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The Buffalo Municipal Housing Authority is moving forward with its plans to demolish Willert Park/A.D. 
Price Courts, an historic 1939 housing project, deemed Eligible for the National Register and considered by 
many preservationists to be one of the most important historic sites in   Buffalo. As one of the earliest public 
housing projects under Roosevelt’s newly created US Housing Authority, Willert Park is particularly notable 
for being one of the first public housing developments in New York State developed for African American 
residents. At the time that Willert Park was being planned and built, Federal policy mandated segregated 
public housing, and all of Buffalo’s proposed housing projects were White-Only. Prominent members of 
Buffalo’s African American community, including the leadership of the Buffalo Urban League, whose 
members faced some of the most over-crowded conditions in the City, fought hard to bring in this new, 
modern, affordable housing. By 1940, the Buffalo Housing Authority had built 1,700 units of Whites-Only 
housing, and the advocates for Willert Park were successful in creating 170 units of housing for Buffalo’s 
Black Community. 

Willert Park is also considered noteworthy as an outstanding example of early Modern design in the United 
States, by noted Buffalo architect Frederick C. Backus. Upon its completion, it was recognized by the 
Museum of Modern Art as one of Buffalo’s eight most noteworthy Modern designs, alongside the Darwin 
D. Martin House, the Larkin Administration Building, Kleinhan’s Music Hall, and the Guaranty Building. It 
also received rave reviews from New York Times architecture critic Ada Huxtable. The National Register 
nomination notes that Buffalo’s Willert Park Courts were groundbreaking achievements in architecture, 
urban planning, and landscape architecture. The distinctive bas-relief sculptures depicting scenes of 
African American life and achievement were purportedly developed in cooperation with the first residents 
of the complex by sculptors Robert Cronbach and Herbert Ambellen. 

According to former Buffalo Common Council member George K. Arthur, who lived at Willert Park during his 
childhood: “Willert Park/A.D. Price Courts is one of the single most historic places in the City of Buffalo. The 
design, siting, and construction of Willert Park was a triumph of self-determination and political growth for 
Buffalo’s burgeoning pre-World War 2 African American population. Facing rampant housing segregation and 
resultant overcrowding, and being excluded by law and practice from the whites-only housing projects being 
planned and constructed at the time, the Buffalo Urban League and many prominent Buffalonians fought 
hard to bring this place into being. And its design was shaped by the loving input of neighborhood residents 
– shaped as much by community input as by its famous architect and sculptor. In addition to representing 
the best of mid-century architectural style, it was also forward thinking in its use of community input.

Jessie Fisher, Executive Director of Preservation Buffalo Niagara goes on the add: “Were Willert Park to be 
saved and invested in, not only could it serve its intended purpose as housing for those in need, but it 
could also be another important part of Buffalo’s cultural renaissance. A cultural renaissance that could 
finally be expanded to include more parts of our community: as architecturally important as the Darwin 
Martin House, but with a much more profound story to tell, connected not just to design or to a person of 
local importance, but connected to larger truths about our national identity and the lives of many people 
of local and national significance.” 

In 2019, the National Trust for Historic Preservation named Willert Park one of its 11 Most Endangered 
Sites in the United States. At that time, Katherine Malone-France, Chief Preservation Officer at the Trust 
stated: “The thoughtful Modern architecture of Buffalo’s Willert Park Courts are testament to an earlier 
era of government-funded affordable housing. Previously recognized by design experts at the Museum 
of Modern Art, Willert Park Courts were public housing that provided a sense of dignity and pride-of- 
place to its residents. By naming this site to the 11 Most Endangered Historic Places list, we hope to raise 
awareness of a key part of the African American community’s history in Buffalo and also spur interest in 
redeveloping Willert Park as much needed-affordable housing.” 

Today, we are calling on the Buffalo Municipal Housing Authority to change its approach to this site, 
and support its long-term preservation by: 

1. Supporting our application to the National Register; 
2. Supporting Local Landmark listing; 
3. Naming Preservation Buffalo Niagara the Designated Developer of the site for the next 

24 months so that they may conduct a true preservation-based feasibility study. 
 
For more information, please contact Tia Brown at 852-3300 or tbrown@pbnsaves.org. 
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