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Brownsville Heritage House!
Hi everyone! Welcome to the
Brownsville Heritage House (or BHH
for short)! 

Have you ever thought about how
important it is to know about your
culture and your community? 

Well, in this ‘zine (short for magazine)
you’ll read about how important BHH is
to Brownsville history and its residents. 

Welcome to  



So many people have transformed
BHH into what it is today: a cultural
safe space where creativity grows! 

So join us as we walk through the BHH
space and take a look at the impact it
has had on Brownsville history!

While flipping through this ‘zine, you’ll see how BHH and its
caretakers have helped create spaces for multicultural art,
education, and culture to co-exist throughout time. 

This is important because it shows how BHH continues to
be a place where community members can creatively
connect and engage with one another and their culture. 



“I’m glad to be a part of the
women who keep this place

going!”

- Miriam Robertson, Executive
Director of BHH

 -MIRIAM ROBERTSON, 

BHH Executive Director 

Meet our Narrator! 

Hi everybody! I’m Miriam
and I am the head caretaker
of BHH. I have been in this
role for over nine years
now, and I’ve really learned
a lot! 

The Heritage House has
always been run and cared
for by Black women like me,
and I've just met so many
wonderful people to help
assist me!

 -MOTHER GASTON, 

BHH Founder 



The women who came before
me saw a big need for the
neighborhood to hang onto
spaces for education, culture
and art in Brownsville. BHH
became a place, in addition to
our schools & libraries, that
teaches Black history - our
history - while also making room
for the future.

Keep reading to learn about our
special history. We'll walk
through how BHH got here, the
Black women that made this
place possible, and where BHH is
headed. 

Head to the next page, and let’s
keep going!

 -PATRICIA DEAN, 
Former BHH Exec. Director 



Created by Mother Gaston, activist and founder of BHH, I follow
a rich legacy of women caring for and guiding the original

mission of BHH, including her mentor, Patricia Dean
(affectionately known as  Mama Pat) who I followed as ED after

she passed away. 

Before I was the ED I sat on the BHH board with my mother, Iris
Robertson, who has been an active member since  1995. While

there have been many members who have supported this
space, it is easy to trace the impact of women’s leadership and

the legacy that we continue to uphold.

Matriarchy & Lineage 

Image of Miriam Robertson  at BHHPhoto Source: Brownsville Heritage House 



Image of Miriam Robertson, Mother Gaston, Patricia DeansPhoto Source: Brownsville Heritage House 



 OF BROWNSVILLE

Now, what’s so special about
Brownsville? It is a neighborhood in
eastern Brooklyn and a part of greater
New York City. Brownsville is a place of
many different experiences.
Brownsville is a place that is very
multicultural! 

Before the 1930s, the first people of this
land were Lenape, who were colonized
by the Dutch, and then Jewish working-
class people populated the
neighborhood. In the 1930s,
Brownsville’s population of African-
Americans and Latinx people moved in. 

History 

(Source: Emma Osore, BlackSpaces: Brownsville Codesigning Black Neighborhood Heritage Conservation, year.)

Above
Mural painted on the side of a
building at the corner of
Mother Gaston and Pitkin Ave.

Photo Source: bloomberg.org 

The number of Black people
continued to grow larger well
into the 1940s and 1950s as they
fled from the Jim-Crow South,
up to the Northern states like
New York - finding better places
to live and work, like here in
Brownsville. 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2014-07-02/can-murals-change-a-neighborhood


BHH exists to this day to protect the rich local history and to
create a place where Black culture can thrive throughout time!
It makes sure that Black and multi-cultural histories and
culture are kept safe so that you can keep learning about it
even today!

In the 1960s, Brownsville also played an important part in Civil
Rights. History shows us that important groups like the Black
Panthers came to Brownsville to try and make the neighborhood
and schools better for the community. Because Brownsville
became so diverse, housing also increased and Black business also
grew to be very successful too! 

Left
An image of Brownsville Public
Library, home to Brownsville
Heritage House

Photo By:  Nadiya Farrington

Brownsville was often left out of community
development opportunities by corporations and
government systems.There were also difficult civil rights
movements such as the Teacher’s Strike of 1968 that saw
the Black community in Brownsville asking for fair and
equal treatment for their children’s education.

Fighting for the integration of schools, families boycotted and
organized to make sure their children were able to learn well
and fairly. This also led people like Mother Gaston to dream of
the founding of BHH as a space for the community to learn
and support each other through creativity! 

(Source: Emma Osore, BlackSpaces: Brownsville Codesigning Black Neighborhood Heritage Conservation, year.)





Founding

Left
Brochure pamphlet celebrating
the creation of BHH.

Photo Source: BHH Archive 

Right
The images show renamed
street reregistration with the
City of New York.

Photo Source: BHH Archive

Can you imagine yourself starting
a space for the community? In
1967 Mother Gaston took an idea
she had for a community space
for kids and started it out of her
private home calling it the
Children's Cultural Corner. She
actually lived right here on
Dumont Avenue which used to be
called Stone Avenue! The
Children’s Cultural Corner, at that
time, didn't have a public location.

Many different and important people in history
began to notice Brownsville! They wanted to
help Mother Gaston to get the support she
needed to build BHH and help the community
to gain recognition across the country.
Because Brownsville became so diverse,
housing also increased and Black business also
grew to be very successful too! 

of Brownsville Heritage House

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2014-07-02/can-murals-change-a-neighborhood




Supporters of the
community gathered
for a day of joy and
celebration to honor
the dedication and
work of Mother Gaston

"...Success is measured
not so much by the
position that one has
reached in life [but] by
the obstacles which
[one] has had to
overcome while trying to
succeed."

- Booker T. Washington

Left
Photo of Mother Gaston
giving a speech at her
celebration event

Photo Source: BHH Archive 

Right
Mother Gaston smiling
and talking with guest
while eating cake

Photo Source: BHH Archive

Left 
Mother Gaston being gifted with
flowers and an award for being the
honored guest of the night

Photo Source (All 2): BHH Archive

Above
Ticket announcing the scheduled
celebration event  at Siloam
Presbyterian  Church for Mother
Gaston

Photo Source: BHH Archive 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2014-07-02/can-murals-change-a-neighborhood
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2014-07-02/can-murals-change-a-neighborhood


Bottom
Letter talking about Mother 
Gastons impact on Brownsville.

Top
Letter to Mother Gaston from
Langston Hughes.

“I think what Mother
Gaston felt was that
Brownsville was a
place where [there]
was community.”

-- Miriam Robertson

“Our goal is to make sure
that we keep the history
of Brownsville alive & to
make sure that people
understand how
important [and]
significant Brownsville is.”

-- Miriam Robertson

Sadly, Mother Gaston passed away in
1981 and never got to see the current
home of BHH. However, soon after her
passing, passionate local people
wanted to find a space to honor and
continue her legacy. They found an
empty space at the Brooklyn Public
Library - which was not using the
second floor of the library at all! 

With the help of a member of congress
and council members at that time,
they approached the Library to say,
“we want to utilize the space!”. In
March of 1981 the doors opened to
Brownsville Heritage House here at this
location. We are still here 41 years
later!”

Photo Source: BHH Archive 

Photo Source: BHH Archive

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2014-07-02/can-murals-change-a-neighborhood


Right Top
Letter written by Mother Gaston  Senator
Beatty asking for funding.

Above
Article snippet talking about the opening
of BHH and its mission to be a cultural
center for the community.

Above
Letter written from Shirley Chisholm to Mother Gaston
confirming her presence at a Brownsville event.

Photo Source: BHH Archive 

Photo Source: BHH Archive

Photo Source: BHH Archive 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2014-07-02/can-murals-change-a-neighborhood
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2014-07-02/can-murals-change-a-neighborhood


Above
Article written on the artwork and statue done in
honor of Mother Gaston.

P h o t o  S o u r c e :  B H H  A r c h i v e  

Above
Mother Gaston's Mother (left) and Father
(right).

Above
Poster artwork of an event held for
Mother Gaston.

Above
Statue awarded to Mother Gaston. Was the first ever monument of
any native resident of Brownsville, NY.

P h o t o  S o u r c e :  R o s e t t a  G a s t o n  S e n i o r  C e n t e r  

Above
Student essay about Brownsville
Heritage House.

Photo Source (All 3) : BHH Archive

https://wordnyc00.wordpress.com/senior-centers/rosetta-gaston-senior-center/
https://wordnyc00.wordpress.com/senior-centers/rosetta-gaston-senior-center/




Now, let’s take a closer look
at the building and what’s
inside - if you look closely
at the outside of the
building, it is like a castle,
and on top it are fairy tale
characters like dragons
and gargoyles carved in
stone. 

Did you see them before
you walked in? If not, make
sure to take a closer look
the next time you leave the
building.

DEVELOPMENT OF 
"BHH!"



While the building that surrounds BHH is
playful and delightful, it is also a space for

everyone of all ages to come together. 

While children and adults alike can find the
fun and whimsy, and also learn about

Brownsville’s culture and history -this space
is especially friendly for educators and
artists. Everyone can build and create

together! 

Top
The image shows the interior

of BHH with empty seating

Left
Exterior of BHH

Photo Source: Nadiya Farrington

Photo Source : Nadiya Farrington





Photo Source: BHH

"Part of our mission is to make sure that we bridge gaps
between the youth and our elders. That way culture and
history is constantly being told."

The way we tell stories and history at BHH happens as
soon as you walk in. When you enter BHH, take a look at
the side walls. You’ll see tall dark brown cases that almost
touch the ceiling, the feeling is that history is all around
you.

Each shelf is filled with hundreds of
treasures that will tell you more about
Black history. Each piece of art tells a
story about our ancestors beginning
in Africa, and how they progressed
throughout time. Looking at these
objects is another way to “bridge the
gap”.

What connection do you have to any
of the artifacts that spark a story for
you? How might you continue learning
or teaching about your heritage
through each generation?

Above
Image shows hallway entering BHH with shelves full of artifactsPhoto Source: BHH

Left Page 
The images shows the interior
of BHH with people attending
meetings and events

Above
Image shows Ms. Miriam
talking to two kids inside BHH

Photo Source (All 2): BHH





Image: Collage of Brownsville Heritage HousePhoto Source: Nadiya Farrington



​​​​There is an endless opportunity to learn
through art of all kinds! Here you’ll find

sculptures that tell of legends and myth.
You’ll hear music of all types, see movies

and plays of Black culture, and
experience poetry that moves you! You’ll

also see paintings and photos of
important political and cultural leaders

of the past and present. 

ARTS AND CULTURE 

Top right: 
All images show  performance

happening at BHH

Bottom:
Posters and paintings found at

BHH

Photo Source (All 3): BHH



Top:  Image of hallway in Brownsville Heritage House
Bottom:  Black History Poster found in BHH

Photo Source (All 2): BHH

One thing that is special about
our collection that might be

different from others is that In
this space, some objects can

be touched! If you walk
around - how can you tell

which ones should or
shouldn’t be touched?



Top right: 
All images show  art shows

happening at BHH

Bottom:
Posters  for events and books

found at BHH

Photo Source (All 3): BHH

“ We all need a place to be
inspired. We need a place
where we can just rewind,
just sit back, take a
breather, think about it,
and strategize.”

-- Miriam Robertson



BHH Collection
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BHH Collaborators



We hope you enjoyed reading and learning about the history of
BHH and our community as weand strive to continue to uphold
the mission of Brownsville Heritage House. 

It takes a village to keep our history alive and this includes you! It
takes our visitors, youth and elders to continue this legacy of
maintaining all of our community, history, and heritage. 

We hope you enjoyed reading and learning about the history of
BHH and community. We appreciate your continued support
through partnership (link out), donations (link out), and
engagement with the space! 

We greatly appreciate hearing from our visitors about their visits
here at BHH. So, tell a friend about us about your experiences
here at BHH, and we look forward to welcoming you again real
soon!! 

Thank You!

08' - '22 | Brownsville Heritage House
BHH Exhibit Room

+1-(718) 385-1111

BROWNSVILLE 
HERITAGE HOUSE
SPONSORS




