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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
In March 2022, contractors for the New York City Economic Development Corporation (NYCEDC) discovered 
three subsurface “vaults” under a portion of the sidewalk on Duffield Street/Abolitionist Place, which is City-owned 
property adjacent to the Willoughby Square Project (Abolitionist Place), located in the Borough of Brooklyn, Kings 
County, New York.  The three vaults are situated on the east side of Duffield Street /Abolitionist Place between 
Willoughby Street on the north and Fulton Street on the south, adjacent to Block 146 (formerly Block 2077), Lot 16 
(Figures 1 and 2).  The former addresses corresponding to these vault locations were 213-221 Duffield Street.  Until 
2014, there was a seven-story commercial warehouse building located on what was then known as Lot 18 (see 
Figure 2), fronting Duffield Street, as well as a two-story later addition fronting Willoughby Street.  These buildings, 
which were constructed in 1914 and 1922, were demolished as part of the Willoughby Square (Abolitionist Place) 
project.  At the time, the three vaults (labeled, from north to south, Vaults A, B, and C) were not removed, as they 
are located under the sidewalk and not on the block itself.  After 2017, all of Lot 18 was subsumed into current Lot 
16, which includes the entire northern portion of Block 146 associated with the Willoughby Square/Abolitionist 
Place property.   
 
The NYCEDC determined that the discovered vaults must be researched and documented per 2004 Downtown 
Brooklyn Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS) commitments, particularly commitments around the 
handling of archaeological materials on or adjoining the site that have the potential to be significant when 
discovered. The Downtown Brooklyn Development Project Statement of Findings for findings and anticipated 
protocols regarding historic resources on Duffield Street is provided as Appendix A. 
 
In keeping with the 2004 FEIS commitments, the NYCEDC, on behalf of the City Environmental Quality Review 
(CEQR) Lead Agency (Deputy Mayor for Economic and Workforce Development), and in coordination with New 
York City Landmarks Preservation Commission (LPC) have requested the preparation of an archaeological 
memorandum, prepared to the 2018 standards of the LPC, which should summarize past archaeological findings for 
the Downtown Brooklyn rezoning and Willoughby Square project(s); detail on-site work and findings in partnership 
with NYCEDC, the construction manager, and design team; culminate in a conclusion of historic sensitivity of the 
Vaults; and finally, if the discovery is significant, recommend an appropriate mitigation and/or documentation 
strategy.  At the request of the NYCEDC and The LiRo Group, Historical Perspectives, Inc. (HPI) has prepared the 
following archaeological memorandum, which satisfies the requirements of CEQR, and complies with the standards 
of the LPC (LPC 2018; CEQR 2021).   
 
II. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
 
HPI formulated the research design for this investigation to address the following questions. 
 

1. What are the characteristics and construction details of the three vaults?   
 

2. What other cultural resources studies have been completed on Block 146 and what did these studies 
conclude? 
 

3. What is the history of the former 213-221 Duffield Street lots abutting the vaults? 
 

4. Based on the preceding information, how old are the vaults and when were they constructed? 
 

5. Last, what is the possible historical significance of the three vaults, particularly as they might relate to 
previous studies addressing possible connections to Underground Railroad activities along this stretch of 
Duffield Street? 
 

In order to address these research questions, HPI was provided with site photographs and survey maps from 
NYCEDC and The LiRo Group, and information obtained from the New York City Department of Transportation’s 
(NYCDOT) Vault archives by Langan Engineering.  HPI further consulted information from previous cultural 
resources studies available from the New York State Office of Parks, Recreation, and Historic Preservation (OPRHP 
or SHPO) and the LPC, as well as historic maps, photographs, and additional primary source material including 
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records of the New York City Department of Buildings (NYCDOB).  A selection of these maps and historic 
photographs are included in this report.   
 
III. PREVIOUS CULTURAL RESOURCES INVESTIGATIONS ON BLOCK 146 
 
There have been five cultural resources studies completed on Block 146.  Each is summarized below. 
 
A. DOWNTOWN BROOKLYN DEVELOPMENT PROJECT (2004) 
 
All of Block 146 was included in the Downtown Brooklyn Development project, which began in 2003 and 
culminated in an FEIS in April 2004, under CEQR No. 03DME016K (AKRF, Inc. et al. 2004).  The New York City 
Office of the Deputy Mayor for Economic Development and Rebuilding (ODMEDR) served as the CEQR lead 
agency for that project’s environmental review.  The project was a public planning effort to stimulate economic 
development in the Downtown Brooklyn area. Discretionary actions included as part of the project included zoning 
map and text changes, street mapping changes, urban renewal actions, the disposition of City-owned property, 
special permits for public parking facilities, and related land use actions.  The project encompassed approximately 
59 city blocks roughly bounded by Tillary Street to the north, Ashland Place to the east, Schermerhorn Street to the 
south, and Adams Street to the west. Within this area, projected and potential development sites were identified 
where new residential, commercial, retail, and institutional development was anticipated.  On Block 146, a new 694-
space underground public parking facility was proposed. 
 
At the time of the Downtown Brooklyn Development Project, Block 146 was identified as Projected Development 
Site P.  During the environmental review for the project, the LPC assessed the projected and potential development 
sites and indicated that within Block 146, Lots 12, 13, 14, 15, 29, 37, 41, 42, 43, 46, 47, 48, and 49 were potentially 
sensitive for 19th century archaeological resources.  The 2004 FEIS indicated that for those lots flagged by the LPC 
as having potential archaeological sensitivity, a Phase 1A Archaeological Assessment should be conducted on any 
City-owned or acquired properties prior to any new development.  If the Phase 1A study should identify 
archaeologically sensitive areas, and if determined necessary by LPC, Phase 1B field testing must also be 
undertaken to determine the presence or absence of archaeological resources in those locations proposed for 
development.  Several lots on Block 146 subsequently were examined in archaeological studies as a result of these 
directives, as described below.  Of note, the portion of what was then Lot 18 (now part of Lot 16) along Duffield 
Street was not flagged by LPC for archaeological potential because at the time the seven-story warehouse (with 
basement) building was located across the entire Duffield Street footprint of the lot.  The LPC review did not 
address potential archaeological resources within streets or sidewalks abutting the city blocks and lots, and so the 
present vault locations were not addressed as part of the 2004 study. 
 
As part of the Downtown Brooklyn Development Project, during the public comment period for the Draft 
Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS)/Draft Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement (DSEIS) several 
property owners of 227 Duffield Street, 233 Duffield Street and 436 Gold Street came forward, to claim that their 
buildings once were utilized for Underground Railroad activities.  The owners asserted that the Duffield Street area 
had a number of residents associated with the abolitionist movement in Brooklyn during the mid-19th  century, that 
there was lore of an underground tunnel connecting several houses along Duffield Street under the sidewalk 
(purportedly shown on an 1898 Sanborn map with dashed lines in front of the houses), and also that there were 
cellar features in some of the houses that connected to the tunnel and/or other houses and were used to hide enslaved 
people who had escaped bondage.  In response to comments on the DEIS, research into the possible association with 
the Underground Railroad was undertaken, and the results were incorporated into the 2004 FEIS.  At that time, no 
definitive physical association could be established linking the 227 Duffield Street, 233 Duffield Street, and 436 
Gold Street buildings with Underground Railroad activity.  However, during the public review the New York City 
Council requested that the project sponsors revisit the research into the possible association of the properties with 
the Underground Railroad and produce a separate report detailing the additional studies.  That subsequent report is 
summarized below.  
 
The final Statement of Findings for the Brooklyn Development Project is included as Appendix A. 
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B. DUFFIELD AND GOLD STREET PROPERTIES PROJECT (2007) 
 
In 2007, AKRF, Inc. completed an extensive research study of 223, 225, 227, 231, 233, and 235 Duffield Street and 
436 Gold Street/Albee Square, building on the work completed for the 2004 Downtown Brooklyn Development 
FEIS.  The additional properties were added to the overall study area following the 2004 FEIS.  The 2007 study was 
designed to evaluate further the potential of these properties to have historical associations with the Underground 
Railroad.  
 
The AKRF report concluded that there was no extant physical evidence of an underground tunnel connecting the 
properties along Duffield Street, nor were there any extant connections between the cellars of the buildings to each 
other.  The dashed line on the 1898 Sanborn map that was referenced as a potential tunnel location instead was 
found to represent a line of open porches on the front of the row houses, as per the Sanborn Company’s 
communication (AKRF, Inc. 2007:S-7).  Although at least one small cellar feature (possibly a former coal chute) 
was documented that extended beyond the footprint of one of the buildings, it could not be confirmed that this was 
an associated Underground Railroad feature.  A site visit of 223, 227, and 233 Duffield Street and historic 
construction review by Michael Devonshire of Jan Pokorny Architects indicated that the construction of the cellars 
in the buildings conformed to established building practices of the time and that there were no obvious anomalies 
that could signify Underground Railroad activity.   
 
The AKRF report also documented the possible historical associations of its mid-19th century owners and residents 
of the buildings to the abolitionist movement in Brooklyn and possible Underground Railroad activities, to 
determine if any of the buildings could be potentially eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places 
(NRHP) or to become a New York City Landmark (NYCL).  Of the seven buildings, the report indicated that only 
227 Duffield Street was associated with a family with well-documented abolitionist ties, Harriet and Thomas 
Truesdell (also spelled Truesdale).  The report concluded that while the downtown Brooklyn area including Duffield 
Street area was a locus of abolitionist activity, there was not enough evidence to recommend potential eligibility for 
the NRHP.  The report further recommended that the information complied about the abolitionist movement and the 
Underground Railroad could be used for future public involvement, such as a walking tour or on-site signage or 
exhibits. 
 
C. WILLOUGHBY SQUARE PROJECT (2013-2014) 
 
During 2013 and 2014, as part of the current Willoughby Square project, now called Abolitionist Place, HPI 
completed a Phase IA Archaeological Documentary Study and a Phase IB Archaeological Investigation (HPI 2013, 
2014).  At the time, the Willoughby Square project site on Block 146 included what were then known as Lots 16, 17, 
18, 23, 29, 34, 35, 36, 37, and a part of Lot 41, for a total of 1.2 acres.  Three of these lots – Lots 29, 37, and 41 – 
were identified by the LPC as having potential sensitivity for 19th-century archaeological resources as part of the 
larger Downtown Brooklyn Development FEIS in 2004, described above.  The lots then contained paved parking 
lots fronting Willoughby Street and Gold Street (Albee Square) but previously had 19th -century residences on them. 
At the time, the area abutting the three vaults that are the subject of this report were not flagged for potential 
archaeological sensitivity because they contained multiple-story commercial buildings with full basement levels 
across the entirety of the lots, which would have destroyed any potential archaeological resources associated with 
the former residences there. 
 
The three modern lots studied as part of the Phase IA Archaeological Documentary Study contained ten historic lots.  
Archival research concentrating on the specific histories of the ten historic lots revealed that most had residences 
constructed on them by the early to mid-1840s (the exception was modern Lot 41, which had its house built between 
1850 and 1855).  Each of these historic lots had a series of occupants over time, but many of them had occupants who 
lived there for over five years from the 1840s-1870s, and in general, the lots all had residents whose household heads 
worked in professional occupations during the initial decades of occupancy.  Based on the lot histories, combined with 
an analysis of prior disturbance on the lots, HPI recommended that a program of archaeological field testing be 
undertaken within archaeologically sensitive areas within historic Lots 29, 38 and 40.   
 
During the subsequent Phase IB Archaeological Investigation, six large trenches were excavated within the three 
historic home lots.  The archaeologists discovered six features during the field investigation.  Two of the features 
were truncated cisterns and a third was a mostly intact cistern; all with construction dates in the mid-19th century 
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prior to the introduction of public water.  It is likely that these water management features were not utilized for any 
length of time, and were quickly abandoned.  The cistern behind the dwelling on Historic Lot 38 was the only one of 
the three that had been utilized for the deposition of domestic refuse not long after it was abandoned. The cisterns on 
Historic Lots 40 and 29 appeared to have been filled during 20th century demolition activities on the lots.  The 
remaining features were artifact concentrations outside of shaft locations within the former yards.  As part of the 
Phase IB study of the Willoughby Square site, the project team consulted reports on file at the LPC that were 
completed on nearby archaeological sites.  They included the study of the MetroTech Site and the Atlantic Terminal 
Site (Greenhouse 1990, 1991, 1993; John Milner Associates 1996).  Cisterns discovered through archaeological 
investigation on nearby sites were very similar to those identified at Willoughby Square.  Because the archaeological 
resources encountered during the Phase IB Archaeological Investigation were completely excavated, no further 
archaeological studies were recommended by HPI for the Willoughby Square project site. 
 
D. 420 ALBEE SQUARE PROJECT (2015-2016) 
 
In 2016, AKRF, Inc. completed a Phase 1 and Phase 2 Archaeological Investigation of the 420 Albee Square West 
project on Block 146, Lots 12, 41 (part), 42, 43, 46, and 47, immediately south of the Willoughby Square project site 
(AKRF, Inc. 2016).  At the time, Lots 11 and 12 fronting Duffield Street contained two vacant residential buildings 
and the remaining lots, fronting Albee Square (formerly Gold Street) contained a surface parking lot. These lots 
were subject to the same mitigation measures outlined in the 2004 FEIS as the Willoughby Square project.  A Phase 
1 Archaeological Testing Protocol prepared by AKRF, Inc. in 2015 and accepted by LPC indicated that the proposed 
tasks would be twofold: to investigate the former rear yards associated with historic lots and to document the 
subsurface conditions within the footprint of the structure at 233 Duffield Street through archaeological testing 
and/or monitoring.  Prior to its demolition the house was recorded through a Historic American Buildings Survey 
(HABS) (AKRF, Inc. 2015). 
 
The Phase 1B archaeological fieldwork in 2015 included the excavation of 22 backhoe trenches across the project 
site.  The trenching identified domestic shaft features on historic Lots 42, 44, and 45.  The rear yards of Lots 12, 46, 
and 47 and historic Lot 43 did not contain archaeological resources.  Additionally, the archaeological monitoring of 
the removal of the cellar floor slab at 233 Duffield Street did not locate any archaeological features or anomalies, 
including possible tunnels that could have been associated with Underground Railroad activity.  
 
Phase 2 evaluation of identified shaft features on historic Lots 42, 44, and 45 indicated that they consisted of three 
brick cisterns, one possible privy, and three stone wells.  Of the shaft features, five contained densely deposited fill 
with artifacts dating to the 19th and 20th centuries.  Within these seven shaft features, and using an LPC-approved 
sampling strategy, a total of nearly 7,500 artifacts were recovered that were associated with the domestic occupation 
of Lots 42, 44, and 45 in the mid-19th century.  The features represented deposits associated with a range of 
Brooklyn residents, including upper to middle class households, working class households, and working class 
boarding house residents. 
 
Three archaeological Unique Site Numbers (USNs) were assigned by the SHPO for the shaft features located on: 
Lot 42 / 418 Gold Street (USN 04701.023626), historic Lot 44 / 422 Gold Street (USN 04701.023627), and historic 
Lot 45 / 424 Gold Street (USN 04701.023628).  AKRF, Inc. concluded that the artifact assemblages from the shaft 
features may be eligible for listing in the NRHP.  In consultation with LPC, it was determined that the Phase 2 
evaluation would constitute the data recovery or mitigation phase, as further excavation would result in redundant 
data. 
 
E. HARRIET AND THOMAS TRUESDELL HOUSE DESIGNATION (2021) 
 
The building at 227 Duffield Street, noted above, was researched as part of the 2004 Downtown Brooklyn 
Development project as well as the ensuing 2007 AKRF project pertaining to the Underground Railroad activities.  
In 2021, the LPC issued a Designation Report for the Harriet and Thomas Truesdell House at 227 Duffield Street.  
The Designation Report indicated that the house is historically significant for its association with Brooklyn 
abolitionists Harriet and Thomas Truesdell, who lived in the house from 1851-1863 and were active participants in 
antislavery organizations for many years, first while living in Rhode Island and later in Brooklyn.  The building at 
227 Duffield Street is located 41 feet south of the southernmost of the historic vaults that are the subject of this 
current memo. 
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IV. CURRENT CONDITIONS, SIDEWALK VAULTS 
 
The three vaults along Duffield Street/Abolitionist Place were labeled Vaults A, B, and C, from north to south, 
respectively.  Each is described, below.  Several memos by The LiRo Group, including further details about the 
vaults, photographs, and mapping, are included as Appendices B and C.   
 
A. VAULT “A” 
 
Vault A is the northernmost of the three vaults.  Its horizontal east-west extent includes the entire width of the 
sidewalk, from the former lot line to the curb line, a distance of approximately 15 feet.  North-south, Vault A 
measures approximately 45 feet in length, corresponding to the dimensions of the merged historic lots.  As noted 
below, these dimensions generally conform to a submitted vault application plan from 1922, now on file with the 
NYCDOT.  The northern 32 feet of Vault A contains two below grade levels, which corresponded to the former 
building’s basement and sub-basement depths.  The southern 13 feet of Vault A contains only one level below 
grade.  The walls, floors, columns and beams of the vault are primarily of poured in place concrete with reinforcing 
details that matches the former Lot 16 building to which it was attached (Appendix B).  Within the vault were 
remains of abandoned utilities including switchgear, a telephone switchboard, and various pipes and conduits.  
Additional details and photographs of Vault A are in Appendix B. 
 
Vault A was the first vault to be discovered by construction personnel in March 2022, during excavation within the 
former building’s footprint on Lot 16, which led to the entrance of the vault.  The vault was found to have asbestos, 
which is being remediated. 
 
B. VAULT “B” 
 
Vault B is the central of the three vaults, located immediately south of Vault A.  It measures 15 feet in width and 
approximately 44 feet in length.  It contains one level below grade.  This vault was discovered and initially 
documented via video camera through a small opening in the south wall of Vault A (Appendix B).  At that time, 
Vault B was otherwise inaccessible, as the only entry to the vault was from the now demolished building on Lot 16, 
and demolition rubble had blocked that entryway.  The view of Vault B from the southern end of Vault A showed 
rubble fill, suspended utility piping, and concrete walls that suggested Vault B is similar in construction materials 
and appearance to Vault A (Appendix B).  In late July 2022, project team members were able to further access the 
interior of Vault B.  At that time, it was discovered that Vault B was constructed of poured in place concrete walls 
on the exterior sides of the rectangular-shaped space.  The overall space has been subdivided to create a gas meter 
room at the southwest corner of the vault and a larger rectangular-shaped enclosure at the southeastern side of the 
vault.  Both of these subdivisions are surrounded by red brick walls covered in white paint rather than concrete 
walls.  It is possible that these subdivisions were created after the vault was constructed, as needs for the main 
warehouse building on the project site block changed.  These semi-enclosed spaces contain various sets of defunct 
utility pipes leading from the former warehouse building on the main project site block into and across this 
subdivided vault space, presumably once connecting to the utility mains under Duffield Street.  Mapping and 
photographs of Vault B are included in Appendix C.   
 
C. VAULT “C” 
 
Vault C, located immediately south of Vault B, is the smallest of the three vaults.  Vault B measures 15 feet in width 
and approximately 18 9 feet in length.  It is slightly shorter in length than the former historic lot frontage in this 
location.  The floor of Vault C is approximately three feet lower in elevation than the floor of Vault B.  There is an 
exhaust hatch at the northwest corner of the vault that vents through a grate on the sidewalk, likely servicing a 
former exhaust system.  Like Vault B, this vault was largely inaccessible during the initial discovery because 
demolition rubble from the former building had blocked the only entry to the interior.  At that time, photographs of 
the interior of Vault C were taken by lowering a camera through the sidewalk grate opening.  The photographs 
indicated that portions of the northern and southern walls of the vault are constructed of brick, in contrast to the 
remaining portions that appear to be concrete or concrete-faced.  There was significant rubble covering the floor.  Of 
note, a photograph of the basement level of the former building at 213-215 Duffield Street adjoining the vault 
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location (Appendix B), showed that the combination of brick and concrete, with a whitewashed interior, was a 
common construction method across the larger early 20th century structure. 
 
In early August 2022, project team members further investigated the interior of Vault C.  At that time, the brick wall 
that formed the southern extent of the initial vault exploration was breached, revealing another chamber to the south.  
The southernmost extent of Vault C was found to have poured in place concrete walls, similar in construction to 
Vaults A and B.  There were several horizontal and vertical metal supports that had been installed to brace the walls, 
floor, and ceiling.  The portions of the walls of Vault C that were constructed of brick were found to represent 
infilled doorways or openings between the sections of the overall vault footprint.  Mapping and photographs of the 
two sections of Vault C are included in Appendix C.  Given the similarities in construction, it appears that Vault C is 
contemporaneous with Vaults A and B, as well as the former buildings on Lot 18.   
 
V. 213-221 DUFFIELD STREET HISTORY 
 
The location of the sidewalk vaults adjoining what became 213-221 Duffield Street were, prior to the construction of 
city streets, part of the John Duffield farm (Beers 1874, Hopkins 1880).  The Duffield farm had been part of the 
larger Carel Debevois property, which upon his death had passed to his heirs, including daughter Margaret Duffield.  
The Debevois/ Duffield house was located at the approximate modern intersection of Duffield and Fulton Streets, 
several hundred feet south of the sidewalk vaults location (Stiles 1869).  In 1829, the Duffield property was 
surveyed into blocks and lots surrounded by proposed streets, including Duffield Street (Ludlam 1829).  What 
would become the 213-221 Duffield Street property included Farm Map Lots 469, 470, 471, 472, and a portion of 
473.  Each of these farm lots was 25 feet wide and 100 feet deep.  Despite the division of the farm property into new 
lots, however, these areas remained undeveloped through the 1830s and into the 1840s. 
 
By the 1830s, the City of Brooklyn had extended its city grid into the project site vicinity, with new streets laid out, 
including those surrounding the project site block.  Willoughby, Duffield, and Gold Streets were laid out officially 
in 1835, although the streets seem to have existed only on paper for a number of years before and after that time 
(Dikeman 1870). 
 
During the mid-1840s the first land transfers on Duffield Street began to be made to people outside the Duffield 
family.  At this time, though, the farm lots that were 25 feet wide were divided into new lots measuring 
approximately 20-22 feet in width.  Each 20- or 22-foot wide lot was given a unique lot number within the block; 
the area that became 213-221 Duffield Street became historic lots 18, 19, 20, 21, and 22. 
 
The mid-1840s marked the period when the first structures were built along Duffield Street.  The 1850 Dripps map, 
although not particularly detailed, did show that the location that became 213-221 Duffield Street was fully built out 
with new structures.  The 1855 Perris map (Figure 3) showed the layout of these five individual 1840s houses.  What 
became 213-221 Duffield Street then had addresses of 127-135 Duffield Street.  All of these row houses were frame 
constructed, with front and rear porches, and had open rear yards behind them.  The houses were set back slightly 
from the street, leaving several feet of open space in front of the front porches.  The five frame row houses at 213-
221 Duffield Street remained standing through the 19th century and into the first decades of the 20th century (Dripps 
1869; Bromley 1880; Hopkins 1880; Sanborn 1887, 1904 [Figure 4]).   
 
In the early 1910s, the southern three row houses (217, 219 and 221 Duffield Street) were demolished and a new 
seven-story building with a basement was constructed across the entirety of the three lots.  The 1915 Sanborn map 
(Figure 5) indicated that the building was completed in 1914.  By 1922, the remaining two row houses as 213 and 
215 Duffield Street had been demolished and an addition to the 1914 building had been constructed, covering the 
entire footprint of those two lots (Sanborn 1950, Figure 6).  The 1922 building also was seven stories, but had both a 
basement and a sub-basement level.  Finally, in 1936, a two-story addition to the large building was constructed 
fronting Willoughby Street, with a parking lot located at the northwest corner of the block between the building 
wings.  A 1937 Certificate of Occupancy (#84398), on file at the NYCDOB, indicated that the entire three building 
complex had seven floors and two basement levels (Appendix E).  No earlier Certificates of Occupancy were found 
to be on file for the building.  The 1950 Sanborn map (Figure 6) illustrated the layout of the building complex.  
Several historic photographs (Appendix F) showed the buildings in the 1940s. 
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An inquiry was made to the NYCDOT by Langan Engineering as part of this project concerning records for vaults 
under Duffield Street.  The NYCDOT indicated that there is one vault application on file, for the northernmost vault 
associated with the 1922 building at 213-215 Duffield Street.  The 1922 application was made to the New York City 
Bureau of Highways (a precursor to the NYCDOT) by Henry Otis Chapman, Architect, acting on behalf of the 
company of Towns & James, wholesale druggists, the occupants of the buildings.  The vault application was 
submitted in conjunction with the construction of the building, and is dated August 21, 1922 (Appendix D).  The 
vault application permit plan indicated that the proposed vault would extend along the entire length of the building 
and include the sidewalk (measuring approximately 45 feet long by 14 feet wide) but would be set back from the 
curb and the adjacent north and south properties by ten inches.  The survey of the proposed vault indicated that there 
was already another vault located to the south (noted as “wall of old vault”).  However, the NYCDOT does not have 
any records on file for vaults located to the south of 213-215 Duffield Street.  Although the NYCDOT’s archives 
contain information on vault applications and plans dating back to the 1880s in some cases, their collection is 
incomplete, with some locations containing extant paperwork and other locations undocumented and/or with 
missing records.  According to NYCDOT Plan Examiner Shane Zhang, there also have been a number of records 
lost over the many years that the archive has existed, most recently during flooding associated with Superstorm 
Sandy in 2012 (Shane Zhang, personal communication June 21, 2022). 
 
It is unclear whether the “old vault” noted to the south of 213-215 Duffield Street on the 1922 vault application 
referred to the existing vaults documented in this report, or to an earlier vault that Vaults B and C replaced.  
Regardless, it seems evident from their building materials that Vaults B and C were constructed at about the same 
time as the 1914 building they abutted, or alternately were constructed after 1922, when the initial vault application 
for Vault A was made, eradicating any potentially earlier vaults.   
 
The seven-story buildings at 213-221 Duffield Street remained standing until 2014, when they were demolished to 
make way for the Willoughby Square project.  The Willoughby Square project footprint extended across the entire 
northern portion of Block 146, but at that time did not extend into the sidewalks.  In 2022, during work to prepare 
the Duffield Street sidewalk to receive new utilities, the three vaults were re-discovered and documented by LiRo 
Engineers. 
 
V. CONCLUSIONS 
 
Based on the information provided in the preceding sections, HPI provides the following conclusions, in response to 
the research design questions presented above.  The three sidewalk vaults discovered in 2022 abutting the former 
locations of the seven-story warehouse buildings at 213-221 Duffield Street extend from the former building line to 
the curb line.  Vault A contains two sub-grade levels, and Vaults B and C contain one sub-grade level.  These 
sidewalk vaults were contemporary with the 1914 and 1922 seven-story buildings that they abutted and were 
connected to below grade.  They are constructed of poured concrete on the exterior walls and whitewashed brick 
walls in some of the subdivided interior sections of Vaults B and C.  The northern vault, labeled Vault A, matched 
the dimensions outlined in a 1922 vault permit on file with the NYCDOT and included here as Appendix D.  The 
southern two vaults, labeled Vaults B and C, were of similar construction as Vault A and of the buildings they 
serviced.  Although there was no formal permit found for Vaults B and C, the characteristics of these vaults argue 
that they were constructed at about the same time.  NYCDOT Plan Examination staff indicated that not all sidewalk 
vaults have permits that were filed and/or have survived in the archives. 
 
Beginning in the 19th century and continuing into the early 20th century, sidewalk vaults were a common feature of 
structures in New York City and other urban centers.  They were used for a variety of purposes, including coal 
delivery and storage, the location of boilers or other utilities that serviced adjoining buildings, and for general 
storage of materials, particularly heavy objects.  They were also the locations where utilities under the streets often 
connected to the buildings.  Although no specific information was available in municipal and archival records to 
confirm the purpose of the three vaults along Duffield Street, given that the buildings they serviced were constructed 
as warehouses for wholesale druggists, it appears likely that the vaults were used both for storage of materials 
related to the business and for the placement of mechanical and electrical equipment, including telephone gear and 
an exhaust system.  Prior to abandonment of coal as a fuel source, the vaults would also have been the means 
delivering coal to the buildings. 
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The research conducted for this memo indicates that these three vaults neither date to the mid-19th century nor were 
associated with the 1840s former row houses that predated the high-rise early 20th century warehouse at 213-221 
Duffield Street.  A number of previous archaeological studies on Block 146, in proximity to the sidewalk vaults, 
have investigated the occupancies of historic lots that had similarly constructed mid-19th century row houses.  
Several of the studies also addressed the potential for archaeological and architectural resources associated with 
Underground Railroad activity on the block, specifically studying the possibility of subsurface tunnels or vaults 
under the Duffield Street sidewalk.  Although there was no clear evidence to link these houses with the Underground 
Railroad, at least one of the houses, at 227 Duffield Street, was owned and occupied by notable abolitionists Harriet 
and Thomas Truesdell.  This row house was designated a New York City Landmark in 2021. 
 
Despite the documented abolitionist activity of some of the former residents of Duffield Street, and the oral tradition 
of Underground Railroad activities on the block, the three vaults that are the subject of this report do not have any 
association with that era, since they were constructed in the 20th century.  Additionally, given that these three vaults 
are so extensive, including the entire sidewalk width and one or two levels below grade, it is assumed that if there 
were any earlier tunnels or vaults from the 19th century in these locations, the current vaults would have completely 
destroyed them.  In summary, there is no historical significance to the three sidewalk vaults adjoining the former 
buildings at 213-221 Duffield Street. 
 
VI. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Although HPI has concluded that the three vaults along Duffield Street date to the 20th century, if LPC requests 
further documentation to be completed, Vaults B and C could be photodocumented prior to final deconstruction and 
abandonment.  The recordation would include information about the final depths of the vaults, the construction 
materials, and any additional information that may become evident during the inspection.  HPI would prepare a 
memorandum about the findings, to be filed with LPC. 
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Archaeological Memorandum: Sidewalk Vaults 
Willoughby Square Open Space Project
Duffield Street/Abolitionist Place Sidewalk adjacent to
Block 146, Lot 16 (formerly Lot 18, 213-221 Duffield Street)
Brooklyn, New York 11201

Figure 1: Vault locations on Brooklyn, N.Y. 7.5 Minute Topographic Quadrangle 
(U.S.G.S. 2019). 
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Archaeological Memorandum: Sidewalk Vaults 
Willoughby Square Open Space Project
Duffield Street/Abolitionist Place Sidewalk adjacent to
Block 146, Lot 16 (formerly Lot 18, 213-221 Duffield Street)
Brooklyn, New York 11201

Figure 2: Vault locations on 2008-2012 tax map (Department
of Finance 2012).
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Archaeological Memorandum: Sidewalk Vaults 
Willoughby Square Open Space Project
Duffield Street/Abolitionist Place Sidewalk adjacent to
Block 146, Lot 16 (formerly Lot 18, 213-221 Duffield Street)
Brooklyn, New York 11201

Figure 3: Vault locations on Maps of the City of Brooklyn (Perris 1855). 
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Archaeological Memorandum: Sidewalk Vaults 
Willoughby Square Open Space Project
Duffield Street/Abolitionist Place Sidewalk adjacent to
Block 146, Lot 16 (formerly Lot 18, 213-221 Duffield Street)
Brooklyn, New York 11201

Figure 4: Vault locations on Insurance Maps of Brooklyn, New York (Sanborn 1904). 
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Archaeological Memorandum: Sidewalk Vaults 
Willoughby Square Open Space Project
Duffield Street/Abolitionist Place Sidewalk adjacent to
Block 146, Lot 16 (formerly Lot 18, 213-221 Duffield Street)
Brooklyn, New York 11201

Figure 5: Vault locations on Insurance Maps of Brooklyn, New York (Sanborn 1915). 
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Archaeological Memorandum: Sidewalk Vaults 
Willoughby Square Open Space Project
Duffield Street/Abolitionist Place Sidewalk adjacent to
Block 146, Lot 16 (formerly Lot 18, 213-221 Duffield Street)
Brooklyn, New York 11201

Figure 6: Vault locations on Insurance Maps of Brooklyn, New York (Sanborn 1950). 
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APPENDIX A: STATEMENT OF FINDINGS, DOWNTOWN BROOKLYN DEVELOPMENT (OFFICE OF THE 
MAYOR 2004) 
 
  



























APPENDIX B: ENGINEERING MEMOS, SITE MAPS AND PHOTOGRAPHS OF THE VAULTS (EDC AND 
LIRO 2022) 
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Exhibit A - Site Plan and Discoveries Document  
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Exhibit B – Vault Description  

  



  Construction Managers        Engineers        Architects         

Three Aerial Way, Syosset, NY 11791   Telephone 516.938.5476   Facsimile 516.938.5491 

To: Ms. Yvi McEvilly, NYCEDC 

From:  Daniel Bradley
Robert deJongh 

Date: April 21, 2022 

Subject:  Willoughby Square Open Space 

NYCEDC Contract No. 73720003 

Under sidewalk Vault at 213-217 Duffield Street 

This memorandum has been prepared to describe the vault discovered under the sidewalk at the 
referenced address.  This vault was constructed contiguous with the building proper within the property 
lines, is/was integral-to, and actively served the building.  This evident from: 

The lines and grades of the footprint and floor elevations are corresponding;

The walls, floors, columns and beams of the vaulted area are predominantly poured-in-place
concrete with reinforcing detailing that matches the building;

A stairwell that spans between the building proper (cellar and subcellar) and the vault;

The presence of doorways from the building’s cellar and subcellar to both levels of the vault;

The presence of the main mechanical, electrical and telephone equipment that are all shared
between the building, the building’s vault, and the adjacent Consolidated-Edison utility-vault
directly to the north along Duffield Street;

The remnants of a mid-20th century mechanized material-hoist that vertically transits the
northern vault segment (Vault-A) and serves the building subcellar;

The presence of an apparent chemical-delivery vault (Vault C) containing mid-20th century
pressurized mechanical service equipment, and exhaust equipment.

See attached photos and data regarding the vault. 

cc:  S. Betsalel, NYCEDC 

encl:

Photographs
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LiRo Engineers, Inc. 
Three Aerial Way, Syosset, NY 11791   Telephone 516.938.5476   Facsimile 516.938.5491 

TO:

FROM:

RE:

Date:

File:

Robert deJongh, Jr. AIA Project Manager

Willoughby Square Open Space: Duffield Street Sidewalk Vaults: Access Report  

June 23, 2022 Rev 1

Subterranean vaults were discovered below the public sidewalk along the east side of Duffield Street (at the
western perimeter of the Willoughby Square Open Space project) during the excavation work associated with
the Willoughby Square Open Space project.

The Vaults were labeled A B & C during the exploratory work.

Vault A Northernmost of Vaults. Aligns with complete street frontage of 211 Duffield Street Brooklyn. Has
a lower level accessible to 211 Duffield Street’s Sub Cellar.
Vault A was exposed in March of 2022 during excavation work within the former footprint of the connected
building. Limited exploration was conducted until the determination of potential asbestos containing
materials in March of 2022
The Eastern Face of Vault A was exposed within Building Footprint March 2022. The Brick demising wall
appears to have been partially knocked down during building demolition.

Vault B Central of the Vaults. Northern of 2 adjacent vaults (B &C) that constitute entire street frontage of
217 Duffield Street, Brooklyn. This vault appears to have been built concurrently with the 217 Duffield Street
Building. This vault appears to be a single storey structure (below sidewalk grade) which aligns with the
building’s cellar.

Inaccessible at this time. There are no visible means to access the vault from the public street or from the
adjacent Vault A. All apparent access to Vault B appears to have been from within the now demolished
building.

Due to the placement of Fill material within the footprint of the demolished Building at 211/213 Duffield
Street (as part of that building’s demolition. There is no access from within the lot.

Vault C Southernmost of the Vaults. Southern of 2 adjacent vaults (B & C) that constitute entire street
frontage of 217 Duffield Street, Brooklyn. This vault appears to have been built concurrently with the 217
Duffield Street Buidling. This vault appears to be a single storey structure (below sidewalk grade) which
aligns with the building’s cellar.
Partially accessible

An existing grate was noted at Duffield Street’s public sidewalk in the Willoughby Square Open Space
construction documents. Apparently no exploration of the grate was conducted prior to the start of
construction. Upon further investigation, the grate was found to have a ships ladder below as well as an
adjacent & defunct exhaust system. This grate & ladder down from the public sidewalk at Duffield Street
allows limited access within Vault C. Like Vault B described above, Vault C is no longer accessible from
within the former building’s footprint (211/213 Duffield street) as that building was demolished and its
footprint was partially filled with rubble. The rubble migrated into the vault and has completely blocked any
further access. It is noted that Vault C contains panels of brickwork at portions of the northern & southern
walls. It is also noted that there are numerous similar areas of brickwork panels delineating demising walls
throughout these building’s cellar & vaults. Example is included herein.

Photographs are included below for your ready reference.
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Vault A

Vault A  Subcellar LevelVault 

Vault A below Sidewalk
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Vault B

Vault B is inaccessible at this time.
Attempts were made to take boreoscope 
images through the sidewalk but were 
unsuccessful. 
The images below came fromm a short video 
taken through a sleeve in the north wall of 
Vault B (from Vault-A)

Attempt to obtain

photos from

sidewalk level

Rubble Fill from

intrusion from

within the site.

photos take thru

wall from Vault A
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Vault C
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Vault positions overlaid on Sanborn block & Lot Map

Vault A

Eastern Face exposed within

Building Footprint March 2022

Vault B

Inaccessible

Vault C

Partial Access from

Street Only

Sample Brick Panel

along internal

Building party-wall



APPENDIX C: SUPPLEMENTAL SITE MAPS AND PHOTOGRAPHS OF VAULTS B AND C (LIRO 2022) 
 
  



NOTES:
1. Hanging utility piping throughout;
2. Existing 4" CMU Walls along eastern demising line have collapsed at some areas;
3. Vaults have varying amounts of fill materials at floors;
4. Vaults A & B Floor-Levels appears to generally align with  adjacent bulding cellar floor levels;

Note Change indicated at "Floor Level Adjacencies"  Vault C floor Level is 36" lower than Vault B.
5. Vault Exterior wall thickness has not yet been determined. Projected anticipated wall thickness of 12"
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APPENDIX D: VAULT APPLICATION AND PLAN (BUREAU OF HIGHWAYS 1922) 
 
  







APPENDIX E: CERTIFICATE OF OCCUPANCY (DOB 1938) 
 
  



 



APPENDIX F: HISTORIC PHOTOGRAPHS 
 



 

 
1941 photograph of the seven-story building on Block 146, Lot 18 in the center of the image.  The three vaults are 
located under the sidewalk in front of the building.  View looking south along Duffield Street.  Courtesy New York 
Public Library. 
 



 
1940s tax photograph of Block 146 (formerly Block 2077), Lot 18, the seven-story building at center left.  The three 
vaults are located under the sidewalk in front of the building.  View looking north along Duffield Street.  Courtesy 
New York City Municipal Archives. 
 



 
1940s tax photograph of Block 146 (formerly Block 2077), Lot 17, which was located immediately south of the 
current project area.  The former seven-story building at 217-221 Duffield Street abutting the sidewalk vaults is on 
the left, with the freestanding mailbox marking the approximate southern side of Vault C, under the sidewalk.  View 
looking east across Duffield Street.  Courtesy New York City Municipal Archives. 
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