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The historic property that has become the focal point of this assignment is the
Brooklyn Avenue School structure, which is located on Brooklyn Avenue in Valley
Stream (between Fifth and Sixth Street). The school is presently a viable educational
institution within Public School District 24, but its historical significance and value must
be established if it is to remain so in the years to come. To fully appreciate the structure,
one must first take into account its intrinsic role in the history of Valley Stream and in the
lives of its residents. The preservation of the Brooklyn Avenue School is especially
important, in that in my twenty-two years of living in Valley Stream I have witnessed the
demolition of two of the village’s landmarks, namely the William F. Donahue School
(previously named the Franklin Avenue School) and Carl Hoppel’s Valley Stream Park

Inn.

Prior to the turn of the century children living in the southernmost portion of
Valley Stream attended school in the Hewlett-Woodmere District 14. This arrangement,
however, soon proved inadequate. In 1879, a one-room frame building located on
Hawthome Avenue served as a schoolhouse. William Horton, a citizen of some renown,
was the trustee and often served in a janitorial capacity to keep the heating system (a

potbelly stove) functioning properly. One of the teachers that taught there was Rufus

! Footnotes have been added for clarity.



Brower, a former judge of the Town of Hempstead and undoubtedly Valley Stream’s
most popular schoolmaster. Because he was a poker player of some renown, the students
often received an unscheduled holiday when Rufus saw the makings of a good poker
game in the offing. Also, it was taken for granted that there would be no school whenever

a Democratic Convention was in session (Ruehl: 30 & McGovern: 17-18)

The present School District 24 was organized on September 11, 1894 under the
supervision of James S. Cooley, Commissioner of Schools, Queens County. The meeting
was held in what was called the annex to district 14 of Hewlett and Woodmere. The
building was a new structure, one story high, and without a single article of furniture. A
table, a few dozen chairs and kerosene lamps were borrowed to conduct the meeting
(Jenkins: 1). The meeting ended with most of the 48 voters of the district casting their
ballots in favor of forming the new district. Abraham F. Foster, James Payan an Frank J.
Armstrong were elected trustees, while Robert M. Dibble was elected District Clerk and
David Horton was elected District Collector of School Taxes (Ruehl: 30) The main
argument advanced for the new district was the distance to the main school district 14 at

Hewlett.

The new district included all the land south of Merrick Road to Hewlett-
Woodmere District 14, west on Hook Creek to the Elmont District 16 (Ridgewood
Aqueduct” and Central Avenue), and east on Merrick Road to Horton Avenue.

Commissioner Cooley advocated the building of a much-needed new school. It was a

% See also Public Education in Valley Stream, Supra note 2, Volume I District Thirteen History, Chapter
One at 6




modest one-story frame building erected on Fifth Street situated approximately where the
flagpole stands today [see photocopy A and picture 2 and 7]. Before completion,
however, rooms were rented from Henry Landgrebe, rent for the rooms being then $5.00
per month. Desks and blackboards were purchased, and a female teacher was hired to

teach the primary classes.

The district was originally organized as a Common District School but later, upon

the advice Commissioner Cooley, changed to a Union Free School:

The school commission had to be first organized as a common district school, on the advise of
school commissioner Cooley, the Board here advised to form a union free school, as it would be
greatly to the advantage of the school in the future; as we could bond the district for one or more
buildings if necessary, and that the bonds could be floated for a longer period than in the case of a
common district school. So on Monday, January 2" 1895, a special meeting was held for that
purpose, with James Payan as president of Board and myself as clerk. This was carried. (Dibble:

11)

The next question was buying a site and that was accomplished shortly after at a
special meeting in the schoolhouse in 1898. A large plot, including 22 lots in all, was
bought from Anton Bruns, the Village’s first tavern keeper who owned much of the
surrounding land. Interested himself in the cause of education, Burns sold the lots to the
district at $50.00 each for a total of $1000.00, throwing in the two extra lots for good

measure (Jenkins: 1).



A new two-story building was later built on the plot. It was a comparatively
elaborate structure, with a hall in the center, a classroom on each side, and two more
classrooms upstairs [see photocopy B]. At that early date, there were no legal objections
to a school official participating in a contract. The districts were glad to have their own
men, whom they could trust, do work wherever possible. Therefore, when the firm of
Abrams and Dibble bid $18.00 lower than there nearest competitor, they were awarded
the contract for the new building along with the gratitude of the district. On August 2,
1898, Mr. Dibble was elected trustee to succeed Abraham F. Foster, who refused to run

for re-election.

The population of the district jumped rapidly in the next few years, and by 1907,
the question of more school facilities was again before the public. A new eight-room
brick building was decided on as the best investment. Some of the farmers were
beginning to buck mounting taxes by then, and the proposition, although carried, had

opposition, the vote being 98 to 20.

On January 23, 1907, at a special meeting, it was resolved to place in “The Register’, which was
the only newspaper published at that time in the district, a notice of a special meeting to be held, to vote on
the proposition for the erection of the new brick school building. At a meeting held on February 27, 1907,
the resolution was passed with 98 votes in favor and 20 opposed. The contract for the new building was let
to Chas. A. Schiffmacher at $30.000. The building contained eight rooms. The heating was a hot air
arrangement. This was afterwards changed to steam heat. This did not include the moving of the four-room
frame schoolhouse. Three thousand dollars were appropriated for this purpose, and for the building of the

foundation and alterations necessary. The members of the school board at that time were Christopher




Schreiber, president; Edward Miller and myself. Wallace Payan was clerk and Frederick E. Hill, treasurer.

(Dibble: 11-12)

Upon the completion of the new school, the old frame schoolhouse was, as stated above,
moved to the rear of the school grounds [see photocopy C]. It had served as an annex for
many years until it was sold in July of 1913 at public auction to F. Stanhope Phillips for
$350.00. I was disappointed that I was unable to ascertain more of the details and

documentation of the sale and of present site of the building if it still stands today.

In August 1913, eight classrooms and an assembly room were added. It was a
welcome addition especially for the children living in the west end of the district who, by
now, were being conveyed to school from their distant homes. Many years later a
gymnasium was erected on the west side of the school facing Fifth Street. No story about
the Brooklyn Avenue School would be complete, however, without mention being made
of the school bell that has hung in the belfry for what is now eighty-two years. It rang
loud and clear each morning, the older boys deeming it a privilege to be allowed to pull
the rope that sounded the historic bell. The bell announced town meetings and served as a

fire alarm in the early days of the Valley Stream Fire Department.

In July of 1988 there was a great debate as to the preservation of the historic bell,
which was found to be in need of repair and deteriorating. Its significance was
appreciated and district taxpayers approved a $1.3 million bond issue. Projects to be done
with the money from the issuance of the bond included the replacement of roofs, doors,

windows, chimneys, brickwork and concrete in the district’s three schools: the Brooklyn



Avenue School, the Robert W. Carbonaro School, and the William L. Buck School. The
board set aside $22,500 to fix the tower that has housed a bell atop Brooklyn Avenue
schoolhouse for what was then 81 years. This amount received a negative response from
the community present at a meeting held to discuss just these issues; many thought that
the price was excessive for the restoration of the structure and it seemed that the bell had

toiled for another piece of Long Island’s history.

At the time the board had estimated and included in the bond the approximate cost
for the work to be done on the bell and its tower, it was thought that the bell tower was a
part of the roof, which, if removed, would leave a gaping hole to be filled in. Problems
arose when it was learned that this was not the case. Once taxpayers approved the bond
issue and engineers began their figuring, they discovered when they made the actual
climb that the bell is housed in a 6 ft. X 6 ft. frame simply placed on top of the roof. Their
revised estimate for the removal of both the tower and the bell was now reduced to a cost

of only $3000, thus making its removal even more appealing.

After finding that the bell tower was not an integral part of the roof, district
officials offered to enshrine the bell in the lobby of the school building or place it in some
prominent place in the courtyard (the parents and children at the school to choose the
place of honor for the bell). This course of action was met with much resistance in the
form of the Brooklyn Avenue PTA, which claimed the support of over 400 parents. Louis
Sether, the co-president of the PTA, organized a petition drive that gathered more than

300 signatures to ask that the bell stay atop the school rather than be put on display. “We




don’t want to take bell down,; it’s part of tradition,” Sether said. “That bell has rung every

morning before school for the last 81 years.” [Piatt: 1].

Member of the school board were unprepared for the vehement reaction that was
encountered. “The board was excited at bringing the bell down, cleaning it up and putting
[it] on display,” said Richard Bonen, superintendent of Valley Stream District 24, in the
Newsday article. “The board didn’t know that ringing the bell was so important. We were
surprised... The issue has now switched from the preservation of the bell to the
preservation of the ringing of the bell. No one wants to see the loss of a historic piece.”
(Piatt: 2). And no one did, thanks to the efforts of those concerned with maintaining an
integral portion of Valley Stream heritage. Monies were made available from the bond
issuance, as well as any private contributions, for the project and the bell tower was
renovated and reinforced. The bell resounds at the start of every school day, being rung
by an anxious sixty-grader as it has been for the last eighty-two years, and is an aural

reminder that the past can maintain its viability in the present.

It is interesting to note that the integrity of the exterior of the Brooklyn Avenue
School has been meticulously maintained throughout the passing years. This is evidenced
by comparison of the building at varying intervals of its history [see photocopy D]. The
addition of the gymnasium was undertaken in a manner and style that was in keeping
with the architecture of the main portion of the building, with great pains taken to utilize
brickwork that would correspond to that comprising the entire facade. This is just one

example. Upon interviewing Mr. Frank Balchi, a maintenance/security worker at the



school, I found that the windows and doors of the building were replaced within the last
year-and-a-half (presently with the money from the previously discussed bond issuance)
in keeping with the original architectural intent. Special attention was given the ornate
window of the presiding principal’s office which is located on the structures second story
[see picture 10, location of scaffolding], as well as to the rest of the windows which
remain pained glass despite the added cost of custom-cutting each to size in order to

replace them.

The board has become more cognizant in recent times of the preservation process
and has come to realize the import with which the residents of District 24 regard their
local history. It seems that much is being done to maintain the integrity of the school
structure and I credit this change to the individuals who got personally involved in 1988
with the saving of the functioning bell. One can only hope that this trend will continue,
for Valley Stream has already lost to condominiums and shopping plazas two locally

significant landmarks.




A 5

: ] = ’

___~_:U s

“F—Hi &
o : [
a ol
;:jfﬁt

<

e — p1

First one-room schoolhouse

built in 1894 on Fifth

Street

(Ruehl:30)

DT i ‘



Two-story frame school

built in 1898

(Ruehl1:30)
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MAPS

(1) 1873 map of Valley Stream from the Long Island Atlas at

Hofstra University.

(2) 1880 map of Valley Stream from the frontispiece of Father

McGovern: A Golden Jubilee Tribute and a History of His

Parish:1894-1944. Valley Stream Free Library, Valley

Stream, NY. #23987.

(3) 1914 map of Valley Stream from the 1914 Nassau County Atlas

at Hofstra University.

(4) 1960 Valley Stream street map at Hofstra University.
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PICTURES

(1) Front view of building, southside of Brooklyn Avenue (1990).
(2) Southwest corner (1990).
(3) Front view of building, southside of Brooklyn Avenue (1990).
(4) Westside of building (1990).
(5) Northside of building (1990).
(6) Eastside of building (1990).
(7) Southwest corner (1990).
(8) 1917-1918 Honor Roll, Southwest cormner (1990).
(9) Commemorative plaque, lobby Brooklyn Avenue School (1990).
(10) Front view of building, southside of Brooklyn Avenue (1957).
(11) A view of the southwest side of Brooklyn Avenue (1990).

é;;‘ (12) Apartment building, on southside of Brooklyn Avenue (1990).
(13) House, adjacent to apartments, on southside of Brooklyn

Avenue (1990).

(14) Housing on Fifth Street, on the westside of the building
(1990).

(15) Wall of new gymnasium on westside of the building (1990).

(16 & 17) Condominiums on the previous site of the Franklin
School, Franklin Avenue Valley Stream (1990).

(18 & 19) Shopping plaza located on Merrick Road at Hicks Street,

Valley Stream, the previous site of Carl Hoppel's Valley

Stream Park Inn (1990).
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