were given the opportunity to formulate their own ideas on how the
funds were distributed and utilized. Prior to the city submitting its application for the
program, a combination of residents and community groups, including the Fruit Belt
Community Action Organization, drafted individual proposals to Buffalo’s Model Cities
Steering Committee, providing a mixture of physical as well as social development
initiatives. When the city began work on a finalized Model Cities Plan in 1969, there
were a total of ten committees under the leadership of agency director and Canisius
College Professor Reverend Jesse E. Nash.145
The Rev. Jesse Nash, an important figure in Buffalo’s African American community,
proposed that thirty people representing the Fruit Belt, Masten and Ellicott districts be
elected to help with the Model Cities program. His hope was to develop effective
community participation through the election of these representatives.146 One of the
representatives from the Fruit Belt was Sister Philip Marie Circincione from the Sisters
of St. Joseph. Sister Philip Marie served on the Education Committee of the Model
Cities program. She was the former principal of St. Boniface School in the Fruit Belt.
After the school closed, Sister Philip Marie chose to stay in the neighborhood and
served the community for twenty years in various capacities, spearheading a drive
against blight and absentee landlords. In addition to her work on the Model Cities
Program, she established the Fruit Belt Day Care Center and served as its Educational
Coordinator. She was also Secretary of the Fruit Belt Redevelopment Corporation
where Elizabeth Burgos was a member of the board of directors, and an active member
of the Mulberry-Locust Streets Block Club where she was at the forefront of many
neighborhood beautification projects. Additionally, Sister Philip Marie was an active
member of the Fruit Belt Homeowners and Tenants Council of which Elizabeth Burgos
helped to organize.147
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The city submitted the final proposal for federal grant review and was accepted into the
Model Cities program with an award of 5.3 million dollars. The funds were utilized to
create the ECCO Food Cooperative at 300 William Street (no longer extant), the
Langston Hughes Center for Visual and Performing Arts at 33 High Street (still extant
but no longer housing the arts center) and a library on wheels that brought the library to
the community. These projects gave local residents the opportunity to develop
programs that could improve quality of life for black Buffalo; however, this funding failed
to address the recommendations made by the ten committees in crucial areas such as
education, housing and employment. BUILD severed its ties with Model Cities and
declared that 1969 would be, “a year wherein BUILD continues to assert the right of the
organized community to control and determine its own destiny,” and then proceeded to
outline why community control could not be realized through Model Cities.148
Due to the practices of redlining and blockbusting, houses owned by landlords became
the norm in the Fruit Belt and the lack of home ownership led to neighborhood
deterioration. Older residents tried to instill a sense of neighborhood pride and
encouraged people to maintain their properties. Block Clubs were being formed and
many of the neighbors were determined to keep up appearances.149 By 1969, there
were 225 homeowners in the Fruit Belt and they were at the forefront of rehabilitating
and improving the neighborhood.150 Residents continued to advocate for change by
going to the Supreme Court of New York State to get the Fruit Belt redistricted so that
they could vote in a united voice for their neighborhood. Before the request, the Fruit
Belt was divided into three districts and the residents were minority voices in each
district with no influence.151 Later that year, the Supreme Court of New York State ruled
in favor of the Fruit Belt. A new district filing was ordered by the judge. However, in the
interim, the Fruit Belt Homeowners and Tenants Association was told that they would
have to wait until the outcome of the 1970 census for their redistricting request to be
settled.152
At the same time, many of the youth who had been subjected to segregation and
residential displacement between the 1950s and early 1960s were becoming
increasingly violent and disruptive. Petty fights and theft were now escalating into gang
warfare and other serious crime.153 By the early 1960s, the Warlords, a young gang,
was operating in the Fruit Belt.154 By the early 1970s, the Mad Dogs dominated the
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neighborhood.155 Gangs were fighting violently over territory which consisted of
something as small as a corner or a few blocks. They had the ability to do business on
the street and sell narcotics freely without any repercussions. Black businesses began
to arm themselves with guns and guard dogs. Residents observed that the police would
drive right past gang members with guns and only come after the business owners who
were trying to protect themselves. Gang activity took a tremendous toll on black
capitalism on the east side which could not survive without law and order. Neighbors
were afraid to leave their houses to shop in the stores and it had a detrimental effect on
local black business.156
City leaders met with the Mayor to discuss law enforcement on the east side. City
Councilman George K. Arthur told the press that he was not at liberty to discuss
specifics of the meeting but advised that the police would handle the situation
appropriately. Sam Smith, a local organizer for Neighborhood House and a resident of
the Fruit Belt said that as a result of that meeting, the police were basically given a
license to kill any gang member. Smith stated that the police told the community to
defend themselves and as a result, even the elderly Black residents began to carry
guns. It became open season on the gangs and Smith felt that there must be a better
way to deal with this situation:157
“Sam Smith was originally hired by the Fruit Belt Neighborhood Association to
help Buffalo’s black youth - specifically those in gangs - come together and
become positively integrated into society by connecting them with job resources.
As anticipated, Smith found his task impossible to complete without devising a
unique strategy.”158
Smith utilized his rapport with members of 3-M Nation, the largest gang in Buffalo, to
gather the leaders to discuss a truce and plans for peace and unification. Smith stated
that the gangs had targets on their backs and that they would most likely end up dead if
they didn’t change. With 3-M Nation on board, the smaller gangs had little choice but to
join the group that Smith had formed. They unified under the name New Visions
Unlimited.159 Smith formed a Board and had the gang leaders become members. They
formed a membership of over 2,000 and were able to bring the black youth back into the
community. Together, they stopped the violence and cleaned up the east side. All gang
members and residents were free to move around the city without repercussions or
155
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violence. New Visions Unlimited also required that any member, 18 or over, must be
registered to vote, giving them a voice in community affairs and politics. The members
also went door-to-door to solicit neighbors to register to vote. Their efforts to drive a
voter registration campaign was one of their most valuable contributions to the
community. Sam Smith believed that the New Vision Unlimited Program was so
successful that it could be used as a benchmark in other cities. As a result, he decided
to take the program on the road to teach leaders in other metropolitan areas how to
subdue gang violence.160
While the residents of the Fruit Belt continued to advocate for and affect change in their
community, the city chose the Fruit Belt as one of four major areas in Buffalo selected
for treatment under the Neighborhood Development Program in 1972. Designated as
the “Fruit Belt Urban Renewal Area,” the city targeted the ten-block section bounded by
Carlton Street on the north, Orange Street on the east, Goodell Street and Kensington
Expressway on the south, and Michigan Avenue on the west as the “first action year
area” for urban renewal treatment. While the program called for the public development
of schools, neighborhood parks, playgrounds, play lots, off-street parking, neighborhood
commercial uses and mixed residential commercial use, it also stated that it would
remove substandard housing either through redevelopment and new housing or via
upgrading and rehabilitation where feasible. Under the program, residents would have
the opportunity to rehabilitate their homes “within their financial means.” 161
Two years later, the city instituted the “Community-Wide Urban Renewal Homestead
Program.” The objectives of the program were to “develop, test and report methods and
techniques to be used in the elimination of slum areas and to convey vacant or
substandard properties to individuals willing to improve and upgrade the property,
thereby bringing it back to the tax rolls.”162 In addition to property clearance and new
development, the new program allowed for “Homesteading” of vacant city-owned
structures and land.163 Title to vacant lots was offered for one dollar provided that the lot
was cleared within six months and maintained in a “sanitary manner” for three years.
Vacant homes were offered at two hundred dollars plus closing costs on the condition
that a family who purchased a vacant home was willing to rehabilitate it, obtain
adequate reconstruction financing and reside in the home for five years.164 At this time,
unemployment in Buffalo was at a rate of 9.4%, almost three percent higher than the
rest of New York State. The cost of $200 in 1974 would amount to $1000.10 today in
2018.165 The expectation that residents in the local community would have the money
160
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to purchase and rehabilitate vacant homes and land was unreasonable. Regardless,
102 houses in the Fruit Belt were listed for inclusion in this program.
Demolitions in the Fruit Belt were rare in the years prior to 1957. From 1945 to 1956,
demolitions on record totaled 14 in number. Mass demolitions began with the
construction of the Kensington Expressway. Between 1957 and 1958, records were
found for 61 houses that were demolished to make way for the new expressway.166
Subsequently, the Medical Campus was responsible for 3 demolitions in 1960 while 8
more were destroyed in 1963 to make way for a parking lot at Roswell Park.
Demolitions continued in earnest after the Buffalo Rebellion of 1967 with a total of 81
between 1967 and 1972.
The increase in urban renewal programs in Buffalo correlated directly with the apex of
demolition activity in the city which occurred in a four-year period between 1973 and
1977, resulting in the destruction of 239 structures in the Fruit Belt.167 Approximately
46% percent of the 239 demolitions were city-ordered, funded by block grants, urban
renewal programs or other government projects. The private construction of St. John’s
Tower, a 150-unit senior living facility on Michigan Avenue, resulted in the demolition of
13 structures as well during this time. Subsequent extensions of the Community Wide
Urban Renewal Homestead Program were filed and approved through June 28, 1984
and then again through September 17, 2004.168 Between 1978 and 1988, 140 more
structures were demolished with over 90% percent driven by city government. The
majority in this case were funded by block grants.169
In order to understand how the Fruit Belt neighborhood looked in 1976, a more in-depth
analysis of demolitions is necessary. Between 1945 and 1977, 406 buildings were
demolished in the Fruit Belt, representing approximately 39% of the building stock. This
left around 640 buildings still standing in 1976. The majority of these demolitions took
place between 1957 and 1977 and were related to various urban renewal programs. As
previously stated, the Community Wide Urban Renewal Homestead Program was
extended twice by the City: once through 1984 and again through 2004. As a result, an
additional 140 structures in the Fruit Belt were demolished by the City between 1978
and 1988, representing 21% of the remaining building stock. A review of all available
permit cards for the Fruit Belt neighborhood did not reveal any demolitions after 1988.
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Essentially, about 60% of the Fruit Belt’s building stock was demolished due to urban
renewal between 1957 and 1988, resulting in the appearance of the neighborhood
today.
In reference to infill, the number of buildings constructed after the period of significance
is 113 structures on a total of 96 lots, representing 9% of total lots in the Fruit Belt. The
total amount of lots in the neighborhood is 1046. This percentage represents a very
small portion of the neighborhood. Of the 113 buildings, 111 buildings were built from
1990 to the present, highlighting the importance of preserving this endangered
neighborhood from further construction of unsympathetic infill.
Today, despite the economic hurdles and challenges of the past and present, Fruit Belt
residents’ roots run deep. There are multi-generational families in the neighborhood;
some living under one roof in a double while others own several homes in close
proximity to each other. Residents refer to their neighborhood as close-knit and familyoriented. As such, they consider family, friends and people in the community to be the
Fruit Belt’s most valuable assets. There are many wonderful community organizations
that support the neighborhood and attend to the residents’ best interests. Some, such
as the Fruit Belt Homeowners’ and Tenants’ Council, have been around since the 1960s
and address various issues facing the residents such as development, crime and other
unwelcome events. The group also helps the community by providing tax assistance for
the elderly, food giveaways and tutoring programs. Locust Street Art (originally Molly
Olga Neighborhood Art Classes) was founded in 1959 and has evolved into a vibrant art
center offering free art classes and a strong and growing outreach program.170 Other,
organizations such as Fruit Belt Advisory Committee, are a coalition of local Fruit Belt
resident groups and partners across Buffalo formed in order to ensure that the
community benefits from the development on or near the Medical Campus. Churches
abound in the Fruit Belt and many African-American owned businesses can be found
throughout the neighborhood.171 The Fruit Belt is a community full of wonderful and
diverse assets that deserve to be preserved, amplified and made central to all planning
efforts in this area now and in the years to come.
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VI. Architectural Overview
The survey area contains a mix of residential, commercial, educational, cultural and
religious architecture. Most of the educational, cultural, and religious institutions in the
district are intact and maintain much, if not all historic architectural ornament.
Architectural styles in the survey area include the Worker’s Cottage, Victorian Gothic,
Gothic Revival, French Second Empire, Classical Revival, Art Deco, Post WWII Modern
Ecclesiastical, Minimal Traditional and American Vernacular.
Residential Architecture
The Worker’s Cottage
The majority of the architectural fabric is defined by detached, frame and brick Worker’s
Cottages consisting of one to two-and-a-half stories. Of all the building stock in the
survey area, approximately 91% are single or multifamily residential. Of the 91% of
single or multifamily residences, around 70% fall under the category of Worker’s
Cottage. On average, the Worker’s Cottages are densely-sited, simple rectangular
block forms with a front-gable roof and one or two-story porches with a variety of
ornament representative of various late 19th and early 20th century designs such as the
Italianate, Queen Anne and Colonial Revival styles. Much of the inventory in this
category has telescoping additions stretching to the rear of the lot. The Worker’s
Cottages in the Fruit Belt fall under the following categories: one to one-and-a-half story
residences, mainly with telescoping additions that expand to the rear of the lot; two to
two-and-a-half story residences, similarly containing rear additions; and two to two-anda-half story doubles with separate flats on each level. Examples of this house type that
retain original ornament are shown below.

148 Locust Street

161 Orange Street
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A large number of the Worker’s Cottages have had 1960s-era alterations that fall within
the fifty-year timeframe for determining a structure’s historic significance. There are 424
extant structures built prior to 1977 in the Fruit Belt. Of this number, over fifty percent
have had porch and siding alterations of some sort. Some have had minor changes,
such as roof repairs or repainting, while others have undergone more extensive
changes. Many of the alterations are wrought iron porch replacement, a “modernization”
technique popular during the 1950s and 1960s when wood columns and balustrades
were commonly replaced with thin “wrought iron” railings and posts. Wrought iron,
especially the “licorice stick” style that emerged in the 1950s and 1960s,172is
widespread in the Fruit Belt.
Similar modifications occurred throughout Buffalo, as many of the improvements cited in
local newspapers included general exterior and interior remodeling, the addition of
aluminum siding and “modernization.”173 More specifically, the bulk of these projects
included partially or fully enclosing porches to create more living space and the
replacement of deteriorated wood porch elements with wrought iron or steel. During this
era, it appears that modernity correlated with contemporary materials, cleanliness and
the removal of detail and ornament that might be difficult to maintain. In the years
between 1960 and 1976, many houses in the Fruit Belt filed building permits for general
“repairs” to the interior and exterior, residing, window replacement and porch alteration.
In one instance the repairs were cited as to “comply with MDL,” but the large volume of
repairs documented in Buffalo’s permit office during that time period suggests that a
general spirit of urban renewal encouraged even those individuals who didn’t qualify for
government funding to improve their homes.174 Examples of this house type that have
undergone modernization are shown below.

63 Mulberry Street

206 Lemon Street
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The American Foursquare
There are ten structures built in the American Foursquare style that vary in ornament
and condition. Although a few are scattered on the north-south streets, the main
concentration of this type is found on High and N. East Streets and consists primarily of
single and multi-family residences. Examples are shown below:

351 and 355 High Street

275 and 277 E. North Street

Minimal Traditional and American Vernacular
There is one Minimal Traditional style house in the survey area built in 1950.
Approximately 21% of the remaining residential structures fall under the American
Vernacular style and consist of single and multi-family residences that were built in the
late 20th to early 21st centuries. Examples are shown below.

83 Locust Street, Minimal Traditional
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76 Grape Street, Multi-family

34 Peach Street, Single Family
American Vernacular

Religious Institutions (current photos to be found under “Recommendations”
section)
Churches catering to specific ethnic groups had a major impact on settlement patterns
in Buffalo, and the presence of massive churches and cathedrals in different parts of the
city directly correlated to the groups that settled those areas. For Buffalo’s German
immigrants, churches and parochial schools served as early and visible institutions
capable of commanding a sense of authority in the community.175 Once the German
immigrants had settled their homesteads, parishes were founded, and towering church
spires were quickly built throughout the German East Side. These churches brought the
German community together, stitching a bond of religion that crossed provincial
boundaries.
Unlike the Broadway-Fillmore Neighborhood to the East, the Fruit Belt had a religious
plurality of German Catholics, Evangelicals, and Baptists worshiping in the
neighborhood. Each faith had its own significant house of worship, a number of which
are still extant. Though many of the buildings have survived, the congregations in many
cases have not. Today, the Fruit Belt’s historic Evangelical Churches are home to
Baptist congregations. These congregations have not only preserved and adaptively reused these structures, they have also made history as leaders and community activists
who fought for basic rights for the African American community in the 1960s and 1970s.
St. Boniface Church was built on Mulberry Street in 1849 making it the second oldest
German Catholic Church in Buffalo and the heart of Catholic worship in the Fruit Belt.176
The church quickly attracted German Catholics, many of whom were Bavarians, to the
Fruit Belt and in 1856 the parish’s second pastor, Father Kunze, built a brick church,
fifty-five by one-hundred-twenty feet long. At its peak the St. Boniface Parish contained
1,000 families, however the congregation shrank to fewer than 100 families by the
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1970s.177 Because of its diminished congregations, the diocese demolished St.
Boniface Church in 1979.178
Despite the loss of St. Boniface Church, the church’s parish house (1892) built in the
Classical Revival style at 124 Locust Street and convent (1888) built in the French
Second Empire style at 138 Locust Street are still intact. In 1959, a local woman started
teaching children to paint in the convent and in 1980 she purchased the convent
converting it to Locust Street Art which is now a regionally respected arts center that
provides free art classes to local children as well as community outreach services.179 In
1995, Teen Challenge, a drug recovery organization, purchased the parish house. Teen
Challenge transformed the parish house into a twenty-bed faith- based rehabilitation
center.180 Despite the loss of St. Boniface Church both the convent and parish house
continue to be centers of activity within the Fruit Belt community.

177

Building Structure Inventory Form, St. Boniface Roman Catholic Church, Buffalo, Erie County, New York, August
1, 1979.
178
Catholic Editing Company, Saint Boniface Roman Catholic Church Buffalo, New York Church History: 1849-1914,
vol. 3 The Catholic Church in the United States of America: to Celebrate the Golden Jubilee of his Holiness, Pope Pius
X (New York: Catholic Editing Company, 1914), 464.
179
Locust Street Art, “History of Locust Street Art,” About Us, http://www.locuststreetart.org/about-us/.
180
Teen Challenge Western New York, “Buffalo History,” Historical Overview, http://www.tcwny.org/aboutus/historical-overview/.

Fruit Belt Intensive Level Survey, Buffalo, New York

Page 58

Figure 11. The St. Boniface Church on Mulberry Street. The building is no longer extant and was
demolished in 1979 due to a shrinking congregation.

Figure 12. Picture of St. Boniface Church before it was demolished in 1979.

The second major church built in the Fruit Belt was St. Paul’s Evangelical Church at 53
Grape Street. The church congregation was founded in 1875 and purchased a building
at 53 Grape Street that was converted into a church.181 In 1905 architect W.W. Johnson
extensively expanded the church.182 Johnson’s additions included two wings on each
side of the church that gave the building seating for 500 more people.183 Johnson’s
additions also made it possible for the church to enlarge its Sunday School.
St. Paul’s Evangelical Church was abandoned by its congregation and became the
Gethsemane Grape Street Baptist Church. The new Baptist congregation was made up
of African Americans, many of whom had moved into the Fruit Belt following the
destruction of the Ellicott District. The new African American congregation worked to
build and repair homes in the Fruit Belt using grants derived from the Department of
Housing and Urban Development.184 The congregation also used the church’s former
rectory as a home for the Gethsemane Foundation, a youth support organization that
sought to provide children living in the Fruit Belt extracurricular education and
opportunities for meaningful employment. The former pastor, the Reverend Herb V.
Reid, was instrumental in redistricting the Fruit Belt in the late 1960s so that the
community had more political voting power to get the services they needed.
181
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The third oldest church in the Fruit Belt is the former High Street Baptist Church, which
is also the neighborhood’s largest and most distinct church. Now known as the Promise
Land Missionary Baptist Church, the church congregation was organized in 1875 and
the church was constructed in 1883 for $30,000.185 Built at the intersection of High and
Mulberry Streets the Gothic Revival style church sits at an angle with a looming spire
that towers over the neighborhood. The church is one of the largest buildings in the
entire Fruit Belt and its architecture is distinctive and reflects the neighborhood’s
German heritage.
There are three, twentieth century churches, also of note. The Macedonia Baptist
Church at 235 East North Street was built in 1932 in the Gothic Revival style by
architects Franklyn J. and William A. Kidd. Two others were designed by architect
Wallace V. Moll. St. John the Baptist Church at 184 Goodell Street and the New Zion
Missionary Baptist Church at 318 High Street were built in 1966 and 1976 respectively
in the Post WWII Modern Ecclesiastical style. At St. John the Baptist, Moll utilized a
technique called “dalle de verre” with faceted glass, an economical yet effective method
to incorporate color, light and modern design. New Zion Missionary Baptist Church was
designed in a more austere, modern manner with simple brick cladding and clear glass
windows. All three of these congregations were and continue to be important advocates
and supporters of the Fruit Belt community.
Saloons and Commercial Buildings
The history of German immigration is clearly expressed throughout the Fruit Belt and
the East Side through the multitude of churches whose spires dot the skyline.
Unfortunately, this clear history is not apparent for the city’s German saloons. With the
exception of Ulrich’s Tavern at 674 Ellicott Street (outside survey area) few of the city’s
old German saloons have survived intact. Despite the loss of neighborhood saloons and
bars in the Fruit Belt, the area still has a number of intact commercial buildings, some of
which date to the 1870s. Though only a limited number of commercial establishments
remain within the Fruit Belt, their presence is critical to the neighborhood. Though the
Fruit Belt was primarily a residential neighborhood, buildings like the High Street Deli at
195 High Street provided and still provide valuable local commodities and business
opportunities within the Fruit Belt.
All of the Fruit Belt’s surviving businesses are located on streets running east to west
and High, Carlton, and Virginia Streets all have extant examples of commercial
architecture.
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Figure 13. Ray’s Quality Market, now the High Street Deli (1979). The building was built circa 1878.

High Street offers the most examples of extant commercial architecture within the Fruit
Belt. Buildings like the High Street Deli have been part of the Fruit Belt since the 1870s.
Educational and Cultural Buildings (pictures provided in the “Recommendations”
section)
P.S. 37, today known as the Marva J. Daniel Futures Preparatory School Academy is
located at 295 Carlton Street. The school was built in 1934 with funds supplied by the
Public Works Administration and was the first local structure of its kind to be constructed
with WPA funds. Elizabeth Burgos, a resident of the Fruit Belt, was active in civil rights
protests in the 1960s. Concerned about the quality of education in her neighborhood, Mrs.
Burgos formed a parents’ group to take part in the selection process for Buffalo school
administrators and as president of the PTA for PS 37, she spearheaded the
implementation of new curriculum that converted the school into the award-winning
Futures Academy Magnet School.
The structure was designed by architect Daniel G. McNeil. McNeil joined the John W.
Cooper Co. in 1918 and later formed a firm with George Townsend that lasted for several
years. McNeil served as the head architect for the Board of Education for thirteen years
and was responsible for directing the design and construction of public schools no. 18,
33, 37, 64, 67, 82 as well as Kensington High School. He later joined the firm of Fenno
and Reynolds. 186 His design for this school, a three-story, thirteen-bay brick structure with
projecting end bays is a fine example of the Art Deco style. It exhibits the vertical
186
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emphasis, characteristic of the style, and contains strips of windows with decorated
spandrel panels and low relief stylized decoration.
The Neighborhood House, one of the first settlement houses in the United States,
played and continues to play a key role in providing resources, support and cultural
enrichment to residents of the Fruit Belt. The Neighborhood House Association was
founded in 1894 and was created in response to the severe economic recession during
that time period. The Association went on to assist the influx of European immigrants
and later, southern African American migrants, who settled in Buffalo between the
1940s and the 1970s. The organization helped first immigrant and then migrant
populations rise above the challenges of urban poverty.187 The current complex has
been home to the organization since 1954 and was instrumental in stopping gang
violence on Buffalo’s East Side and positively reintegrating gang members back into
society in the late 1960s and early 1970s.
The complex consists of a circa 1885 Worker’s Cottage on 97 Lemon that has been
connected at the rear to a two-story, brick, early 20th century, former factory on 76
Orange Street. The factory was enlarged for recreation in the 1950s and the front
building was used for classrooms by the Neighborhood House in the late 1960s.188
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IX.

Recommendations

Fruit Belt National Register Historic District
Period of Significance: 1958-1976
The proposed Fruit Belt National Register District is significant under Criterion A in the
area of social history in connection with the post-World War II migration and settlement
of African Americans on Buffalo’s East Side through 1976. The physical form of the
proposed district has largely been shaped by events in social history that occurred
between 1958 and 1976. The amount of vacant lots (about 60% of the survey area
today) are mainly the result of urban renewal practices, redlining and blockbusting that
promoted white-flight, absentee landlords and the subsequent demolition of both large
and small sections of the neighborhood. During this time, the district endured the fallout
from the neighboring Ellicott and Oak Street Urban Renewal programs in addition to the
devastating housing losses suffered from the construction of the Kensington
Expressway. As African Americans moved into the Fruit Belt from the Oak Street and
Ellicott neighborhoods, blockbusting, promoted by institutionalized racism, resulted in
“white flight.” Redlining practices at this time prevented African American communities
from getting the funding needed to purchase and/or maintain homes and most were
forced to rent in the Fruit Belt. Unreasonably high rent and absentee landlords who did
not maintain properties also contributed to the deterioration of the residential fabric of
the Fruit Belt and as a result, a high rate of individual, city funded demolitions ensued.
The “modernization” of a large amount of the remaining residential fabric involving
siding and wrought iron porch replacement is indicative of modifications that occurred
throughout Buffalo during the period of significance.
The proposed district includes the Fruit Belt neighborhood as outlined on the map on
page 5 of this report. The area represents the Fruit Belt’s historic residential core and
adjacent areas which are commercial, cultural, religious and educational. The
boundaries for this area run from Jefferson to Michigan along the New York 33
Expressway to the south, from Michigan to East North Street to the west, from Michigan
to Jefferson along North East Street to the north, and from Jefferson to the New York
Expressway 33 to the east. The proposed district represents a collection of primarily
residential structures as well as a mix of commercial, educational, cultural and religious
structures set in an urban environment. The historic structures in the Fruit Belt date
from 1850 through 1976 and reflect the historic development patterns of the City.
The annotated property lists identifies which structures in the Fruit Belt are
recommended for the National Register District under the “Significance” category with
designation of “NRE” along with associated National Register criterion. All noncontributing structures fall within the proposed district.
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Fruit Belt Multiple Documentation Form:
Period of Significance: 1871-1976
There are many historic resources that are individually eligible for the National Register
of Historic Places. The proposed MPDF includes structures that meet Criteria A and/or
A and C. Under criterion A, these structures are significant in the area of social history
in connection with two important moments in time. The first era is indicative of the
residential and commercial development representing the period of late nineteenth to
mid-twentieth-century German migration and settlement on Buffalo’s East Side. The
second era is representative of the post-World War II migration and settlement of
African Americans on Buffalo’s East Side through 1976, encompassing institutionalized
racism through segregation, blockbusting and urban renewal as well as the community’s
persistent activism to combat these forces.
Under Criterion C, these structures are significant for their architectural style and are
important, architect-designed and/or high-style religious, cultural, educational,
residential and commercial structures. Architect-designed religious structures were built
through 1976.
Recommendations for inclusion on the Multiple Property Documentation Form are
outlined below. The annotated property lists identifies which structures in the Fruit Belt
are recommended for the MPDF under the “Significance” category with designation of
“NRI” along with associated National Register criteria.

Fruit Belt Intensive Level Survey, Buffalo, New York

Page 71

Residential architecture
The American Foursquare
Late-nineteenth to early twentieth century
There are ten structures built in the American Foursquare style that vary in ornament
and condition. Although a few are scattered on the north-south streets, the main
concentration of this type is found on High and N. East Streets and consists primarily of
single and multi-family residences that have been altered over time. Built in 1910, the
house at 351 High Street is an excellent, intact example of the style and is being
recommended for listing as NRI under Criteria A & C.

351 High Street
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Commercial architecture
The survey area retains a number of intact commercial buildings, some of which date to
the 1870s. Though only a limited number of commercial establishments remain within
the Fruit Belt, their presence is critical to the neighborhood. Buildings like the High
Street Deli at 195 High Street provided and still provides valuable local commodities
and business opportunities within the Fruit Belt. Built circa 1885, 195 High Street is
being recommended as NRI under Criteria A & C. All of the Fruit Belt’s surviving
businesses are located on streets running east to west and High, Carlton, and Virginia
Streets all have extant examples of commercial architecture.

195 High Street

Two other examples of commercial architecture of note are at 204 High Street and 238
Carlton Street. Currently, both of these buildings are vacant and under threat of
demolition.
The structure at 204 High Street is known as the Meidenbauer House. Constructed in
1871, it was the home of John Meidenbauer, a doctor and instructor at the University of
Buffalo’s College of Pharmacy and it is being recommended as NRI under Criteria A &
C. The house was joined to 291 Maple Street (circa 1870) and served as the doctor’s
medical office. It was purchased by another doctor, Lyle Morgan, in the 1930s who
utilized it in the same manner as Meidenbauer. After Morgan’s death, his family was
unable to manage tax payments on the building and it was taken over by the city
sometime around 2005. A National Register Eligibility evaluation written by the New
York State Historic Preservation Office in 2011 confirmed that the structure is eligible for
entry in the National Register of Historic Places due to its embodiment of distinctive
characteristics of a type, period or method of construction." This brick Italianate style
structure is one of the oldest in the Fruit Belt Neighborhood and was designated as a
Buffalo local landmark in 2016.189

189
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204 High Street

The structure at 238 Carlton Street was built circa 1876 by Peter Knapp and is being
recommended as NRI under Criteria A & C. It served as a neighborhood grocery store
for 93 years before becoming vacant in 2000. This building is a fine example of the
Italianate style with its wide, overhanging eaves, many of its original full arched twoover-two sash windows and its unique decorative stepped frieze with fleur running
trim.190 It also retains its decorative engaged cast-iron storefront columns produced by
Washington Iron Cross, Buffalo, New York. This building was designated as a local
landmark in April of 2018.191

238 Carlton Street

190

“Lead by Example – Preserve 238 Carlton Street,” Buffalo Rising, January 11, 2018,
https://www.buffalorising.com/Articles/Metro/EastSide/
191
“238 Carlton Street Receives Landmark Statue,” Buffalo Rising, April 21, 2018,
https://www.buffalorising.com/2018/04/238-carlton-street-receives-landmark-status/
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Religious, Cultural and Educational architecture
St. Paul’s Evangelical Church/Gethsemane Grape Street Baptist Church
53 Grape Street
Architect: W.W. Walker (1905 expansion)
1874/1905/late 20th century addition

53 Grape Street

This structure formerly known as St. Paul’s Evangelical Church was built in 1874 and is
being recommended as NRI under Criteria A & C. Originally, it was a small building
constructed for worship on the sight of a previously failed mission. The First
Evangelical Church on Sycamore at Spruce sent a missionary to remodel and utilize the
building for a Sunday school. The church was enlarged to accommodate a growing
congregation in 1905. W.W. Walker was the architect chosen to design the
expansion192 (Walker was also known for designing a single-family home in Buffalo for
Hiram Dodge at 656 Lafayette Avenue in 1898). Johnson’s additions included two
wings on each side of the church that gave the building seating for 500 more people.193
Johnson’s additions also made it possible for the church to enlarge its Sunday School.
St. Paul’s Evangelical Church was abandoned by its congregation and became the
Gethsemane Grape Street Baptist Church. The new Baptist congregation was made up
of African Americans, many of whom had moved into the Fruit Belt following the
destruction of the Ellicott District. The new African American congregation worked to
build and repair homes in the Fruit Belt using grants derived from the Department of
Housing and Urban Development.194 The congregation also used the church’s former
rectory as a home for the Gethsemane Foundation, a youth support organization that
sought to provide children living in the Fruit Belt extracurricular education and
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opportunities for meaningful employment. In 1969, the Reverend Herbert V. Reid,
pastor of the church, led a movement to improve neighborhood conditions by increasing
the community’s political power. He felt that the political fragmentation which divided the
Fruit Belt among three separate districts made it difficult for the community to get the
services it needed to develop and thrive. Reverend Reid’s efforts culminated in a lawsuit
that claimed special problems in the neighborhood required a separate City Council
member. Although the lawsuit failed, the City Council redrew the neighborhood’s
boundaries so that most of the community was placed in the Masten District with a small
section in the Ellicott District, giving the Fruit Belt community more political voting
power.195
This Gothic Revival style structure is clad in brick masonry in a buff tone resembling
Roman brick with painted masonry accents. Its short square tower defines the main
entrance of the church. A sympathetic modern addition of buff brick extends the church
to the corner of Virginia and Grape Streets.
High Street Baptist Church/Promise Land Baptist Church
215 High Street
Architect: unknown
Date: 1883

215 High Street

This structure, formerly known has the High Street Baptist Church, was built in 1883
and is being recommended as NRI under Criterion A & C. Originally a mission of the
First German Baptist Church at 41 Spruce Street, this congregation consisted primarily
of members from the mother church who had settled in the then developing Fruit Belt
neighborhood.196 Today, it is home to the Promise Land Missionary Baptist Church
which recently celebrated its 79th anniversary. Built at the intersection of High and
Mulberry Streets in the Victorian Gothic style, the church sits at an angle with a looming
spire that towers over the neighborhood. The dense red brick on the façade is
contrasted by the light sandstone of the lintels and sills. The church is one of the largest
195
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buildings in the entire Fruit Belt and its architecture is distinctive and reflects the
neighborhood’s German heritage.
Sisters of St. Joseph Convent at St. Boniface Church/ Locust Street Art
126 Locust Street
Architect: unknown
Date: 1888

126 Locust Street

This structure was originally built as a convent for the Sisters of St. Joseph as part of
the St. Boniface Church complex in 1888 and is being recommended as NRI under
Criteria A & C. It is one of two surviving structures of a former religious complex
consisting of a church, school, and rectory as well as the convent. St. Boniface was
founded in 1849 by 40 German families and was one of the oldest German Catholic
churches in Buffalo.197 Locust Street Art (originally Molly Olga Neighborhood Art
Classes) was founded in 1959 and has evolved into a vibrant cultural center offering
free art classes and a strong and growing outreach program for a diverse array of
students, especially those considered to be at-risk or members of marginalized
groups.198
The three-story, five-bay brick structure is designed in the French Second Empire style.
It has a square central tower, straight slate Mansard roof, decorative dormer window
surrounds, and brackets beneath the eaves. The front elevation has decorative
elements of rusticated stone.
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Neighborhood House
97 Lemon Street/76 Orange Street
Architect: unknown
Date: 1885 c./early 20th century

97 Lemon Street/76 Orange Street

The Neighborhood House, one of the first settlement houses in the United States,
played and continues to play a key role in providing resources, support and cultural
enrichment to residents of the Fruit Belt and is being recommended as NRI under
Criterion A. The Neighborhood House Association was founded in 1894 and was
created in response to the severe economic recession during that time period. The
Association went on to assist the influx of European immigrants and later, southern
African American migrants, who settled in Buffalo between the 1940s and the 1970s.
The organization helped first immigrant and then migrant populations rise above the
challenges of urban poverty.199 The current complex has been home to the organization
since 1954 and was instrumental in stopping gang violence on Buffalo’s East Side and
positively reintegrating gang members back into society in the late 1960s and early
1970s.
The complex consists of a circa 1885 Worker’s Cottage on 97 Lemon that has been
connected at the rear to a two-story, brick, early 20th century, former factory on 76
Orange Street. The factory was enlarged for recreation in the 1950s and the front
building was used for classrooms by the Neighborhood House in the late 1960s.200
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St. Boniface Parish House/Teen Challenge Center
124 Locust Street
Architect: unknown
Date: 1892

124 Locust Street

This structure was originally built as a Parish House as part of the St. Boniface Church
complex in 1892 and is being recommended as NRI under Criteria A & C. It is one of
two surviving structures of a former religious complex consisting of a church, school,
rectory and convent. As previously stated, St. Boniface was founded in 1849 by 40
German families and was one of the oldest German Catholic churches in Buffalo.201 In
1995, Teen Challenge, a drug recovery organization, purchased the parish house. Teen
Challenge transformed the parish house into a twenty-bed, faith-based rehabilitation
center.202 Despite the loss of St. Boniface Church, both the convent and parish house
continue to be centers of activity within the Fruit Belt community.
The St. Boniface Parish House is designed in the Classical Revival style. Identifying
features of the building that revives Classical style are its solidity, weightiness, and
ornamental motifs on the stone lintels. The façade has symmetrically balanced windows
and a central entry.
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P.S. 37/Marva J. Daniel Futures Preparatory School Academy
295 Carlton Street
Architect: Daniel G. McNeil
Date: 1934

295 Carlton Street

Public School No. 37 was originally located in a one-story frame building at Williamsville
Road and Genesee Street in 1881. In 1885, the school moved to an existing two-story
brick structure which belonged to District 15. The school, located at the Corner of Peach
and Carlton Streets, was expanded for this purpose. Various alterations and additions
were made to the structure over time. The current school was built in 1934 with funds
supplied by the Public Works Administration and is being recommended as NRI under
Criteria A & C. It was the first local structure of its kind to be constructed with WPA funds.
Elizabeth Burgos, a resident of the Fruit Belt, was active in civil rights protests in the
1960s. Concerned about the quality of education in her neighborhood, Mrs. Burgos
formed a parents’ group to take part in the selection process for Buffalo school
administrators and as president of the PTA for PS 37, she spearheaded the
implementation of new curriculum that converted the school into the award-winning
Futures Academy Magnet School.
The structure was designed by architect Daniel G. McNeil. McNeil joined the John W.
Cooper Co. in 1918 and later formed a firm with George Townsend that lasted for several
years. McNeil served as the head architect for the Board of Education for thirteen years
and was responsible for directing the design and construction of public schools no. 18,
33, 37, 64, 67, 82 as well as Kensington High School. He later joined the firm of Fenno
and Reynolds. 203 His design for this school, a three-story, thirteen-bay brick structure with
projecting end bays is a fine example of the Art Deco style. It exhibits the vertical

203

www.buffaloah.com

Fruit Belt Intensive Level Survey, Buffalo, New York

Page 80

emphasis, characteristic of the style, and contains strips of windows with decorated
spandrel panels and low relief stylized decoration.
Masten Park Baptist Church/Macedonia Baptist Church
235 East North Street
Architects: Franklyn J. & William A. Kidd
Date: 1932

235 East North Street

The Maple Street Baptist Church, organized in 1904, was located in a frame building on
Maple Street at Virginia. Outgrowing their original house of worship, the congregation
selected the architects Franklyn J. & William A. Kidd to construct the Masten Park Baptist
Church on East North Street in 1932 and it is being recommended as NRI under Criteria
A & C. In 1974, the building became home to the Macedonia Baptist Church. Due to
increased membership, The Macedonia Baptist Church moved from 522 Michigan
Avenue (a National Register of Historic Places site) to its present location. Known for
community activism dating back to the civil rights movement, today this congregation is
led by the Reverend Herman Alston, Jr.
The pastoral ministry of Rev. Alston comprises convention and civic involvement which is
demonstrated in his commitment to the Fruit Belt Community Coalition and the St. John
Baptist Church Development Corporation.204
The architectural firm of F.J. & W.A. Kidd was organized in 1919. Franklyn became a
recognized authority on hospital and school design. Kidd designed Meyer Memorial,
Buffalo General, Children’s and Millard Fillmore Hospitals as well as East and Riverside
High Schools, Kenmore Junior High School and many elementary schools. He is also
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known for his design of the Rand Building, Kleinhaus Music Hall and residential work.205
The firm designed this church in the Gothic Revival style. Clad in Roman brick, the
proportions are horizontal, accentuated by the central tall tower. The ornament is
reworked in a new design for a simpler rather than a blatant originality of the style.
St. John the Baptist Church
184 Goodell Street
Architect: Wallace V. Moll
Date: 1966

184 Goodell Street

St. John the Baptist Church has grown into one of the largest congregations in the Buffalo
area since its humble beginning in 1927. Founded by the Reverend B. C. McCarley, the
congregation of four initially met in a storefront at 657 William Street and moved to several
different buildings and churches until the level of growth constituted a more substantial
house of worship. In 1965, Rev. McCarley hired architect Wallace V. Moll to design the
current church on Goodell Street where the congregation has maintained a high profile in
the community. The church is being recommended as NRI under Criteria A & C. St. John
the Baptist Church was responsible for the development of McCarley Garden
Townhouses in 1977 and the St. John Towers Apartments for Seniors in 1981.206
Wallace V. Moll designed the church in the Post WWII Modern Ecclesiastical style. Moll,
an accomplished architect in the Eastern US and Canada, was president of the Niagara
Chapter of the New York State Society of Professional Engineers from 1967-1970 and
received a Gold Medal Award from the Society of American Registered Architects in
1990. His passion was the designing of Christian Churches;207 he also designed the
New Zion Missionary Baptist Church at 318 High Street in the Fruit Belt. Moll created a
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nontraditional design for St. John the Baptist Church, a common occurrence in the
postwar era. His use of colored glass, a technique called “dalle de verre” was a link to
more familiar churches of the past employed in a new modern way
New Zion Missionary Baptist Church and Church Hall
318 High Street
Architect: Wallace V. Moll
Date: 1949 c./1976

318 High Street

Founded by the Reverend S.K. Lewis in 1959, the small congregation initially met in a
converted frame house at 134 Howard Street. Due to the substantial increase in size of
the congregation, an unused bank (circa 1949) on the corner of Peach and High was
purchased and renovated for their church. By the mid-1970s, the congregation had again
increased in numbers and had outgrown their space, facilitating the construction of the
current New Zion Missionary Baptist Church in 1976. At that time, the former bank
building was converted to a Church Hall. The founding congregation still occupies the
church today and it is being recommended as NRI under Criteria A & C.
Wallace V. Moll designed the 1976 church in the Post WWII Modern Ecclesiastical style.
It is a more austere interpretation of the style with simple brick cladding and plane
windows.
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Appendix A

Annotated Property List – see attached

Appendix B

Map
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