
SHORT HISTORY OF HANOVER SQUARE (edited by Brian G. Andersson)

To understand why New York is thought of as a “melting pot” one
must go back to Henry Hudson’s voyage to North America in 1608.
The English sea captain sailed on his new ship the Halve Maen (Half

Moon), funded by the Dutch East India Company in search of a shorter 
route to the spice-filled East Indies. Hudson was pushed to the northwest 
and ended up south in Cape Hatteras, where he headed north, eventually 
ending up in what we now know as New York Harbor along the coast of 
Staten Island. Hudson’s mate refers to the side of the river as Manna-hata. 
Hudson discovered that the Hudson River Valley had an abundance of 
beavers – though spices were the most imperative import to Europe, fur 
was also extremely valuable. The Dutch staked their claim to the territory 
that Hudson had already declared his and the subsequent explorer 
Adriaen Block would chart. This would ultimately become New Nederland 
and the island would become New Amsterdam. Its capital city was 
cosmopolitan and multi-ethnic, and its citizens valued free trade, individual 
rights, and religious freedom. The West India Company in Amsterdam 
would elect Peter Minuit as their first Governor. The Dutch would settle and 
New Amsterdam would become a thriving trading port with the legendary 
peg legged Peter Stuyvesant replacing Minuit as Director General. At one 
stage, there were over 18 nationalities living in New Amsterdam. Their 
champion was a progressive, young lawyer named Adriaen van der Donck 
who emerges as a true patriot (two books on this overlooked time period 
are “The Island at the Center of the World” by Russell Shorto, and “New 
York, New York” by Oliver E. Allen).

During the Dutch period, New Amsterdam was essentially the southern 
end of Manhattan Island, with their main docks at the foot of Broad Street, 
widened at one point as a canal. It was chartered as a city on February 
2, 1653, the local tavern becoming their city hall (Stadt Huis) in order to 
house the new government and magistrates. Johannes Nevius, chosen 
as New Amsterdam’s Secretary, moved into Stadt Huis with his wife, 
Adriaentje, and their family and were there until the English took over. The 
East River washed the shore at present-day Pearl Street (formerly Great 
Dock Street). Located in what is now Hanover Square was a house built in 
the mid-17th century by Burger Jorissen. The structure was typical of early 
Dutch architecture and was on the west side of the square, at the corner 
of present-day William Street. Near the house were orchards and gardens. 
New Amsterdam’s most popular bar was the Wooden Horse located on 
Stone Street, the first paved street, utilizing cobblestone to combat the 
mud and dust kicked up by horses. 
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In 1664, the city came under British rule and the name was changed to 
New York in honor of the royal proprietor, the Duke of York, later King 
James II. They came with a few hundred soldiers in four ships under the 
command of Richard Nicolls and took control in three days as Stuyvesant 
conceded to their list of demands. A few years later, in 1668, Burger 
Jorissen’s house was purchased as a residence by Thomas Lewis, shipping 
merchant and alderman of the city. As New York grew northward and 
eastward, the city council surveyed the area in 1691 and streets were 
extended by means of landfill. The waterfront was moved one block east, 
and the appropriately-named Water Street opened on January 18, 1694. 
The east side of Hanover Square became available for building.

During the late 17th century and early 18th 
century, roads north of Wall Street were given 
names indicative of the British order such as Crown 
and King Street. Beaver Street, where merchants 
had carried pelts to the trade ships, was renamed 
Princess Street. In 1695, just after the death of 
Queen Mary II, the name Great Dock Street 
was changed to Queen Street. In the same year, 
Abraham de Peyster, a merchant and prominent 
city official, built a large house on Queen Street. A 
resident on the west side of the square was William 
Kidd, more widely remembered as Captain Kidd, 
who assisted with the construction in 1697 of the 
first Trinity Church.

Though the English were in control of New York at 
this time, the wealthiest families were predominately 
Dutch. At the turn of the century, intermarriage began between cultures. 
In twenty years’ time, the British became the most well-to-do citizens with 
the best property. Alida Schulyer van Rensselaer (a predominant Dutch 
family) married Robert Livingston, a Scottish-born merchant. Alida’s sister, 
Gertrud married Stephanus van Cortlandt. In 1700, the young French 
merchant Stephen Delancey married their daughter, Ann van Cortlandt. 
By this time they were a very well-connected family, her father being the 
former mayor and her grandfather owning a prosperous tavern on Stone 
Street and making the van Cortlandts one of the most influential family 
names in New York. They lived in a three-story brick mansion near the 
Stadt Huis - present day 10 Hanover Square. The couple was given much 
of Broad and Pearl Street as their wedding present. 

The broad quay was now a city “square” – but in reality was more the 
shape of a triangle – with houses on three sides and also in the lower-
middle part of the area. This space was a thriving business community with 
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every inch taken up with merchants of every type. In 1714, in honor of 
the accession of George I, King of Great Britain and Ireland and Elector of 
Hanover, the square was named Hanover Square as an echo of London’s 
Hanover Square, south of Oxford Street near St. George’s Church. 

By this time, New York’s docks and their related 
commercial activity were spreading northward with the 
City’s growth. In 1712, the population was 5,840 in 
New York County. By 1761, Govenor Cadwalader Colden 
estimated there were about 2,000 households in the city.

As buildings downtown were converted to commercial 
use, the desired residential areas moved further north. 
Thomas Lewis’s residence was sold by his heirs to the 
printer William Bradford in 1714, who occupied it as a 
combined residence and printing-shop. There, in 1725, 
he began publication of New York’s first newspaper, 
the New York Gazette. In 1757, Hugh Gaine moved 
to the square. On the masthead of his newspaper, The 
New York Mercury, he styled himself (Monday, April 
12, 1762) “Printer, Bookseller, and Stationer at the 
Bible and Crown, in Hanover Square.” Hanover Square 
had by then become known as “New York’s printing-
house square” - an equivalent of the London Square 
named after the King’s Printing House. Another famous 
publisher in the area was James Rivington at Queen 
Street. During the American Revolution, he published a 
loyalist paper, Rivington’s Royal Gazette.

William Walton, a prosperous merchant who had been 
living in the heart of the city at Hanover Square decided to change his 
residence. In 1752 he erected a spacious Georgian style mansion, called 
The Walton House, which was regarded at the time as the handsomest 
residence in the city. The location was at 67 St. George’s Square, 
conveniently near his business office at Hanover Square. The square was 
originally land owned by one Walter Franklin, a highly successful late 18th 
century merchant, where he kept a mansion with surrounding gardens. 
The house itself, known as Samuel Osgood House, was used by George 
Washington as his residence the first year of his presidency. In honor of 
Washington, the space was later named St. Georges Square. Subsequently, 
the space was called Franklin Square in 1817, after Benjamin Franklin, at 
326 Pearl Street, once called Queen Street. The future King William IV, 
serving in the Royal Navy, lived there during the American Revolution. 

No city suffered as brutally as did New York during the American 
Revolution. Captured by the British in a series of battles that almost wiped 
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out the revolutionary forces, 
the city was occupied for more 
than seven years – longer than 
any city its size in modern times. 
A few thousand fled before 
the start of hostilities and were 
supplanted by colonial troops. 
They were again superseded 
when the majority of the defeated 
Loyalists were forced out at the 
war’s end by their neighbors - the 
revolutionists. Furthermore, the 
city was changed significantly by 
two devastating fires. The British 
billeted large numbers of people 
in houses they requisitioned. 

Trees were cut down for fuel and food was scarce. At the end, more than 
independence had been gained. The most radical aspect of the Revolution 
had been demonstrated in New York – an entire stratum of society, the 
most conservative and pro-British of the merchant families and their allies 
had been ejected, political alignments had shifted, and a new economic 
structure would soon arise.

New York was in ruins; its streets were torn up and in disarray. Its entire 
lower section was still a charred shamble from the disastrous wartime 
fires of 1776 and 1778, and those houses which had 
been fortunate enough to escape destruction were 
dilapidated. It looked as if New York would take a long 
time to recover, given the mass Tory exodus to Canada 
and the remaining populace deeply divided. For the first 
time, figures whose accomplishments helped change 
New York were also known on a national scale, men as 
disparate as Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr.

Alexander Hamilton arrived in New York in 1773, having 
attended King’s College. He attracted attention with 
his eloquent speech at a rally in The Fields urging the 
American Colonies to unite in resistance to Britain’s 
taxation policies. During the revolution, he was one of 
Washington’s most trusted aides and when the fighting 
ceased he studied law. He was admitted to practice and 
set up an office at 56 Wall Street.

The Walton House

Alexander Hamilton
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He expounded on the need for centralized federal authority as early as 
1780. Hamilton founded the Bank of New York in 1784, now the oldest 
bank in the U.S., and opened its first offices in the Walton House.

In 1787, the Bank moved to 11 Hanover Square and by 1796 the business 
of the bank had increased so much that a bigger location was needed. 
The northeast corner of William and Wall Street was purchased, and on 
June 22, 1797, a cornerstone laid. The new home of The Bank of New 
York became 48 Wall Street. A great book on the subject is “Hamilton”  
by Ron Chernow.

The shipping industry was changing, and with it the great port city of 
New York. The slips were bursting with newer ships known as packet ships 
loaded with new wares. They held to a rigid schedule, regardless of loads 
and conditions, throughout the year. This packet service solidified New 
York’s economic leadership and made it the entrepôt - or commercial 
emporium - to which all other American ports would become secondary. 
Merchant firms clustered along the South Street docks, fueling the boom. 
Their hard-nosed, aggressive moves brought the United States to its zenith 
as a maritime power and helped give the city the economic dominance 
that it retains to this day.

As the population of Manhattan soared, it put an enormous strain on 
the city’s municipal facilities – such as a desperate need for a new water 
system. The Manhattan Company, founded by Aaron Burr in 1799, 
ostensibly more interested in its bootleg banking operation than laying 
pipes, served only a fraction of people’s homes. Most households were 
left to obtain water from public pumps or hawkers peddling casks on the 
streets. After a study in 1835, the city finally voted $12 million to dam 
the Croton River some forty-five miles north of Manhattan and import 
its water via aqueduct to reservoirs on the edge of town which it would 
then be piped to the city. Just a few months after the vote on the evening 
of December 16, 1835, a fire broke out in a warehouse near Hanover 
Square and rapidly spread. The temperature hovered around zero degrees 
Fahrenheit that night and water froze in all available outlets. The blaze 
could be seen from Philadelphia (ninety miles away) and continued for  
3 days, wiping out a seventeen-block area below Wall Street that had once 
contained 700 structures. It was by far the worst fire in the city’s history 
and destroyed the last of New York’s old Dutch houses and stores.

The original Hanover Square was no more.




