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PUBLIC SCHOOL 39, 417 Sixth Avenue, Borough of Brooklyn. Bui It 1876-77; 
Samuel B. Leonard, Superintendent of Sui ldings for the Board of Education. 

Landmark Site: Borough of Brooklyn Tax Map Block 1000, Lot I. 

On January II, 1977, the Landmarks Preservation Commission held a public 
hearing on the proposed designation as a Landmark of Public School 39 and the 
proposed designation of the related Landmark Site (Item No. 5). The hearing 
had been duly advertised in accordance with the provisions of 1law. Sixteen 
witnesses, including City Council Majority Leader Thomas Cuite and a delegation 
of students, faculty, and parents from the school, spoke in favor of designation. 
There were no speakers in opposition to designation. 

DESCRIPTION AND ANALYSIS 

Public School 39, also known as the Henry Bristow School, has been a 
neighborhood institution in the southern section of Park Slope for one hundred 
years. Prominently sited at the corner of Sixth Avenue and Eighth Street, it 
is a handsome and distrinctive brick school building which combines features of 
the ltalianate and French Second Empire styles. Opened in 1877, the school is 
a symbolic I ink to the early history of education in Brooklyn. 

In 1661, the Town of Breuckelen organized its first public school in a 
small church. Although the early schools were free, the Dutch, not wishing to 
accept "charity", insisted on paying an annual tuition of three to four guilders 
per child. The English, shortly after taking control in 1664, abolished this 
free school system. It was not until 1795 that New York State passed an act 
for "the encouragement of schools" which provided for appropriations from the 
State Treasury for education. In 1843, a law was enacted which established the 
Brooklyn Board of Education. 

By 1790, the early residents of the Gowanus section of Brooklyn, which 
includes today's Park Slope, had organized a school. Under the provisions of 
an 1805 law, the school district serving Gowanus elected trustees for the 
school in 1810. This school became known as Public School 2. By the 1870s, 
new facilities were needed to serve the increasing student population. This 
problem was temporarily solved in the Gowanus section when Primary School 2 was 
organized, as an outgrowth of Public School 2, in the house of Henry Bristow in 
1873. Shortly afterward, in March of 1876, the Board of Education bought 
property at the corner of Sixth Avenue and Eighth Street from George Riggs to 
be the site of Public School 39. The school, which was begun in 1876, opened 
for classes in 1877 under the leadership of its first principal, Harriet N. 
Morris. The pupils of Primary School 2 were transferred from the school in 
Henry Bristow's house to Public School 39 across the street. During the first 
year of classes at Public School 39, tme student register swelled from about 
300 students during the spring semester to approximately 840 students in the 
fall. Although the school had been designed for a capacity of 1,087 students, 
it did not accommodate that number of students until 1880. 

It is believed that Public School 39 was designed by Samuel B. Leonard 
who was the Superintendent of Buildings for the Board of Education at the time. 
It was modeled after Public School 37 which had been built the year before. 
Both buildings have nearly identical designs and display simi tar decorative 
detailing. One of the most distinctive features of the interior of Public 
School 39 was the division of each floor into two open spaces, each of which 
could be subdivided into three classrooms by means ~f rol I ing doors. This 
concept of flexible classroom size became widely advocated during the 1960s. 
In 1963, Public School 39 was forced to remove its rol I ing doors in order to 
comply with fire code regulations. 

In 1916 the school was named after the late Henry Bristow ( 1840-1906), 
as part of a new citywide program to honor local civic leaders. Bristow was a 
local public administrator who had been elected the representative of the 6th 
Congressional District in 1900 and who had previously served as president of 
the 22nd Ward. In addition, Bristow was a member of the Brooklyn Board of 
Education during the 1880s and was appointed Police Justice in 1897. It is 
very fitting that Public School 39 be named in honor of so aivic-minded an 
individual as Bristow, in whose house Primary School 2 was first organized. 



This richly detailed three-story symmetrical school building is transitional 
in style combining features of the ltalianate and FreRch Second Empire styles. 
Each long side of the rectangular brick building has handsome two-tiered windows 
recessed between equal width wal I sections set above a base with conventional 
fenestration. The regular rhythm of these windows is broken at the center of 
each side by a two-story high projecting stair tower. 

The entrance or principal facade of the building, facing Sixth Avenue, is 
enriched by stone trim w~ich contrasts with the brick. A central bay or tower 
with a rusticated first floor, which is the main feature of this facade, is 
flanked by high narrow corner pavilions with stone quoins at the first floor. 
Centered in this tower is the recessed main entrance doorway ccowned by an arch 
with an ornamental keystone. At the second floor, above the main entrance, two 
high windows with corbeled heads are united under a common lintel with end 
corbels. These windows, in turn, are surmounted by a high Venetian window of 
the type popularized in the ltalianate style; a central column separates two 
arched windows with circular form above, and all are enframed by a single stone 
arch with faceted keystone. The spandrel panel between these tower windows , 
bears the inscription ''Public School 39''. Flanking the tower, inside the 
paneled end bays, are a series of paired windows, segmental arched at the first 
flo~r and round arched at the upper two floors. Crowning the tower, where it 
proJects above the roof, are three small arched windows above which is a band 
of diminutive corbeled arches set in the brickwork. Originally this central 
tower was crowned by a mansard roof, removed during the 1940s. 

On either side of the tower steep mansard roofs of slate with iron crest
ings extend out to meet the truncated pyramidal roofs above the end or corner 
pavilions at the Sixth Avenue end, while a low double-pitched roof covers the 
remaining length of the building behind the entrance facade. The mansard roofs 
are distinctive elements of the French Second Empire style. One of the most 
striking features of the school is its bold roof cornice with medii lions and 
paired brackets so characteristic of the ltal ianate style. The cornice above 
the end pavi I ions is carr·ted on the same paired grooved brackets as those which 
recur along the side wal Is. 

As Public School 39 celebrates its one hundredth anniversary, it remains 
an important part of the Park Slope community. The school has been a source 
of community pride for generations and is one of the few public schools of its 
period which continues to serve its original function. 

FINDINGS AND DESIGNATIONS 

On the basis of a careful consideration of the history, the architecture 
and other features of this building, the Landmarks Preservation Commission finds 
that Public School 39 has a special character, special historical and aesthetic 
interest and value as part of the development, heritage and cultural character
istics of New York City. 

The Commission further finds that, among its important qualities, Public 
School 39 is a handsome school building, combining features of the ltalianate 
and French Second Empire styles, that it has distinctive and striking archi
tectural details, that for almost one hundred years it has played an important 
role in the community and continues to do so, that it is one of the few public 
schools of its period which continues to serve its original function, that it 
is a symb01 ic link to the early history of education in Brooklyn and that it is 
a prominent feature of the southern section of the Park Slope community. 

Accordingly, pursuant to the provisions of Chapter 63 of the Charter of 
the City of New York and Chapter 8-A of the Administrative Code of the City of 
New York, the Landmarks Preservation Commission designates as a Landmark 
Public School 39, 417 Sixth Avenue, Borough of Brooklyn and designates Tax 
Map Block 1000, Lot I, Borough of Brooklyn, as its Landmark Site. 

-2-


