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Re-membering a Sense of Place:  Andrew Jackson Downing and Charles 

5ƻǿƴƛƴƎΩǎ ±ƛǎƛǘ ǘƻ .ǳŦŦŀƭƻ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜir Relationship with Lewis F. Allen 

 WƘƛƭŜ ǇǊŜǇŀǊƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ !ƭƭŜƴǘƻǿƴ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ рлth anniversary celebration, I was contacted by 

my friend, Krista Wathne, who had discovered some mysterious old postcards in her family collection.  

Krista is descended from .ǳŦŦŀƭƻΩǎ ŦƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΣ including Margaret St. John, whose house was the 

only one not burned by the British during the War of 1812.  She is also a descendent of E.G. Spaulding, a 

Congressman during the Civil War, and who is known as ǘƘŜ άCŀǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŜƴōŀŎƪΦέ 

 

Figure 1.  Lewis F. Allen, circa 1835.  Buffalo History Museum. 

 The timing was serendipitous, for while I chronicled the origin of the Allentown Association - an 

organization formed to revive a Buffalo neighborhood named for Lewis Falley Allen (1800-1890) - I was 

ǇƭŜŀǎŀƴǘƭȅ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƘŀǘ YǊƛǎǘŀΩǎ ƴŜǿly discovered postcards were from !ƭƭŜƴΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƘŀƴŘ 

(Figure 1).  Allen was a ƎŜƴǘƭŜƳŀƴ ŦŀǊƳŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ .ǳŦŦŀƭƻΩǎ early leaders. 

In 1829 Allen paid $2,500 for 29 acres of land located about a mile north of Buffalo's downtown 

core which extended westerly from Main Street to the New York State Reservation Line at Hudson 

Street.  Allen's short-horn cattle were domiciled on the acreage.  According to oral tradition, as the 

cattle trod from Main Street to the pasture at what is now Days Park, the meandering path they created 

eventually became Allen Street.  Being the smart cattle they were, their path was equidistant between 

the two adjoining streets, Virginia and North. 
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Figure 2.  Allentown Art Festival, painting by Ross J. Drago 

Over the next century, Allen Street and others intersecting it were created and formed a tight 

network of small tree-lined lanes and alleys.  The neighborhood is unique in Buffalo and contains a wide 

array of brick and wooden houses as well as commercial structures designed in a variety of architectural 

styles.  They are some of most beautiful and significant structures ever constructed in Buffalo, the 

majority of them during the mid-to-late nineteenth century.  While the neighborhood remained stable 

as it entered the twentieth century, the neighborhood witnessed a steep decline during the mid-

century, partially due to events precipitated by the Great Depression and World War II.  

It wasn't until the late 1950s the Allen Street neighborhood was known as Allentown, a moniker 

that reflected its new identity as a haven for artists and free thinkers.  A group of Allen Street 

merchants, calling themselves the Allentown Village Society, organized in 1958 and planned an outdoor 

art festival to encourage people to visit from outside the neighborhood (Figure 2).  Inspired by the 

success of the art festival, concerned residents joined forces to fight neighborhood blight, demolition, 

and crime.  At the same time, !ƭƭŜƴǘƻǿƴΩǎ assets were promoted:  its noteworthy Victorian architecture, 

ideal location, and its reputation for being a bohemian artist colony and center of Buffalo's 

counterculture.  By the early 1960s, the neighborhoodΩǎ efforts were solidified into an organization 

known as the Allentown Association, which was instrumental in the designation of the neighborhood as 

ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅ ƻŦ .ǳŦŦŀƭƻΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΦ 
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Figure 3.  Lewis F. Allen from Smith's History of Buffalo. 

Lewis F. Allen never lived in the neighborhood that bears his name with such pride, but he might 

have been considered a model present-day Allentown citizen.  Like the nineteenth century, Allen was 

born on New Year's Day, 1800.  He was not a New York State native, but moved to Buffalo from 

Massachusetts when he was 27 years old and the village had 4,000 residents.  The Erie Canal had 

opened just two years previous and Buffalo was catapulted into a period of extraordinary growth.  In 

addition to having an affinity for short-horn cattle, Allen enjoyed horticulture, agriculture, architectural 

design, history, politics, civic improvement, and decorating.  Allen made a fortune in Buffalo from a 

variety of business endeavors including real estate investments.  He was also a prolific writer; therefore 

many of his thoughts on his various interests have been preserved.  Although Allen was a prolific writer, 

his prosaic style may be a bit formal and stiff.  While it is relatively easy to know what Allen thought 

about various subjects, it is difficult to get a sense of his personality from his writings.  It is easier to get a 

sense of AllenΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ from what others who knew him wrote about him.  His granddaughter 

ǊŜŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ƙƛǎ άƎǊŜŀǘ ƛƳǇŀǘƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀōǊǳǇǘƴŜǎǎέ (Sprague, 1964).  He loved peace and quiet; notoriety 

was distasteful to him.  Although during his lifetime he was known for his abrupt speech, he was also 

honest, kind, noble, ƎŜƴŜǊƻǳǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ Ƴŀƴ ǿƘƻ άcould not do a mean thingέ (At Ninety Years, 1890).  But 

above all, Allen is remembered for his love of the City of Buffalo and his ardent promotion of its progress 

(A Pioneer Gone, 1890).  An image of Allen when he was in his fifties is shown in Figure 3. 

The post cards Krista shared with me helped to transform the legendary Lewis Allen into a more 

human Lewis Allen.  The post cards are a series of communications from the 1870s, when Allen began to 

sell portions of his vast Grand Island real estate holdings for residential development.  Allen carved the 

land from Grand Island lots 1 through 5, as surveyed by James Tanner in 1824.  E. G. Spaulding 

purchased approximately 315 acres from Allen, and created a summer ŜǎǘŀǘŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άwƛǾŜǊ 

[ŀǿƴΦέ  On the southeastern shore of Grand Island, Allen retained a large portion of land for use as a 
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ŦŀǊƳ ŀƴŘ ƻǊŎƘŀǊŘΦ  IŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǊƳ ά!ƭƭŜƴǘƻƴΣέ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Niagara River Allen he 

created a 40-ŀŎǊŜ ǎƛǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŀƴƛŎǳǊŜŘ ƭŀǿƴ ŀƴŘ ƎŀǊŘŜƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άwƛǾŜǊ [Ŝŀέ (Smith H. P., 1884, 

p. 437). 

In one post card written to Spaulding, Allen laments he had been housebound for a week with a 

bad cold, which frustrated him because he yearned to visit Allenton and observe the progress made at 

wƛǾŜǊ [ŀǿƴΦ  LƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇƻǎǘŎŀǊŘǎΣ L ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ƳƻǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ !ƭƭŜƴΩǎ Ŝndeavors in the 

Allentown neighborhood, the most famous of which was the New York State Agricultural Society Fair, 

held in Allentown in 1848.  

 ²ƛǘƘ !ƭƭŜƴǘƻǿƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ !ƭƭŜƴǘƻǿƴ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ 

historic preservation, it is sometimes easy to forget that historic preservation is more than just 

preserving the bricks, mortar, clapboards, and windows of a building.  It is also about preserving a sense 

of place.  Sometimes a sense of place can be preserved without extant structures. 

 During the present generation, Buffalonians have created several private-public landscape 

initiatives that have defined its space and appearance.   Grassroots Gardens was founded by Milton 

Zeckhauser during a time in Buffalo when houses were being demolished and the littered vacant lots left 

in their wake were replaced with fruit, vegetable, and flower gardens.  These gardens have engaged the 

surrounding community in ways that produced increased social interaction, a fruit more valuable than 

any the garden could produce.  Buffalo In Bloom was founded by Kate Bukowski to recognize Buffalo 

citizens who beautify their lawns and public/private spaces with gardens and make their community a 

more beautiful place to live.  Garden Walk was founded by Marvin Lunenfeld.  It immediately became a 

popular annual event, one in which .ǳŦŦŀƭƻΩǎ ǿŜǎǘ ǎƛŘŜ gardeners open their gardens for two days during 

the final weekend of July.  But perhaps no contemporary activity is as impactful as Re-Tree Western New 

York, an outgrowth of the Buffalo Green Fund, created in direct response to the infamous October 

Storm of 2006 όƴƛŎƪƴŀƳŜŘ ά!ǊōƻǊƎŜŘŘƻƴέ).  On October 12 of that year, the unseasonable storm 

dumped heavy, wet snow on trees still full with their foliage.  The weight toppled limbs and trees.  

Beginning in 2007, hundreds of volunteers have planted thousands of bare-root sapling trees in Buffalo 

twice each year during the early spring and late autumn seasons on public planting strips located 

between the sidewalk and curb, as well as in parks.  I have been an active participant in Grassroots 

Gardens, Buffalo In Bloom, Garden Walk, and Re-Tree.  Of these, it is Re-Tree that most sparks my 

imagination.  There is joy in working with others to plant trees and then watching them grow.  Some 

trees, such as Horse Chestnut and Crabapple, produce lovely flowers in the spring.  Others, such as the 

Hybrid Elm, grow quickly and provide shade to neighboring homes and pedestrians promenading on 

ǎƛŘŜǿŀƭƪǎΦ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ōǳǘ ǿƻƴŘŜǊ Ƙƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŜŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƭƛǾŜΣ Ƙƻǿ tall they will become, and how they 

will inspire future Buffalonians with their beauty and strength long after I am gone. 
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Figure 4.  Buffalo's oldest tree at 404 Franklin Street.  Photo courtesy of Chuck LaChiusa. 

I am reminded of the preservation of a sense of place each time I walk down Franklin Street 

within the Allentown Historic District.  At 404 Franklin Street, between Edward and Virginia Streets, is a 

2½ story wood-frame detached house designed in the gabled Italianate style, built circa 1870.  The 

house, as handsome and charming as it is with its round-arch topped windows and classical porch 

columns, pales in significance to the historic wonder in front of it.  A massive Sycamore tree, believed to 

be the oldest in Buffalo (approximately 300 years of age), is awe-inspiring to behold, shown in Figure 4.  

Who planted it?  How is it that the tree just happened to be in the exact perfect spot before the street 

was surveyed, cut-through, and paved?  How has it managed to survive these many years?  These are 

unanswered questions that may remain a mystery. 

 Another example of preservation of a sense of place can be found in the next block of 

Allentown.  Early in 2013 the Theodore Roosevelt Inaugural National Historic Site at 641 Delaware 

Avenue demolished a 1960 bank branch building, most recently occupied by Bank of America.  By doing 

ǎƻΣ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘŜƻŘƻǊŜ wƻƻǎŜǾŜƭǘ ǎƛǘŜΩǎ lawn was restored to its 1901 appearance.  In this case, demolition 

helped to create an improved sense of place.  By removal of the bank building, it is possible to better 

ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜΩǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ (Figure 5).  Before Ansley Wilcox lived there and hosted 

wƻƻǎŜǾŜƭǘΩǎ presidential inauguration, the site and building was part of the Buffalo Barracks and had 

historic associations with Lewis F. Allen and that mid-century horticultural and architectural celebrity, 

Andrew Jackson Downing (1815-1852) and his brother, Charles Downing (1802-1885). 
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Figure 5.  Wilcox Mansion, Buffalo at turn of twentieth century. 

 In ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻŦ !ΦWΦ 5ƻǿƴƛƴƎΩǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ƛƴ September 2013, I visited sites imbued with his 

spirit, those places that retain connections with him and have been preserved with a sense of place.  In 

5ƻǿƴƛƴƎΩǎ ōƻƻƪǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Landscape Gardening, Cottage Residences, and the Architecture of Country 

Houses, one can get a sense of his intellect and his clear and engaging writing style, but the books left 

me feeling him in the abstract, similar to my experience with Lewis Allen.  



The Downing Brothers and Lewis F. Allen 
Christopher N. Brown December 2014 Page 7 

 

 

Figure 6.  Andrew Jackson Downing Memorial Urn at Smithsonian Institute, Washington, D.C. 

Some time ago, I felt a bit closer to Downing during a trip to Washington D.C., when I visited the 

Downing memorial urn designed by his architectural partner Calvert Vaux.  It was installed on the 

National Mall outside the Smithsonian Institute in 1856, four years after his untimely death (Figure 6).  

Downing was commissioned by Western New Yorker and U.S. president Millard Fillmore to design the 

National Mall.  Although Downing ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ aŀƭƭΩǎ design, its construction was never completed.  

The ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ 5ƻǿƴƛƴƎΩǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ was later obliterated by a subsequent redesign of the 
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Mall.  The urn is the solitary visual reminder ƻŦ 5ƻǿƴƛƴƎΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ aŀƭƭ.  But it is 

ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ 5ƻǿƴƛƴƎΩǎ sense of place on the National Mall, with its classical design that displaced 

5ƻǿƴƛƴƎΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ naturalistic design.  My continued quest to find places that had connections to 

Downing took me, not surprisingly, to the eastern shore of the Hudson River. 

 

Figure 7.  Entrance gate and gatehouse at Springside, Poughkeepsie, NY.  Photo by D. Granville, September 2013. 

 Against the backdrop of the storied Hudson River valley, which has inspired authors such as 

Washington Irving as well as the great Hudson River Movement painters, was the hope of finding 

5ƻǿƴƛƴƎΩǎ ǎǇƛǊƛǘΦ  !ŦǘŜǊ ŀ ƭong journey from the Pocono Mountains, my partner David and I entered 

Springside, the country estate of Matthew Vassar in Poukeepsie.  It remains the most intact, accessible, 

and best documented example of 5ƻǿƴƛƴƎΩǎ landscape design commissions.   We were very hungry, 

having been on the road for several hours. We entered Springside through the main entrance (Figure 7).  

It was a beautiful afternoon.  We parked our auto near the gatehouse, a Gothic Revival structure that is 

the only fully preserved structure at Springside (it is privately owned).  We ate a picnic lunch and 

enjoyed stretching out on a blanket after our journey.  We were the only living souls there.  After resting 

for a bit, we began an exploratory hike of the approximately 20 acre site. 
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Figure 8.  Exploring ruins of Matthew Vassar's cottage at Springside, September 2013. 

 Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƘŜǊŜ L ŦŜƭǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ 5ƻǿƴƛƴƎΩǎ sense of place and I learned something about 

historic preservation.  Springside is at once peaceful, lovely, educational, inspiring, and yet at the same 

time melancholic.  It is undeniably beautiful and a testament to the efforts of preservationists who 

ŦƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ άǇƭŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘǎέ ƛƴǘŀŎǘ, safe from development that would 

ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ charmsΣ ōǳǘ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ 5ƻǿƴƛƴƎΩǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǇƭŀŎŜ.  A kiosk 

filled with brochures enabled us to embark on a self-guided tour augmented by placards placed along 

{ǇǊƛƴƎǎƛŘŜΩǎ ǿŀƭƪƛng trails.  The site was largely intact, with most of the ŜǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ buildings preserved until 

the late 1960s, when fires of suspicious origins began to claim them one by one as the site began to be 

eyed for residential development.  Most of the worst damage occurred after the site was made a 

National Historic Landmark in 1969.  In 1976, wƘŜƴ {ǇǊƛƴƎǎƛŘŜΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ ±ŀǎǎŀǊΩǎ άŎƻǘǘŀƎŜΣέ ǿŀǎ 

threatened with obliteration, preservationists dismantled some of it and removed its façade.  A portion 

of the cottŀƎŜΩǎ ŦŀœŀŘŜ is now on display at the New York Museum in Albany.  Ruins of the cottage still 

remain at Springside, a ghostly reminder of its former glory. 


