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Settlement Houses Sprouted in Response to Desperate Need 
Part II 	 - by Pauline jucices 

A settlement differs from other social welfare agencies, in 
which a needy person must conform to agency require-
ments to be eligible for assistance. In contrast, the settle- 

ment house modifies its programs to the changing needs of the 
community and accepts anybody who walks through the door. It 
gauges the well-being of the neighborhood and addresses itself to any 
distress, in the process nurturing and maintaining neighborhood 
integrity. "The great desire of the Settlement," stated the Lenox Hill 
Neighborhood Association's Annual Report of 1901, "is to find out 
what the neighbors need, and then, if possible, to supply that need." 

Their success is confirmed in the report of 1928: "There could 
be no more certain proof of the need for the work being done by the 
[LHNA] than the eagerness with which Lenox Hill Neighborhood 
people seize the opportunities offered them by the settlement." 

The inspiration for the Lenox Hill Settlement House origi-
nated with the Members of the Associate Alumnae of Hunter 
College. Prompted by the miserable conditions described in the first 
part of this article and spurred into action by a visit by Stanton Coit, 

reporting on the founding of Toynbee Hall in London, they 
established a Free Kindergarten in the neighborhood of Hunter 
College. Their overriding concern was the lack of educational and 
recreational opportunities for the children, particularly those who 
played under the tracks of the elevated trains. 

The dawn of the century saw their work expand. They 
provided a community center for the newly-arrived immigrant 
families. Their outreach included teaching English, monitoring 
work conditions in the factories, providing legal aid and 'hygeine 
clinics,' nurturing dramatic and arts and forming social clubs, but 
above all, seeking to improve housing conditions. 

As the decades advanced, and the neighborhood continued to 
reel under the assault of real estate interests, their focus sharpened 
to meet the challenge. A report by the recently formed Lenox Hill 
Tenants' Association dated 13th September, 1920, documents the 
extent of the exploitation: 

Many houses in this section are owned by speculators who franidy 
admit that their business is to buy and sell houses and that it is not to their 
interests to paint rooms etc Consequently the outsides and halls of houses 
are made to look likea "good buy" while nothing is done to the rooms where 
largefamilies live 

To advance their speculative interests and maximize their 
profits, landlords served holdover proceedings to remove old 
tenants and charge exorbitant rents to new ones. They customarily 
raised rents while failing to maintain their buildings, so the tenants, 
"miserably uncomfortable" before, resented an increase they consid-
ered unjust, the landlord having "spent no money on their rooms 
for years." The report also voiced fears of an epidemic. In addition, 
the vulnerability of new immigrants provided unscrupulous land-
lords with windfall opportunities. 

Rising to alleviate the suffering of these hapless groups, 
LHNA found itself in a confrontation with real estate interests. A 
report speaks of the impossibility of finding rooms for people "with 
small means" and of the consequences of a fire in one of the 
buildings which forced a family of thirteen to live in three small 
rooms with no water. 

Letuss Hill TensssitsAssocialionfindc that despite the present housing 
cthis, real estate interests are attempting to get the minimklreytkusproteding 
tenants repealàL Any 05rt on the part of the real estate interests to conceal 
these dangerous amditions, the Lenox Hill Tenants'Association regards as anti-
social and should the rent laws be repeak4 the Lenox Hill Tenants'Assodasion 
believes that rioting rmll be the inevitable resul4 to say nothing oft/se hardship 
imjxuedon ibe peopk kaaabletobearis 

In 1928, the Lenox Hill Neighborhood Association was to find 
its present home at 511 East 69th Street In less than forty years the 
association had mushroomed from asingle room to a large, well equipped 
facility— and they were helped in their undertaking by an advantageous 
sale of their existing building and adjoining land, which was on the 
riverfront at 69th Street, to New York Hospital for $406,000 in 1927. 
They purchased the 69th Street site for $195,000, and used the balance 
towards the construction of their present building. Designed specifically 
to house the settlement and provide services and recreational facilities for 
its neighbors, it became the largest neighborhood house in the world. 
Ironically, land value appreciation greatly benefitted on organization 
whose work was, to a greater and greater extent, devoted to easing the 
suffering caused by land speculation and its resulting dislocations. 

The tug of war between landlords and their hapless tenants 
would resound through the years. As the East Side of Manhattan 
became a prime residential area, real estate interests moved from specu-
lating on the buying and selling of buildings and milking the slum 
dweller for rent, to amassing footage for redevelopment, seeking to remove 
the tenants entirely. LHNA became advocate, mediator and activist, 
moving to strengthen the tenants' position by organizing block and 
tenants' associations to keep landlords in check. 

During the depression, similar programs to those instituted at 
Henry Street Settlement nourished children, organized young men 
and provided health and social services and nursing for those in 
need. In 1932 theYorkville Civic Council ('(CC) co-ordinated moves 
to combat the distress caused by the Depression. With World War 
II efforts were directed to assist servicemen and train citizens. 

In December 1949, Lillian Robbins assumed the post of 
Executive Director of the Association. Under her twenty years of 

leadership, the Lenox Hill settlement assumed a major role in 
focusing public attention on the housing needs of neighborhood 
residents who were subject to eviction. Due in large part to her 
initiative, stipends were made mandatory for evictees throughout the. 
city and additional time was granted before a Certificate of Eviction 
became effective. 

She was well known for her conviction that the role of a 
settlement house should be as a catalyst in the community, helping 
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residents join together to work for solutions to common problems. 
Many of the programs instituted during her tenure reflect this ethos. 

The 1950s saw LHNA's return to the homefront battle of pro-
tecting the poor from "gentrification," a reality that this area faced before 
the process was given a name In 1955, the Lenox Hill Housing Service 
was established to give legal advice and relocation aid to thousands of 
desperate families facing eviction. The elevated trains on 2nd and 3rd 
Avenues were torn down and with them old housing lining the avenues. 
This resulted in mass evictions and major relocation programs. Between 
1950 and 1958, approximately 4,700 dwelling units were demolished in 
the district and an additional 4,400 units converted to high-cost housing 
LHNA's annual report of 1959 states: 

In response to the hardships created fry this emergency, [the 
LHI'JA has] established a Housing Service which has provided advice 
and assistance to more than 18, 000 families since its inception less than 

fiveyears ago. Many of these are long time Yorkville residents of low and 
middle income who suddenlyfind them-
selvesfacing eviction with no other place 
to turnfor help. The housing Service staff 
interprets the rights and responsibilities 
of those facing eviction, they explain 
complex legal documents and prevent 
exploitation of the helpless. They accom-
pany inarticulate andfrzçhtend people 
to interviews before housing authorities; 
and in extreme cases ofneed grant emer-
gençy relief 

Spurred again by a growing 
housing crisis, in 1969 LHNA mobi-
lized tenants and helped organize 
"Tenants against Demolition," a com-
mittee representing tenants in over 
140 Yorkville buildings which chal-
lenged building violations, demoli- 
tions and wholesale evictions. The LHNA News. Spring '70: 

Yorkville's housing crisis has resultedfrom 15years ofuninterrupted 
demolitions ofrent-controlled units to make wayfor luxury  housing. Today 
the vacancy rate is almost zero; yet there is no place to move. Ye4 unless 
demolitions are stopped, an estimated 10,000 area residents, both low and 
middle-income, willface eviction in the next two years. 

The struggle between the community and real estate interests 
intensified in the 70s. "Despite a growing glut of luxury apartments 
in the rental market," reported the LHNA, "site assemblage and 
purchase for renovation are going on at an undiminished pace." 

Protecting tenants against harassment had become an urgent 
priority as landlords curtailed services and repairs, sabotaged the 
buildings and gutted them with tenants still in occupancy. 

The Spring 1971 News triumphantly records the story of the 
Lynch family. Ed Lynch had been one of 12,000 tenants ordered to 
leave sound, low-cost apartments to make way for highrise luxury 
buildings. But Mr. Lynch refused - unless he could be placed in 
equivalent housing in his neighborhood. 

He was shown one apartment in Coney Island, two hours 
from his work, and another in Queens, equally far away. When the 
marshall's order arrived, Ed Lynch brought it to Lenox Hill's 
Department of Community Work and Housing. Working with 
Tenants Against Demolition, LHNA planned a protest. 

Ed Lynch won, the marshalls withdrew and the landlord 
found the family an apartment they could afford a week later. LHNA 
used this victory to inspire other tenants who faced eviction to take 
heart and fight back. In 1972, LHNA retained an attorney to advise 
on the legal aspects of housing problems in the Yorkville area. A 
number of real-estate activities were challenged, including the 
demolition of structurally sound housing. There were lawsuits to  

repeal the Maximum Base Rent (MBR) and to uphold the constitu-
tionality of that repeal. 

In 1974, TAD converted itself into ESTU, the East Side 
Tenants Union, and began to train organizers, educating them on 
housing procedures and finance. This was the year of fuel price 
increases and expecting property owners to massively cut heat and 
other building services, tenants were being trained to respond by 
using rent money to buy oil, a test case having already proved the 
viability of this approach. 

I n 1989, while working on a Masters in Social Work, I visited 
LHNA one evening and talked to David Stern, the Executive 
Director. As I walked up the steps of the 95 year old building, 

I passed an aged homeless woman asleep to one side. Later I was to 
learn that she had been a nurse in Lenox Hill Hospital for forty 
years, and now this was her only home. At night she slept, along with 
thirty or more other homeless women, in the auditorium. 
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"Come and see," he said, 'We have 
open house this evening," and led the 
way to the basement. I was shown 
successive areas of activity: a basket-
ball court, gymnasium and exercise 
room, pool and table tennis tables and 
a neat and brightly painted reading 
room. Sounds of exuberant enjoy-
ment emanating from the various 
areas culminated in animated splash-
ing from a large swimming pool. 

"We keep the swimming pool 
open for homeless women after 10:00 
pm," said Mr. Stern. "All this hap-
pened in response to an appeal from 
Payne Whitney. They came to us some 
ten years ago, deeply concerned over 

the escalating suicide rate. Young p/e'ople were coming to New York 
City from all over the country hoping to find success, or even fame. 
With their aspirations in tatters, the cruelty and indifference of this 
huge metropolis eroded their spirits. At first there was a debate on 
the board as to our function in the community, then it was decided 
that our overriding responsibility was to serve where we were needed, 
and so we reached out to a new population with this recreation area 
and meeting place. It was at the time of "Mr. Goodbar" - singles bars 
were by no means providing the necessary environment, so here we 
created a place where they could meet, rest after the rigors of the day, 
escape the loneliness of an empty apartment and exercise a bit. There 
is an annual membership fee, but basically we accept whatever a 
person can afford to pay. This is an example of how we modify our 
programs to adjust to the changing needs of the community." 

In all parts of the city, settlement houses continue to reach out 
to assist their neighborhoods. Their goals have somewhat altered as 
some functions have been assumed by state and municipal authorities, 
but the purpose remains the same, to create a web of social interaction 
amongst the residents. During the 80s and 90s, LHNA and other 
settlements have increasingly responded to the needs of the city's 
homeless population, providing shelter, food and rehabilitation. 

There are 36 settlement houses in New York City, ranging 
from the "Third Street Music School Settlement" at 11th Street to 
"Tip Neighborhood House Inc." at 1028 E. 79 St. in the Bronx. 

The "United Neighborhood Centers of America" lists 850 
houses nationwide under their umbrella. "The International Federa-
tion of Settlements and Neighborhood Centers," established in 
1926, co-ordinates community work on an international level. 

The seeds sown at Toynbee Hall in Bethnal Green were 
destined to reap a far-flung and abundant harvest. 
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The Lenox Hill Neighborhood House as it appeared in the 1930s 


