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PREFACE
During the whole 150-year history of Long Island City no one has ever attempted a serious study of
this most thickly populated and most industrialized sector of Queens. Certainly the huge size of the city,
some eleven square miles, has been enough to discourage anyone from undertaking so intimidating and
perilous a task. Yet, the importance of the place in the economy of Queens and the interesting variety to
be found within its borders is sufficient justification to attempt some account, however inadequate and

may be.
The author has attempted here to present the panorama of the city from its origins to 1930 with especial emphasis on the 19th century. Considerable effort has been made to cast the net wide enough to
embrace not only topography, colonial history, historical figures, families, old houses and estates but also the sociological aspects of this multi-textured community: the tidesof immigration, ethnic coloring, industries and industrial development, transportation, factories, schools, churches, etc.
The author claims no originality for the introductory colonial material, taken largely from Riker's
"Annals of Newtown" and Onderdonk's "Revolutionary Incidents of Queens County". For the 19th and
early 20th centuries the newspapers have been thoroughly searchedand have provided by far the fullest
material. These include the "Astoria Gazette", the "Astoria Herald & Newtown Gazette", and aboveall,
the "Star"; the "Brooklyn Daily Eagle" has also been valuable. No Long Island City newspaper survives
for the 1870's; fortunately, the editors of the day were accustomed to publishing "exchanges" and these
have been laboriously gathered from the newspapers of Flushing, Jamaica and Hempstead. For the
1920's "Queensborough" magazine has proved invaluable. I have also profited by Kelsey's "History of
Long Island City", which unfortunately does not live up to its title, and Joseph R. Brunelle's unpublished
master's thesis "Patrick J. Gleason and the Politics of Long Island City", the sole original work on Long
Island City history to date.
Some readers may question the terminal date of 1930 chosen for this book; the already large size of
the work and the prohibitive cost of printing in this inflationary age were overriding considerations
against any further expansion.
I owe a debt of lasting gratitude to Davis Erhart, former head, and to Nicholas Falco, current head of
the Long Island Collection of the Queensborough Public Library and to the members of his staff, William
Asadorian and Robert Friedrich, for providing me with every possible facility and encouragement; to the
Topographical Bureau of Queens for land surveys and maps; to William Madden for patiently
photographing for me hundreds of photos, ads and texts; to Miss Dora Geipel for access to her matchless collection of Astoriana; to George Henke for his reading and criticism of the colonial chapters; to
Joseph Brunelle for access to the Van Riper Collection; and finally, to Dr. Richard Lieberman, professor
of Social Science, LaGuardia Community College in Long Island City, for reading the manuscript and
providing wise counsels.

limited it

Garden City, L.I.
October 1984

Vincent F. Seyfried
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CHAPTER I
THE HALLETTS & ASTORIA
When the Dutch authorities at New Amsterdam wished to reward one of their own 01" to make a
grant of a farm to a petitioner, they assigned a tract of land in the "out plantations" or western shore of
Long Island. It was in this way that Astoria first emerges into history. Jacques Benfyn, a director of Governor Wouter Van Twiller's council and a member of the West India Company, obtained some time between 1633 and 1638 a grant of about 160 acres, covering the peninsula of Hallett's Point. It is probable, following the custom of the time, that Bentyn established one or more tenants on his grant whose
duty was to erect buildings and clear a part of the land and plant grain. The first buildings probably were
built north of Astoria Boulevard and near the intersection with Vernon Avenue. There are no surviving
records to tell us anything about life on Bentyn's plantation. For half a dozen years things probably went
well until the Indian outbreak of 1643.
The Indians and the Dutch had got on very well together until some Dutch, motivated by expansionist desires and the weakness of the local Indians, fell upon them in February 1643 and killed a large
number in Jersey City and Manhattan Island. During 1643-44 the Indians revenged themselves and the
Dutch West India Company, angry at the disturbed state of affairs in New Netherlands, recalled Van
Twiller in 1647 and replaced him with a new governor, Peter Stuyvesant. It is probable that Bentyn deserted his plantation at Astoria at this time and returned to Manhattan Island for safety.
Nine years later, William Hallett, an Englishman, a native of Dorsetshire and lately from Greenwich,
Conn., applied for the abandoned Bentyn plantation and received it as a grant from Peter Stuyvesant
(December 1652).

"Peter Stuyvesant doth declare that on the day of the date hereunder written, he hath granted and allowed unto William Hallett a plot of ground at Hell Gate upon Long Island called
Jarck's farm beginning at a great rock that lays in the meadow (or rather valley), goes upward
southeast to the end of a very small cripple bush two hundred and ten rods; from thence
north east two hundred and thirty rods in breadth; on the west side two hundred and thirty
rods; on the north side it goes up to a running water two hundred and ten rods, containing in
the whole eighty morgans and three hundred rods, upon condition...
This done the first of December 1652 in New Amsterdam in New Netherland.
P. Stuyvesant
By ordinance of the Honourable Director General, P. Stuyvesant and the Honourable
Council of New Netherland.
Carel van Brugge, Secretary.

In modern language the grant embraced 160 acres and extended from the river east to roughly 29th
Street. The north boundary was a brook running just south of 25th Avenue and emptying into Pot Cove,
while the southern boundary was Sunswick Creek. Hallett built a farm house at the head of Hallett's
Cove close to the water and very probably on the same cleared site as Bentyn's buildings. At the present
26th Avenue and 12th Street was a 57 foot hill, the highest point in Astoria, and from here Hallettcould
look out over his acreage. At this remote time, except forhis own small clearing, all was trackless forest
or swampy meadow.
Governor Peter Stuyvesant strove to maintainpeace with the Indians but one of his men who had a
farm near Exchange Alley in downtown Manhattan killed an Indian trespasser and this incident touched
off a renewed outbreak of hostilities with the Indians. In September 1655 the Indians attacked Manhattan Island and other raiding parties ravaged Jersey City, Staten Island and the Long Island shore. In this

The territory of Long Island City in 1849; only Vernon Blvd., Astoria Blvd. and Newtown Road are recognizable.

way William Hallett's plantation and buildings were destroyed and the farm was again left a waste. Governor Stuyvesant managed to patch up a peace, but on Jan. 5, 1656 he issued a proclamation ordering
all settlers on the outlying exposed plantations to give up their settlements and to live close together in
villages.

WilliamHallett withdrew to Flushing in 1655 where he soon became a sheriff; unfortunately, he per-

mitted a dissenting preacher to preach, for which lapse of duty the Dutch authorities banished him. Hallett succeeded in winning a reprieve of his sentence and moved on to Jamaica. Here he built a house
fronting the commons on Beaver Pond. His eldest son, William Jr., met and married a Jamaica maiden,
Sarah Woolsey. In 1665 Hallett's name appears as a juror in a witchcraft trial.
In August 1664 Hallett visited Astoria again and bought a huge tract of land from Chief Mattano,
Hamilton) Indians, for 58 fathom of wampum, seven coats,
one blanket and four kettles. The tract embraced 2200 acres, extending from Bowery Bay to Sunswick
Creek, including all of modern Astoria and Steinway. The deed for this transaction, signed by four Indian
chiefs by marks and witnessed by three white men, still exists in the State Archives in Albany.
In the same summer of 1664 the English provoked a war with the Dutch and an English fleet sailed
into New York harbor and captured New Amsterdam. The English announced that they would not recognize Dutch-granted lands unless such deeds were re-registered with them, at a fee which helped to
defray the costs of the invasion. William Hallett lost no time in presenting himself before the new English
authorities, requesting a patent ratifying his purchase from the Indians. The English governor Nicoll was
sceptical about the sale and required Hallett to bring the Indians before him to prove that a sale had in
fact been agreed to. This took time and it was not until April 8, 1668 that his patent of confirmation was
issued to what the English called the Hell Gate Neck tract. Presumably, all earlier settlers on this tract
had been cleared out by the evacuation order of 1656.
During the next six years, 1664-1670, Hallettexerted himself to restore the ravaged farm and buildings at Astoria. He had the help of William Hallett Jr., now 23 yrs. old, and a younger son, Samuel, 19
yrs. old, and all were residing at Hallett's Cove in 1670. The Jamaica farm is recorded as being sold to
John Baylis in 1676. To perfect his title, William Hallett took the precaution of buying up some of the
lands of his neighbors. In 1670 he bought from Burger Jorisen of Dutch Kills (we shall meet him Chap.
10) 100 acres of land along the "Ridge", later the line of Ridge Street or 33rd Avenue, extending from
the river to 29th Street. He also bought out the title of Abraham Lubbertsen to a narrow tract on the east
of his own holding, extending from theDutch Kills headwatersnorth to about Astoria Boulevard. A final
tract was purchased from Thomas Sherman north and east of Lubbertsen's land, east of the present line
of Steinway Street.
William Hallett and his two sons worked to improve the farm at Hallett's Cove. By 1678 they had
48 acres under cultivation and owned two yoke of oxen, 7 horses and colts, 23 cattle and 34 sheep.
South of the present Astoria Blvd. and on the shore, William Hallett had built a house forhis son, William Jr. and his wife. Between the gardens of the two houses ran a broad lane which, turning south and
passing around the garden of William Hallett Sr., ran a short distance to his barns and then resumed its
easterly direction, extending for some distance along the north side of his young orchard. This lane is the
present Welling Street just south of Astoria Boulevard and this is the reason for the curious right-angle
bend in it.
At the east end of Welling Street began the wood path that developed into today's Newtown Avenue; at its west end and upon the shore there was a small dock from whence the Halletts rowed their
market boat to lower Manhattan. South of the farm house and orchard lay the high ground of Sunswick
Terrace along Vernon Avenue and below that, the low land and meadows down to Sunswick Creek at
Broadway. The meadows were divided for drainage purposes by a main ditch probably along the present 21st Street. To keep the salt water out at high tide, the Halletts as early as 1679 built a dam across
the mouth of Sunswick Creek which continued to be maintained for almost 200 years.
As William Hallett Sr. grew older, he began gradually to divide the great Hallett tract between his
two sons, William Jr. and Samuel. Everything north of Welling Street and Astoria Blvd. he retained for
himself and the younger son, Samuel. This included much cleared land, the homestead and an extensive
orchard on the north side of Main Street. In 1679 he deededabout 280 acres of the southern portion to
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Long Island City when it was only five years old in 1858; there are only seven streets laid out
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William Jr. and later, possibly in 1688, another large tract. The final division line between the two brothers' lands was run southeasterly along the wood or back road which later became Newtown Avenue, almost certainly laid out a few years before 1700, and on the west the division line later became Grand or
30th Avenue. The first piece of the Hallett land to pass out of the family was a tract of 120 acres east of
Steinway Street and extending to Hazen Street and lying south of 19thAvenue. This was sold in 1684 to
Samuel Moore who built a house there about 1 700 for his son, Joseph Moore.
Samuel Hallett, meanwhile, took over more and more the management of his father's acres; from
time to time the old man settled on him additional tracts, the last known in 1706 when the father must
have been 90 or more years old. He must have died in this year or very soon thereafter.
By the year 1700 William Hallett Jr. had a young, just-married son of his own, William Hallett 111
(1670-1708), and he determined to clear for him the eastern portion of the Hallett lands. The spot selected for the new homestead was in a hollow west of the intersection of 31st Avenue and Newtown
Road and near 44th Street. It is likely that William 111 had made hardly more than a start here, when, on
the night of January 24, 1708, he, his wife and his five children were murdered by their two slaves, a
black man and his Indian wife. These two may have believed that by murdering their master, they would
then get the farm for themselves. The two were arrested, brought to the Queens County Court then
based at Jamaica and executed at Beaver Pond, the woman by burning and the man by hanging. This is
the first recorded capital crime in Queens County. The court appointed officials to make an inventory of
the murdered man's property, and the original of this document is at present in the State Archives at Albany among the Surrogate's Records. The inventory lists in minute detail every article of clothing, furniture, kitchen ware, farm tools, livestock and personal possessions Hallettand his wife owned and is invaluable to us today for the light that it sheds on colonial farm life in the late 17thcentury. The isolated
farm then passed to William Jr.'s younger son, Moses Hallett, then 27 yrs. old. Moses died the same
year (1708), leaving the farm to his own son, William Moses Hallett (died 1759).
In the 18th century the Halletts began to adopt the English custom of entailing their lands, i.e. providing that the inheritance should pass undivided to the eldest son alone. This arrangement was true of
Moses Hallett and the brothers William Jr. and Samuel (died 1724). As the Hallett descendants multiplied during the 18th century, each with ten and twelvechildren apiece, the entailing became an inconvenience, and in 1751 in a complicated lawsuit, the entails were nullified. The huge Hallett tract was
now rapidly broken up among fourth generation descendants. In 1752 Samuel Hallett 11, grandson of the
original William, and owner of the northern half of the original patent, deeded his land to his three sons,
John, James and Samuel 111. By the year 1800 the Halletts retained only the area of old Astoria village, all
the land to the north and east having been sold off to the Lawrences, Rapalyes, Penfolds, Polhemuses
and Luysters.
The south Hallett farm which William II gave to his second eldest son Joseph and he to his son Robert, had been established at Ridge Road (33rd Avenue) and 33rd Street before 1738. Robert held the
farm down to the Revolution and died there in 1792. West of the farmhouse and along the line of the
Ridge Road were clay pits and a lime-yard where several 18thcentury Halletts manufactured bricks. At
the west end of the Ridge Road and near Sunswick Creek, John Buckhout and John McDonough had established farms on former Hallett land by marrying into the family.
At the junction of Broadway and Steinway Street and for the space of four blocks both east and west
lay the farm of Samuel Hallett 11, son of Samuel Hallett I and grandson of the patentee. He diedhere in
1756. The farm appears to have been cleared about 1751 and was sold in 1758 to George Brinckerhoff
who already owned the farm south of Broadway. In 1810 the Brinkerhoffs sold the farm to Samuel Waldron, who in 1870 sold the land for cutting up into building lots.
Another great-grandson of the patentee, John Hallett (died 1759), had a farm house at roughly 30th
Avenue & Steinway Street, established a few years before 1752. On his death his farm was sold to William Lawrence; it consisted of 100 acres from 30th Avenue north to Astoria Blvd. and east to 48th
Street.
At the northwest corner of the present 33rd Street & 30th Avenue and facing Newtown Avenue was
thehouse of a later Samuel Hallettwhich was still standing in 1920. On the north side of Newtown Avenue about 23-27 Streets stood the farmhouse of James Hallett, great-grandson of the patentee and son of
Samuel 11. The house had been built about 1750; James Hallettdied in 1781, leaving his farm to his son
Stephen and his wife Lydia. Stephen was still in possession of 100 acres at his death in 1822.

Such is the story of the illustrious Hallett family and the scattered farmhouses of the various members down to the 19th century. As has been the case with so many prominent American families, the
Halletts gradually disappeared from the scene of their former prominence until by 1880, there was but
one Hallett still residing in Astoria, Charles W. Hallett, an alderman in the City Council. The family long
enjoyed the distinction of having its own private family cemetery in a lot running between Astoria
Boulevard and Main Avenue on land probably only a few hundred feet from the original ancestral farmhouse, and on theline marking the division between the property of the founder's two sons. The cemetery was in use from the 17th century down to 1861 and was the reputed burial place of the murdered
William II and his family. All the 50 bodies in the burial plot, 35 of them Halletts dating from 1724 to
1861, were transferred to Mount Olivet Cemetery in April 1905 and the stones were re-cut and re-erected over the new graves.

Oldest known map of Astoria showing buildings, dated May 4, 1842. 292 lots have beenlaid out.

CHAPTER II
THE REVOLUTION & THE FOUNDING OF ASTORIA
In the years immediately before the Revolution we get just a few glimpses of life at Astoria. There
was a very limited commercial activity. We have already mentioned the lime yard and the clay pits established and operated by the Halletts. The grist mill at Sunswick Creek was another town service available to anyone. Three schools were established in the mid-18th century in or near Astoria. In 1721 Joseph Hallett, grandson of the patentee, donated land and set up a school in the vicinity of Newtown Av-

enue and 46th Street, a section of Astoria later called Middletown. The schoolhouse was 30 X 21 and
on its completion, Hallett in a document dated May 20, 1721 associated five other relatives and neighbors with himself as joint owners of the property. One could call this Astoria's first local school board. A
certain John Kearns was teaching school here during the Revolution and hid a bag of gold worth $840 in
the masonry. Years later a school boy found the money in the masonry and the event causedconsiderable local excitement. After a lawsuit the money was reclaimed and passed to Kearn's heirs. A part of the
old 1721 schoolhouse was still standing in 1852, according to Riker in his "Annals of Newtown".
In 1734 another small school was founded at what is now 20th Avenue and 28th St. Astoria. This
time John Lawrence donated "one square rod of land" and associated five other neighbors with himself
enterprise. In 1762 an English & Classical School was established at Hallet's Cove by William
the
in
Rudge, late of Gloucester, England, and was advertised in the New York Mercury of April 26, 1762.
The landowners of Astoria, like those owning estates in other parts of the country, kept slaves to
perform part of the labor involved in the working of a large farm. The Rapelyea family at Bowery Bay
preserved family papers dated 1781, 1793, 1806 and 1819 mentioning their family slaves:
"This indenture made this the 28th day of March in the Year of Our Lord One Thousand
seven hundred and eighty one, we the legatees of the estate of Jacob Rapelyea, deceased, do
by these presents give and bequeath all our right and title to the Negro girl named Hannah
unto the said Jacob Rapelyea, son to the deceased as a voluntary gift to him, his heirs and assigns forever and we hereunder set our hands: Martin Schenck Jr.; Angentie Schenck; Peter
Rapelyea; Sarah Rapelyea; Catharine Rapelyea."
"Received North Hempstead, Aug. 1, 1793 of Jacob Rapelyea, the sum of 15 pounds in full
for a Negro woman named Mary and her male child.
John Schenck".
"New York, Oct. 12, 1806. Dear Sir: Your black servant Tom is desirous of coming to live
with me and if you can recommend him as a good servant and one that you think will be
faithful, I will give you 100 pounds for him. If this price suits you, please to call on Monday
and your money will be ready for you and let him come down at the same time. I am with
respect, etc.

To Mr. Jacob Rapelyea,

George Harnen
Bowery Lane

Lastly, there was a bill to the Long Island "Star" for advertising a runaway Negro in 1819. It cost $2.50
for a year of carrying the ad from Jan. 1, 1819 to Jan. 1, 1820. These transactions were probably typical
of the movement of slaves from owner to owner in the Queens County of the 18th and early 19th century.

As the 18th century wore on, the British authorities imposed increasing restrictions upon the manufacturers of the colonists because such competition threatened the industry of the home country, and
tighter controls were clamped on American commerce. In 1764 a policy of taxation began that created
wide-spread resentment, including duties on many necessary articles. When protests proved unavailing,

a Congress assembled at Philadelphia in 1774 and a protest meeting was held in the Town Hall at Newtown (Queens Blvd. at Grand Avenue), where Colonel Jacob Blackwell of Ravenswood was elected a
delegate to Philadelphia. There were divided loyalties all over the Town and even in families. By 1775
active hostilities had broken out in Massachusetts. A vote was taken at Jamaica on Nov. 7, 1775 on the
question of active opposition to the crown and the patriot cause was voted down 3 to 1.
When the Congress at Philadelphia heard of this, they authorized a Colonel Heard with 600 militia
to proceed to Queens County and disarm the loyalists so that, even if they refused to fight for liberty
themselves, they could at least not interfere with others who did. Col. Heard came over on the Hell
Gate Ferry on Jan. 19, 1776 and moved along Astoria Blvd. and Newtown Avenue, Riker says they
proceeded through the township, scouring the several roads, visiting the farmhouses and
dwellings of the disaffected and disarming such as they could find of those who, by voting
against deputies, had declared themselves enemies to their country. Numbers of the inhabitants were deprived of their side-arms, guns, powder and lead and required to subscribe an
oath that those delivered up were all they possessed and a declaration that they obey the orders of the Congress and act in conjunction with the inhabitants of the provinces in the defense of American liberty.

Riker,

p.

182

The soldiers passed the Middletown schoolhouse where John Kearns and his students watched them
pass. Arriving at Jamaica, the force arrested some Tories and disarmed others. One man arrested was
Capt. Samuel Hallett who, with others, was taken to Philadelphia. After protesting the expense and travel, the group gave pledges not to give further trouble and was discharged. A second sweep of Tories was
made throughout the county in March 1776 and a militia was raised. On July 4, 1776 the Congress assembled at Philadelphia declared America a free and independent nation. This drastic step troubled
many who had already embraced the American cause. The British made active preparations to put down
the rebellion and in August landed an army in Brooklyn.
In August 1776 in Brooklyn occurred the decisive Battle of Long Island where the patriots were
soundly defeated; the result of this was that Queens County became a conquered territory with a British
Army of Occupation until 1783. Henry Onderdonk, Jr. in his "Revolutionary Incidents of Queens County", published in 1846, records for us some of the events during these stirring years. The British maintained a fleet in Newtown Creekand patrol boats in Long Island Soundand communication between the
two was maintained over the Bowery Bay Road, obliterated today but roughly following the line of Hazen Street, 49th Street, Hobart Street and Laurel Hill Boulevard. In Woodside and along Skillman Avenue
in Long Island City were stationed the British and Hessian troops.
Astoria appears not to have been the scene of much military activity during the Revolution, but on
one momentous occasion in September 1776, units of the British Army did march through the heart of
Astoria. When the defeated American Army abandoned Long Island in August, the main body of the
British Army moved from Bedford, leaving behind General Heister with two brigades on Brooklyn
Heights and one brigade in Bedford. General Robertson with the main army, while on his way to Brooklyn Ferry on August 30th, received orders to proceed to Hell Gate to oppose the American General Lee
who, according to rumor, was planning an invasion of Astoria to outflank the British. Robertson, in a
pre-planned flanking movement, marched through Bedford, Bushwick and Newtown Village (Queens
Blvd. & Grand Aye.) and along today's Woodside Avenue and Newtown Avenue to Hell Gate, only to
find no enemy there after all. Finding himself in need of quarters for his staff and his men, General Robertson requisitioned the house and farm of William Lawrence at the southeast corner of 30th Avenue &
Steinway Avenue (formerly the farm of John Hallett). For two weeks Robertson lived in the farmhouse,
while a few thousandof his men encamped in tents on the farm. At the same time the British took over
Hell Gate and built shore batteries there, which cannonaded some American positions on the Manhattan
shore. The Americans returned the fire, but their aim was so bad that some of the shot fell on the Lawrence farm a mile and more from shore.
After General Robertson pulled out of Astoria with his troops, Generals Clark and Heister arrived
with their men for threeweeks (Sept. 1776). Heister with his Hessian troops embarked from Hell Gate in
flat-bottomed boats and other craft on October 12th. By this time William Lawrence was thoroughly sick

Stephen Ailing Halsey (1798-1875), theFather of Astoria. (Pres. Boro of Queens)

of British guests and took to his bed withreal or imaginary illness. The British insisted that he was shamming and had him examined by a Hessian camp surgeon. After October 1776 the British withdrew and
left Lawrence once again in quiet possession of his farm.
The British presence continued in Astoria though not in force. The battery at Hell Gate was kept garrisoned and a chance advertisement of May 1780 for a stray mare tells us that a light infantry camp was
stationed here as well. There must have been some sort of headquarters dealing with billeting and rebel
property abandoned, for in September and November 1780 one Philip J. Livingston notified loyalists
who needed housing to apply:
For the relief of loyal subjects driven from their possessions, the houses and lands of rebels
will be divided among them; and small lots in proportion to the number of claimants, will be
assigned to destitute refugee families. Those who have petitioned for houses and lands of persons in rebellion, will call on Phillip J. Livingston, Hell Gate, and receive answers to their petitions.
(Sept. 18, 1780).

All persons who have petitioned for houses and lands in Suffolk County belonging to persons
in rebellion and all others not provided for in a former distribution in Kings and Queens
Counties who are desirousof locations in Suffolk, will apply to P.J. Livingston, Hell Gate, L.I.
Refugees are notified that the residue of lands in Suffolk, not wanted for the accommodation
of petitioners, will be leased to others by Dec. 10.
(Nov. 18, 1780)

The houses of Americans at Astoria were subject not only to British requisitioning but to crime at the
hands of wanderers who took advantage of unsettled conditions. In October 1778 the house of Joseph
Hallett was broken open during the night by six persons who took ten guineas in a green purse and one
gold and one silver watch.
To guard against whaleboaters, American raiders from theConnecticut shore who struck suddenly at
British positions or even kidnapped Loyalists, the British maintained guardships and a coast guard on
land at Riker's Island, the tip of Astoria and at Bowery Bay, backed up by troops. The 37th Regiment of
Grenadiers was encamped at Hell Gate in the spring of 1 780 and when these were transferred, the Royal Forresters came in the winter of 1781. A New York newspaper of Oct. 17, 1781 records the fact that
one of their officers, a Lt. Barry, died of a violent feverand was interred at Hallett's Cove with the honors of war.
British ships moved constantly through the East River on patrol and in passage to other ports. The
foundering of one of these British war ships while passing through Hell Gate at this time came to be long
remembered. On Nov. 25, 1780 the frigate "Hussar" was wrecked on Pot Rock while navigating the
dangerous channel. The ill-fated frigate at the time of the disaster was bound for Newport, R.I. with 150
men on board, including a number of American prisoners. In its hold was a treasure of five million dollars in gold which had been sent from England for the pay of the men in the British Navy who had not
received any money from the government for three years. The vessel went down with all hands when
only 50 yards off Randall's Island. The gold cache on board attracted frequentsalvage attempts in later
years. The British government itself and various companies made efforts from time to time to raise the
sunken treasure but only a few thousanddollar's worth of guns and cannon balls was ever recovered. As
late as 1889 private adventurers were still trying to locate and salvage the buried hoard.
Tories were still numerous enough in Newtown in May 1779 to address a declaration of loyalty to
Lt. Col. Stirling of the British command, thanking him for the "equitable, polite and friendly conduct" of
the British regiments. This declaration bore the signatures of many of the best-known families of Newtown. Interestingly, there are no Hallett or Blackwell names; however, one or more Halletts served in the
king's forces. There was also a Loyal American Regiment serving the crown and Thomas Barclay, who
owned an estate at Hell Gate, served as a major in it.
The Battle of Yorktown, Oct. 19, 1781, in Virginia, put an end to British hopes of imposing their will
on the colonies. After a year of negotiations peace was formally ratified on Sept. 3, 1783. The Tories,
fearing retribution at the hands of the patriots for lording it over them during the Occupation, accepted
the British offer of an asylum in Nova Scotia. The British deliberately delayed their withdrawal from

Queens to help their sympathizers get away safely. Late in 1783 the British marched out of their camps
in Sunnyside and Woodside and withdrew along what is now the Laurel Hill Expressway to Penny Bridge
and then into Brooklyn. On Dec. 8, 1783 there was a big patriotic rally in Jamaica and smaller ones in
Dutch Kills and Astoria. The war was over but the disruption that it had caused in the lives of the people
took years to repair.
For many years after the Revolution bits of military hardware turned up at intervals, rusted reminders
of the former British occupation of the land:
As Mr. Frank McSpirit of Dutch Kills was cleaning out a crevice in a rock preparatory to
blasting in his stone quarry on Tuesday afternoon last, he discovered an iron bombshell
weighing two pounds, thirteen ounces, evidently a "three pounder" having lost three ounces
by oxidation. It has nine prongs remaining on it about half an inch in length, the others having been destroyed by time. During the Revolution these missiles were tied up in a sack and
fired by the British out of a mortar. This relic exhibits a defective fuse which is the cause of its
not bursting and no doubtit fell into thecrevice of the rock where it has remained for over a
century.

L.I. Star, Aug. 22, 1884
Mr. George H. Payntar, the popular real estate agent, has on exhibition in his show window,
a relic of the Revolution. It was found embedded in an old oak stump many years ago by
Howard Payntar on the farm of his grandfather, Abraham Payntar, which was located in
Dutch Kills. The stump was pulled up on the hill between Dutch Kills and Ravenswood. It
was supposed to have been fired by a British man O'war while Washington was passing up
the East River after the Battle of Long Island.
L.I. Star, Apr. 26,1889
Thereis one account of a money hoard buried during the revolution turning

up:

In an article on "Golden Buried Treasures on Long Island" the Huntington "Bulletin" publishes the following details of an interesting find at Dutch Kills in 1842 which will be news to
most of our readers and will likely set the Dutch Killers to digging up their gardens this spring
with more zeal than discretion. It reads as follows:
About 50 years since, Mr. Charles Conklin, then recently married, hired at Dutch Kills,
L.I. the farm of Abraham Schuyler. One Saturday, A.D. 1842, Mrs. Conklin saw one of the
pigs root up several bright-looking objects, one of which, being picked up, proved to be a
Spanish silver coin. She summoned her husband at once. With him came two Dutchmen
who were employed on the farm, and who, on catching sight of what was visible in the enclosure, at once made preparations to sail in and get the "first fruits of the vine." Mr. Conklin, however, did not see it in that light and ordered the men to bring a pick and a shovel,
saying that if anything in the shape of money was to be collected, he had a prior claim and
proposed to boss the job himself. After one or two energetic blows with the pick, there followed a sound as of smashingcrockery. This looked encouraging, and digging with a shovel
or spade was commenced in earnest. Soon there was revealed an earthen pot of a form, size
and color that was quite familiar.
On examination, the vessel was found full of Spanish doubloons and English guineas.
This money had evidently been packed with care for the gold pieces were in the center and
the coins encircling. Mr. Conklin, after picking up the stray pieces, carefully carried thewhole
in his arms to the house and emptied the contents on the dining table. A brother-in-law,
Daniel Bragaw, still living in Long Island City, happened to be present, and exclaimed: "Is
there any place in the world that can beat a Dutch Kills farm for profit?" An account of the
stock on hand was at once taken and it amounted to between eleven and twelve hundred
dollars which Mr. C. proceeded to deposit to his credit in one of the New York banks.
We all know what rumor does in magnifying events of this character. It was currently reported and believed that the money found amounted to $40,000. When the news reached
the owner of the property, he brought the matter to trial but was non-suited on the ground of
the indefiniteness of the amount claimed and lack of all supporting evidence.

Dr. Dow Ditmars of Astoria (1771-1860). He settled in Astoria in 1816 and practiced medicine until his death. Ditmars
Avenue is named after him.

Entrance to the burial vault of Stephen Halsey behind the Reformed Church on 12th Street, Astoria.

As to why and when the money was secreted there, there must naturally be varied theories. My own is that the original owner of the place, finding that the Revolutionary War was
likely to bring a set of marauders wisely concluded the safest place for his valuables was in
the ground and that then and there they were buried. By the fate of war, the owner was never able to come back to resurrect his plant, and but for the investigating nose of the old sow,
it would have remained there to this day.
L.I. Star, May 3, 1889
The Revolutionary War had one good and lasting effect in Astoria. The constant coming & going of
military personnel and civilians at Hell Gate induced a merchant of Newtown named Peter Fitzsimmons
to establish the first regular ferry service to New York. The ferry had been operated on an irregular basis
during the 1760's and 1770's by Benjamin Waldron and his son Adolph because they owned the 30
acre tract on the Manhattan side at Home's Hook and their homestead and boat landing were near the
foot of East 86th Street. Fitzsimmons probably rented the landing on the Manhattan side, assembled row
boats and sail boats and made daily trips at stated intervals. The fare over the ferry was one shilling for a

lone passenger, two shillings for a man and horse, two shillings for a sedan chair and horse and four shillings for cattle. The ferry began operating in May 1782. Aware that there was money to be made from
waiting passengers, Fitzsimmons shrewdly opened a tavern in the house of the widow Betts; this structure stood between 31st Avenue and 31st Drive some distance back from Vernon Aye. Peter Fitzsimmons was himself a refugee and his tavern was the resort of soldiers and loyalists during the Revolution.
Fitzsimmons retired to St. Johns, New Brunswick, after some years and a generation later the house
came into the hands of Grant Thorburn, the seedsman. Half a century later, the Astoria House, a hotel,
was built in front of the Revolutionary tavern; in 1887, the Sohmer Piano factory occupied both sites.
For a generation Astoria enjoyed the blessings of peace until the War of 1812 again brought fears of
a renewed British invasion. It so happened that Major General Ebenezer Stevens, a prominent officer in
the war for independence, was then living in Astoria in retirement. Born in Boston in 1751, he had participated as a young man in the famous Boston Tea Party of December 1773 and became a lieutenantof
regiments, Continental Corps of Artillery, during the Revolution. He came to Astoria in his retirement
and in 1812 was living in a house on Vernon Avenuebetween the present 30th Road and 30th Drive.
In the war scare created by the outbreak of hostilities in 1812, Stevens was commissioned by the
Federal government to plan and erect a fort at Hallett's Point, a strategic spot that commanded the strait.
He supervised the construction of Fort Stevens at Ist Street and 26th Avenue. From the diaries of DeWitt Clinton we learn that the two Federal commissioners on fortifications, Commodore Decatur and
General Swift, along with DeWitt Clinton, went to Hallett's Point on June 10, 1814 to look over the site,
and on July 15, 1814 the cornerstone of Fort Stevens was laid. As a back-up for Fort Stevens, a block
house was built on Mill Rock out in the channel, and a tower on the hill on 27th Avenue at about 14th
Street. Water-color sketchesand plans of these installations are preserved in the New York Historical Society. From thearchives of the War Department in Washington we learn that in the spring of 1813 the
fortifications at Hell Gate were held by the 3rd Regiment, UnitedStates Artillery Volunteers, one of three
regiments expressly for the defense of New York City. From September to December 1814 the recently
constructed Fort Stevens was garrisoned by Major Charles W. Wooster's Battalion of Sea Fencibles.
These Sea Fencibles were out-of-work merchant mariners whose main military duties were to man the
heavy artillery guns of coastal fortifications.
None of the Hallett's Point defenses saw any action, but Fort Stevens remained a responsibility of
the government. It is our good fortune that a small amount of correspondence relative to the fort has
survived in the National Archives in Washington (Records of the Office of the Chief of Engineers and the
Quartermaster's Correspondence File). On Jan. 25, 1820, a Captain William A. Barron of the Quartermaster's Office wrote to Brigadier General Thomas S. Jesup in Washington:
just favored with yours of the21th relative to a Curator of Fort Stevens. The services of
Mr. Kelly in that capacity have ceased. From the Ist of October last, Sgt. Latham, an old and
meritorious soldier has, by permission of Lt. Col. House, resided at the fort in charge of it and
the public property in its vicinity. He receives his pay and emoluments as sergeant without
any other compensation. I am disposed to assign the man you mention. There are ample

I am

quarters for both and a good subsistence might be derived from cultivating the soil, which,
rented to a citizen, would be productive of very small or no profit to the Government. To
any

command on this subject received from you I will cheerfully attend.

Capt. William A. Barron

A

year

later Captain Barron had occasion to writeanother letter to General Jesup:

New York, 11 April 1821
Sir, Pursuant to your order of the 6th inst., I have discharged Mr. John Patterson, the Keeper
of Fort Stevens. I have paid him to the 10th inst. There is no movable public property at Fort
Stevens worth the transportation of it to New York. The Buildings at the fort would, if soon
sold, realize, say, from two to three hundred dollars, perhaps. Sgt. Latham is now residing in
the Barrack to secure them from depredation until it is known whether they will be sold. The
sergeant is not to receive any renumeration for his Services.
Capt. William A. Barron
Three years later the government found a use for the abandoned fort. On August 3, 1824 Samuel
Blackwell of Haliett's Point leased the fort from the United States Goverment for one dollar a year and
used it to store kegs of powder. Eventually, his neighbors on the Point became uneasy at this threat to
their property and the possibility of explosion and requested Blackwell to remove his property. When he
refused, the citizens addressed a petition to the Secretary of War in Washington (April 7, 1838), requesting that the government terminate what had become a public nuisance. The secretary replied that the
old fort and grounds had been transferred to the ownership of New York State and that Washington was
no longer responsible. This is the last we hear of the matter. Thirty years later Fort Stevens housed the
Eagle Oil Works and was still there in 1876; Ft. Stevens must have been demolished shortly after this for
we hear nothing further of it.
A Newtown man, Gustavus Baylies, who had served as a Revolutionary soldier and later studied
medicine, became a surgeon for the Army and Navy in 1812, and years later, one of his sons, Hersey
Baylies, became a leading doctor and landowner in Astoria. The Hersey Mansion at 26-07 12thStreet is
still standing.
Within a few years of the War of 1812 another prominent doctor settled in Astoria. Dow Ditmars,
born July 12, 1771, graduated from Princeton, took up medicine and for twelve years practiced at
Demarara, British Guiana, in South America. In 1816 he moved to Astoria, bought the estate of William
Penfold, an English sea captain who had settled at Astoria in 1719, and established a medical practice
that continued till his 90th year; he died at Astoria in 1860. The present-day Ditmars Blvd. is named after him.
After the War of 1812 Astoria again sinks into an obscurity that is unrelieved by newspapers or other written sources; people died, wills were recorded and property divided but beyond the bare recording
of these events, we get nothing of the personal and daily life of the people. When the curtain of history
rises again in the 1830's, we find the peninsula of Astoria owned in large part by the Blackwell family
and a half dozen other smaller landowners.
A New York merchant was destined to change all that. Stephen Ailing Halsey was born in New York
on April 7, 1798, the son of a carpenterand lumber dealer. The Halseys had come originally from England and then moved via Massachusetts and Southampton, L.I. and New Jersey to New York City. Stephen became involved in the fur business in New York with his older brother John and in the 1830's the
two were in business together under the name of John C. Halsey & Co. at 185 Water Street. In 1834
Stephen Halsey purchased a residence in Flushing and in commuting back and forth to New York by
steamboat daily, he could not help noticing the green Astoria peninsula at Hell Gate and how rural and
attractive it looked despite its close proximity to the city. Within a year's time he gave up his Flushing
residence and removed to Hell Gate.
How much of a village was already present in Astoria when Halsey settled there in 1835? We have
no reliable information, for the census of 1830 and 1840 lists persons by townships only (Newtown) and
gives no specific addresses. We do know that the ferry landing was a busy enough spot to account for a
few houses and taverns; there were several farms and enough of a local population to encourage the
founding of St. George's Protestant Episcopal Church in 1828. The certificate of incorporation in 1827

Ad informing the public of the incorporation in 1838 of the turnpike road that eventually became Vernon Boulevard.

Gen. Ebenezer Stevens, Revolutionary war general, came to Astoria in 1797. When the War of 1812 broke out, Congress
appointed him to buildFort Stevens.

bears the names of the prominent residents of the 1820's: Blackwell, Fields, Cibbs, Lawrence, Leverich,
Ostrander, Perrot, Polhemus, Rapalye, Rhinelander, Stevens, Suydam and Whittemore, a mixture of English and Dutch families. However, we must bear in mind that the nearest other church was St. James in
Newtown Village (Elmhurst) and therefore some of the above families came not just from Astoria alone
but from Ravenswood, Bowery Bay and other such outlying areas.
Halsey, on settling at Astoria, conceived the idea of founding a new village complete with dwellings,
stores,factories,schools churches, etc. Being by now a man of means, Halsey was able to indulge his
whim and this soon turned into a consuming passion and lifelong commitment. He was fortunate in securing the help and cooperation of his elder brother, John C. Halsey who negotiated his first purchase,
the Perrot Farm, on 4th Street and the Blackwell Farm up to Bth Street, embracing nearly all theland lying between Pot Cove and Hallett's Cove. Between 1835 and 1840 Halsey energetically developed his
land into the nucleus of a village, laying out streets and erecting houses and stores. He applied for and
secured permission from the Legislature to build new wharves at the ferry slip and bought out therights
to Hell Gate ferry itself in order to modernize and improve it. In 1835 he substituted a horse or team
boat for the former rowboats and sailboats that had been giving service. A horse boat was one which
depended on horses forits motive power. A tall post stood in the center of the boat, with four horizontal
bars projecting from it at 90 degree intervals. A horse was hitched to each bar, and as the horses walked
in a circle, they rotated the post which was connected by cogs below deck to the propeller shaft.
Within a year or two, even the horse boats proved inadequate and about 1840 the steamboat
"Philo" began service to 86th Street. The steamboat "Statesman" began service between 23rd Street,
N.Y. and Astoria about 1845. The rise of Astoria as a population center induced Captain Peck of Flushing to stop his fast little steamer, the "Washington Irving" at Astoria several times a day on its run between Flushing and New York. The first attempt at getting a boat exclusively for Astoria came about
1850 when Stephen Halsey and several other wealthy Astorians furnished Captain Baldwin with the
means to purchase and fitup in good style the tow-boat "Post Boy" which was renamed, the "Astoria." The "Astoria" touched at Ravenswood Landing (foot of 37th Avenue) as well. Some time about
1855 the "Astoria" was sold to parties who took her to North Carolina for service on inland waters. Interestingly, during the Civil War, her new owners restored her old name "Post Boy" and used her as a
gunboatagainst Northern commerce and naval vessels.
About 1855 Captain Baldwin built the "Ravenswood" and used her in the Astoria service. During
this period a second steamboat operator, Captain Gage, appeared on the scene with his boat, the "Sunswick", operating in regular passenger service and for charter.
After his pioneering efforts to improve the water route between Astoria and New York, Halsey next
turned to bettering land access. He realized clearly that theold narrow rutted roads, scarcely improved
since Revolutionary days, were hopelessly inadequate for a modern village and he determined to build
new roads to Flushing on the east and to Brooklyn on the south. At this particular time the 1840's and
50's the turnpike road was in vogue. A company would secure a charter from the Legislature to take
possession of an old road or to lay out a new one, and in return for the privilege of charging toll, would
guarantee to maintain a good driving surface.
Halsey's first road was the '-'Hallett's Cove and Flushing Turnpike Company." This was laid out in
1835 as a free road at first but was transformed into a turnpike in 1839 so that the tolls would pay for
the expenses of maintenance. The new road ran from the junction of 21st Street and Newtown Avenue
straight across North Queens to Flushing Creek. This new direct route, today's Astoria Boulevard, eliminated the need to make a long, roundabout detour through Elmhurst and Corona to reach Flushing. Halsey correctly foresaw that the new road wouldenhance the importance of Astoria and attract new traffic
to the ferry.
The second and more interesting road was the "Ravenswood, Hallett's Cove and Williamsburgh
Turnpike and Bridge Company," authorized by the Legislature on April 18, 1838. The road was capitalized at $20,000, later raised to $25,000 and had the authority to grade a road along the East River shore
from Thorburn's Dock (31st Avenue) to North 13th Street in Greenpoint and to build bridges over Sunswick Creek, Newtown Creek and Bushwick Creek. The Turnpike is today's Vernon Avenue in Long Island City and Manhattan Avenue in Brooklyn. The road was completed sometime in late 1840 or early
1841 and was the first to bridge Newtown Creek; the other two creeks have long since been filled in.
The company was authorized to collect toll as follows:

-

-

For every score of hogs or sheep
For every score of horses, cattle or mules
For every coach, phaeton, chariot, coaches, barouche or other similar
carriage drawn by two horses
For every gig, chaise, sulkey, barouche, common wagon or other similar
carriage drawn by one horse
Every sleigh drawn by one horse
Every common wagon, stage or cart drawn by one horse
Every additional ox, horse or mule to either of the before-mentioned
carriages, wagons, carts or sleighs
For every foot passenger
For every man and horse
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To improve access to New York and to make Astoria attractive as a home site, Halsey about 1840
induced the owner of an omnibus or stage line, William Lewis, to extend his stage line to Astoria via the
Hell Gate Ferry. Passengers could reach City Hall, Manhattan, via 3rd Avenue, the Bowery and Chatham Square in about one hour. Lewis paid no ferry toll and was furnished the free use of a stable in

Ravenswood.
Within a year or two of the opening of Vernon Avenue in 1840, a stage coach company began to
run stages along its length from Astoria to Williamsburgh and then over the ferry to the Bowery. A time
tableof 1843 gives a few details:
SUMMER ARRANGEMENT
THE RAVENSWOOD STAGE

will

run on and after Wednesday, May 17th, as follows:

LEAVE ASTORIA
7:15 A.M.
10:30 A.M.
5:00 P.M.

LEAVE NEW YORK, first door below Tammany Hall
9:00 A.M.
3:30 P.M.
6:30 P.M.

The stage will cross Houston St. Ferry and run through Lewis, Grand St. and the Bowery. Passengers will be taken to the corner of the Bowery and Houston St. at half past 10 and the 5
o'clock trips if desired.
The stage will arrive at Williamsburgh at 9:30 A.M., 4 and 7 P.M. and passengers taking
the stage at Wiliamsburgh are recommended to wait at the Houston Street Ferry house and
never ask the cab drivers for information concerning the Stage; the Houston Street ferrymaster can give any information desired.
Greenpoint passengers will please notice that the stage will arrive there on the down
trips at 7:45, 11 and half past 5.
The Stage stops for passengers at #20 Bowery and at Mrs. Gretecloss' bakery #107
Bowery on the East side, a few doors below Grand Street, but in all cases passengers should
be on the lookout for the Stage as no notice is given of its arrival except a short stop.
Fares: 10c, 2c ferriage
Ravenswood, May 11, 1843
T. B. Miner
The oldest known piece of correspondence from Hallett's Cove as Astoria was then known dates
from this period. Interestingly enough, the letter turned up in an auction in the spring of 1984 and is now
owned by Mr. Fred Rodriguez of Huntington, L.I. The writer, one William Morgan, a representative of
some business firm, appears to have been assigned to Astoria and is writing to his wife Cynthia in their
home town of Ledyard, Conn., about conditions in the village. Some of his remarks shed an interesting
light on the Astoria of 150 years ago:
Jan. 31, 1837
Last Saturday I received your kind favourof the 22nd which is truly appreciated and without
delay I shall endeavor to answer it by first mail. There is but two mails a week, Wednesdays

Stephen A. Halsey's stone house on the east side of 2nd St. above Astoria Blvd. Became L.I. City high school in 1893 and
later P.S. #9. Demolished after 1942.

and Saturdays I have inquired of a number respecting rents and tenements. I find that
houses to let are hard to be found and when found they ask $125 to $200. The house that
Mr. Hallett lives in is the cheapest-$125 and would suit us the best. I can have it if he goes
out; he has not determined yet whether he goes out or not. Business is dull here; all are complaining. Provisions are high-flour $4 a barrel. The prospect for business is faint at present; if
it continues to be dull, I shall leave here (when I have completed my job) for Ledyard.
The writer is probably experiencing the initial warning signs of the coming Panic of 1837, the first serious business depression in U.S. history; certainly his comments on high rents and expensive groceries
have a very modern ring!
In 1839 Halsey decided that the time had come to incorporate formally his village and the problem
of a name immediately arose. For two hundred years the place had been known as Hallett's Cove but
this was felt to be too vague and more suggestive of a body of water than a land are?. Mr. Halsey's own
connection with the fur trade brought about the adoption of the name Astoria. He was personally acquainted with John Jacob Astor, the most important fur merchant of the day, and his elderbrother John
had gone west frequently as an agent of Astor. It occurred to the trustees that Astor might be recruited
into becoming a backer or even financial contributor to a new Episcopal Female Seminary if they did
him the honor of naming the place "Astoria" after him. The amount needed was $2000. After all, there
was a precedent: Astoria, Oregon, had been named after the old man. Halsey is supposed to have offered to drive Astor in a carriage all around the the new town and to show him the new buildings and
contemplated improvements with the suggestion that it would be a philanthropic gesture on his part to
donate towards the establishment of the school. Astor by this time was 76 years old and was too infirm
and sickly to be induced to come to the new village and ride over its rutted, unpaved streets. It is said
that he gave Halsey a contribution of only $500 towards the seminary building. This was so inadequate
that the seminary had to be scaled down into a modest school; the building still stands today as the rectory of St. George's church. Even though thedonation was far less than expected, the trustees graciously
accepted the money and gave Astor's name to the new village.
On April 12, 1839 the New York State Legislature passed a bill entitled: "An act to incorporate the
Village of Astoria." The boundary line was to be roughly 25th Avenue on the north, 31st Street, 30th
Avenue and Crescent Street on the east, Broadway on the south and the East River on the West. In the
charter, this is, of course, spelled out in elaborate detail in terms of the existing farm lines of that day.
There were to be five trustees and three assessors, a treasurer-clerk and a collector-constable. A few other municipal privileges were to be the same as those granted to the little village of Angelica in the center
of Allegheny County in upstate New York.
The first village election was held at the house of Benjamin F. Shaw on June 11, 1839. 81 votes
were cast, resulting in the election of five trustees and Homer Whittemore as president of the board. On
June 22, 1840 Stephen Halsey proposed that an official seal be adopted for the village consisting of an
American eagle with the words "Village of Astoria". This motion was approved and the official seal was
made up and used for years thereafter.
Mr. Halsey built for his own use a large stone mansion on the east side of 2nd Street and north of
Astoria Boulevard; the stone was quarried right on the premises. Years later it passed into the hands of
Marcena Monson; the city of Long Island City later bought the building for use as a high school and after
the consolidation with New York City, it became P.S. #9. During the 1840's Halsey managed to open
up various streets, particularly the short section of Astoria Boulevard between Main Street and Vernon
Avene, 27th Aye. (Owen or Franklin), 4th, Bth, 12th and 14thStreets. On August 10, 1842 these streets
were formally given their names by the trustees: Fulton Street, Main Street, Flushing Avenue, Newtown
Avenue, Sunswick Terrace, Creenoak, Welling, Emerald, Linden, Woolsey, Remsen, Cross Streets and
Ridge Road. Halsey made a strenuous effort to colonize Astoria and succeeded in inducing many
wealthy men from his own merchant class to build summer homes in Astoria; in this way, many of the
later prominent mansions on the "Hill" came to be built.
A few industries located in Astoria at wide intervals after the War of 1812. The Hallett's Cove
Marine Railway was incorporated on Apr. 15, 1828 with a capital of $50,000 for the repairing of ships;
the yard was still flourishing up to the Civil War. The firm of Edward Smith & Co., the oldest varnish and
paint manufacturer in the United States, erected in 1829 a varnish making plant on the property of James

L. Stratton, at that time a house and ornamental painter. Stratton had just been taken into the firm. Because the plant soon found itself in the midst of a choice and growingresidential area, the Astorians prevailed on the firm to move in 1856 to Hunter's Point. About 1845 a carpet works was established on the
Sunswick Meadows below 33rd Avenuebetween 14th and 21th Streets by Alvin and E.S. Higgins, brothers born in Maine, who came to New York in 1838 and opened a carpet store. In 1852 Higgins attempted to place some newly-immigrated Germans in the factory which up to that time had been staffed
entirely by Astoria Irish and English and the ensuing riot had to be put down by the village police force.
By 1859 the Higginses had sold out to James McAloney who then operated the plant for many years;
even in the 1920's the carpet works were still in production on the same site.
Another conspicuous commercial operation of the 1830's and 40's was Grant Thorburn's Nursery
on Vernon Avenue near the south of Sunswick Creek. Grant Thorburn (1772-1863) had emigrated to
America in 1794, saw his trade of nail-making made obselete by machines, tried to run a grocery, and
then, quite by chance, discovered that there was a market for flowers and seeds. On Sept. 27, 1824
Thorburn bought from the Quakers for $25,000 a building in Green Street between Maiden Lane and
Liberty Street in New York for a seed store. In 1834 he sold it for $105,000 and moved his operations to
Astoria. He set up large gardens and greenhouses on his estate and had such a large mail-order business
in seeds that the United States government made him postmaster of a new Hallett's Cove Post Office in
Sept. 1834. Thorburn wrote a book about his life entitled "Reminiscences" that tells us of his gardens
and life in the village. ■
Some other commercial enterprises in Astoria were a stone quarry, two turpentine distilleries, one
on the river above Astoria Boulevard and another at 25th Avenue & 14th Street; a chair factory, a bellows factory, and a "chemical" works on Sunswick Creek, probably a bone-boiling place for animal carcasses. One of the turpentine distilleries burned down as early as 1841 as we learn from an article in the
"New York Tribune" of July 12:
Fire at Hallett's Cove: The turpentine distillery of Blackwell & Co. at Hallett's Cove caught fire
about 5 o'clock on Saturday evening, as it is supposed, by a spark from the steamboat
"Bunker Hill" as she was passing. The buildings, being filled with inflammable matter, all efforts to save them were fruitless though the Brooklyn, Harlem and Bloomingdale engines
were on the ground as soon as possible. The loss is estimated at $50,000, of which about
two-thirds was insured, mainly in this city.
Stephen Halsey made efforts to attract additional churches to Astoria. In 1839 he donated money
and materials for the erection of a Reformed church on 12th Street and in 1840 he donated the stone
for the foundation of the Catholic church of Our Lady of Mt. Carmel on 21st Street. Halsey was a Presbyterian himself and in 1847 he helped to build the church of that denomination on 27th Avenue and
became an active member of the board of trustees.
At a meeting of the Board of Trustees of Astoria on Aug. 22, 1842, Stephen Halseyreported that he
could purchase of piece of property for a village burying ground from its owner, Mrs. McMurray, for
$550. Since there was a need of a public cemetery in the new village, the purchase was approved. This
early cemetery was laid out on the square block bounded by 14th Place, 26th Avenue, 18th Street and
the line of 25th Road if extended west a block. Probably because the grounds were too small and were
located in the prime residential area, the Board of Trustees, early in 1849 resolved to sell this property
for $1200 and to buy from Alvin and E.S. Higgins for $1150 a new five-acre site on the south side of the
old Ridge Road between the present 27th and 29th Streets. This site was at that time the extreme southeast corner of the village, a rather desolate, low-lying area. Horace Whittemore, Edwin Mills and Stephen Halsey were appointed a committee of three to have the bodiesremoved from the old cemetery to
the new one and to instruct the keeper, Mr. Morris, not to allow any more burials to be made in the old
ground. On May 3, 1849 a resolution was passed by the Board of Trustees calling a meeting of the taxpayers in order that a resolution might be presented for their adoption, empowering the trustees to impose, levy and collect the sum of $950 for fencing and improving the new Ridge Road grounds. This
was approved by the voters on Jun.ll, 1849. On May 24, 1849 the board set the price of a lot in the
new ground until Jan.l, 1850 at $20 and $25 thereafter. The old grounds were sold to Mr. James. L.
Stratton.

The signatures of everybody who was anybody in Astoria on April 7, 1838. The two Schultzes from Germany, buried in
St. George's churchyard, are the only foreigners among the Anglo-Saxon names.

At a meeting of the Astoria Board of Trustees on Sept.9, 1842, Stephen Halsey induced the board to
29 residents as firemen; fifteen accepted and 14 declined; in
the end, a force of 21 men was recruited from among prominent citizens. Halsey thendonated a fire engine and the fire house to keep it on the south side of Astoria Boulevard opposite 3rd Street.
In March 1843 a Mr. E. A. Smith completed a map of Astoria upon which he had labored for some
time at the request of the trustees; the map proved entirely satisfactory for village purposes and Smith
was voted his fee. This seems to have been the second map of the infant village after the intial chart of
1840 filed with the Legislature at the time of incorporation.
In 1844 Stephen Halsey succeeded in inducing the New York State Board of Regents to give accreditation to the Astoria Female Seminary which was duly chartered Feb. 13, 1844. Little is known of the
early years of this institution; it was successfully conducted for a number of years by the Rev. John
Walker Brown, editor of the "Protestant Churchman"and pastor of St. George's. When he died in 1849,
the Female Seminary collapsed. The sum of $5000 was raised by his patrons and friends as a testimonial
to his widow. A Mrs. Ebertson was the next principal and then a Mrs. Howard. In 1858, the Rev. Robert
W. Harris, another rector of St. George's, undertook to revive the Institute with the help of Miss E. F.
Goodwin, a teacher in a private ladies' school from Pittsfield, Mass. The revived school opened on May
3, 1858.
About 1849 Stephen Halsey, along with Byam Kirby Stevens, Henry L. Riker and William B. Bolles,
bought additional farms to the east and south and then laid out and opened through them Broadway,
Crescent St., 21st Street, 29th, 30th and 31st Streets, 30th Avenue (Grand) and 31st Aye. (Jamaica). In
this newly opened area which was southeast of the original village line, he donated a plot of ground 100
X 200 on 29th Street for a public school which in later years became the Fourth Ward school. Perhaps
Halsey's last major public achievement was the founding of the Astoria Gas Works along the East River
just above 27th Avenue in 1853.
Stephen Halsey married Elizabeth F. Reboul in 1831. Jean Baptiste Reboul, born in France, had lived
in Santo Domingo and thenmoved to New Yorkand had entered the fur trade. Halsey was successful in
persuading his brother-in-law, John B. Reboul, to build a house in Astoria on 4th St. Four sons were born
of this marriage: John Jacob (named after Astor), Stephen Bolles, George A. and William R. who died in
childhood. John Jacob Halsey was born on Nov. 22, 1832 and died Jan. 26, 1905, leaving four sons,
William, John, Stephen and George. The second son, Stephen Bolles Halsey was born July 1, 1836 and
died Feb. 13, 1914, leaving two sons and a daughter: Harold V.W., F.R. Halsey and Ruth D. Halsey.
Stephen Halsey's wife, Elizabeth, died in 1851 and he took a second wife, Elizabeth H. Goble,by whom
he had two sons and two daughters. Halsey died in his home village on May 5, 1875, recognized by all
as the "Father of Astoria" and was buried in one of the family vaults in therear of the Reformed Church
in the heart of the village he had founded. A tiny stone inscribed "Stephen Halsey, Family vault, 1842"
marks his grave.
create an Astoria Fire Company, appointing

CHAPTER III
ASTORIA IN 1852 PORTRAIT OF A VILLAGE

—

The obscurity that shrouds Astoria in the years after its incorporation in 1839 is suddenly and dramatically lifted in 1852 by the simultaneous appearance of the first detailed village map compiled by a
professional surveyor and by the publication of the first newspaper in the village, the "Astoria Gazette."
The map was the work of Edward T. Quilitch, a civil engineer and the official village surveyor. Issued in
the fall of 1852 and at the then high price of $4, Quiltich's map is a mine of information about houses,
streets, property owners, property lines and physical features. From the map we learn that Astoria then
boasted several hundred houses and quite a number of opened streets, but was almost wholly cut off
from Hunter's Point to the south by extensive marshes and swamps. The newspaper, the "Astoria Gazette" was the daring and ambitious attempt of its owner and editor, Robert S. Harrison, to launch a
journalistic invasion into an extensive area that up to now had never supported a newspaper thewidespreading town of Newtown. Unlike the Towns of Flushing and Jamaica, both of which had at least one
large populous village, Newtown had no concentration of population anywhere; it was, despite its size,
just a collection of small villages and it is a significant indication of the size and commercial importance
of the village of Astoria that Harrison chose it as the launching point for his enterprise. Harrison announced at the outset that the newspaper could break even only if it enrolled 700 subscribers at $2 each
a year, or at least 500 along with compensating support from a reliable group of advertisers. As it happened, neither of these goals was realized by the fledgling "Gazette" over the period of a year and in
July 1853, Astoria's distinction as a town with a newspaper of its own faded away. Happily for us, the
whole file has survived and a careful reading of the contents along with the Quilitch map provides for us
a wonderfully detailed portrait of village life in theAstoria of 130 years ago.
The village of 1852 was physically small, far smaller than the area we loosely call Astoria today;
25th Avenue on the north, 31st Street, 30th Avenue and Crescent Street on the east, Broadway on the
south and the East River on the west. In this small space the only built-up area was along Astoria Blvd.
from the river to 21st Street. Stores and small houses occupied both sides of Astoria Blvd. and Main Avenue from 4th Street to 12th St. North of this area along 4th St., Bth, 9th, 12th and 14th Streets was the
"hill", or high-class residential area, dotted with large impressive houses on big plots of ground. Other
mansions lined the water side of Vernon Blvd. facing the East River. Many of these wealthier homes routinely had ice houses in the rear to supply kitchen ice boxes, windmills to pump water, and the largest
boasted greenhouses to supply fresh flowers for the rooms. To the wealthier citizens appearance was im-

-

portant:

A more than usual attention to the ornamenting of private grounds is one of the redeeming
features of Astoria. We think we could point out to the stranger a larger number of private
gardens and yards in the pleasanter portions of our village adorned with more taste and at infinitely greater expenses thanis the case in any other village on Long Island. Indeed, in all our
travels we never saw evidences of more pains and better taste than are displayed in many of
the private grounds in the northern portion of our village. They reflect creditalike on the refinement of feeling and the liberality of the proprietors.
Astoria Gazette, Mar. 17, 1853
The more modest houses of the middle and lower-class citizens were largely east of 18th Street and
widely scattered along thevarious side streets to the village line and beyond. The typical house was two
stories, wooden frame, about 22 X 25 or 50 foot-front lot and sold for about $950. Stone houses were
rare and more costly. There were several men in Astoria who occupied themselves withland speculation
and house building. Josiah M. Whitney, a partner in the mason & building material firm of Whitney &
Norton, offered building lots. The president of the village and proprietor of the general store, William J.
Townsend, did the same. Henry F. Blackwell advertised "cottages" for sale in Ravenswood.

The parapet at Fort Stevens from a water color at the New York Historical Society.

Block house at 27th

Aye.

& 14th St., Astoria, during the War of 1812.

Just as the "hill" was the more fashionable part of town, so the neighborhood along 21st Street, "Irishtown", was lower class. The name then in use, Emerald Street, as also Shamrock Street for 26 Rd. reflected the ethnic background of the residents. The attitude to this area comes out in revealing asides:
Irishtown is not considered a part of Astoria, except on Election Day.
Our Irishtown subscribers
Street.

the Democratic quarter of Astoria...our neighbors on Emerald

The southern end of the village was not desirable because the land was low-lying or meadow. Most of
Astoria is only about 20 feet above sea level with the highest point only 57 feet (27th Avenue & 12th
Street). Drainage canals had been installed at regular intervals leading into ponds and these emptied into
Sunswick Creek below Broadway. One canal ran along the line of 29th Avenueand another along the
line of 30th Road. The smaller ditches passed under roads in culverts but the bigger ditches had to be
bridged to allow for carriage and wagon traffic. A wooden bridge existed on 30th Avenue at 21st Street
and another sizeable one on 21st Street at 30th Road. The line of 14th Street below 30th Road was occupied by a three block long pond down to 31st Avenue. At Broadway and Vernon Avenue was a large
mill pond that until 1876 provided water for the tidal mill at the foot of Broadway that ground the villagers' corn and grain. Vernon Avenue passed over the mill dam which had sluices in it to admit water at
high tide and release it at low tide.
Along the shore of Hallett's Cove at the foot of Astoria Blvd. & Main Avenue were shipyards, coal
and lumber yards and saw mills. The turpentine distilleries of the 1830's and 40's were already being
phased out by 1852. On Hurl Gate Point the ramparts of old Fort Stevens, built as a defense works during the war of 1812 could still be seen in 1852 though they were gone by 1880. Behind the battlements
on the line of today's 2nd St. and 26th Aye. stretched salt meadows, marshesand drainage canals to discourage the malarial mosquitoes. Such was the physical aspect of the Astoria of 1852.
The streets of Astoria were all unpaved and there were no sidewalks. The trustees were at that time
making improvements in the way of grading down the surface, putting in gutters and installing curb
stones but there remained much to be done:
There is no use in a man polishing his boots in Astoria; it is love's labor lost. We tried it for
several weeks and after a persevering effort and considerable reflection, from theboots, this
is the conclusion we have come to. We would leave home...but by the time we reached the
boat, our wonder ceased. So let us have thesidewalks paved —just as soon as we can afford it.
Gazette, Aug. 26, 1852

—

In an age when there was no garbage collection and no sewers, some people emptied out their pails into
the street and the trustees found it necessary to put up printed notices "forbidding all persons from
throwing any water or swill in any part of the street except the gutter, and furthermore forbidding any
persons from throwing rubbish or coal ashes in the streets of this village on any other day except Thursday of each week under the penalty of $5 for every such offense."
Because of the popularity of plank roads in Queens County at the time, the village trustees considered the idea of laying planks on the principal Astroria streets as well, and inserted the following ad in
the "Gazette" of Dec. 16, 1852:
"To Plank Road Contractors: proposals are wanted to plank about one mile of street in the
Village of Astoria. For particulars, apply to W. J. Townsend (President)."
This was never actually carried out and, as a result, the muddy condition of the streets persisted much to
the indignation of the townspeople:
Crossings at Emerald (21st) and Remsen Street (12th) at Main Street are bad; it requires some
nerve to jump thegutters at either of these streets and even nerve won't save you when the
walking is at all muddy. But two or three planks would; so by all means, let the plank go

down.
Gazette, Feb. 17,

1853

and again
How can the trustees go before the people for re-election with the streets in such a horrible
condition?... They cannot do better than revive the plank road project, and, in the meantime,
have a few crossing thrown over the mud so that, at the least, the women and children can
get from one portion of the village to another. We are happy in announcing that the numerous pit falls on Main Street at the intersection of the cross streets have been filled in. Now let
us have the mud bridged, say, at the junction of Main and Fulton Streets.
Gazette, Mar. 10, 1853
Exasperation with conditionsdrove some men to eloquence:

We have a village, a charter and a body of men named trustees whose duty it is to take care
of the village. They are empowered by that charter to do and perform certain things with and
upon the roads and streets within that village of which they are the appointed guardians.
They are especially reminded by that charter that it shallbe their duty to keep the roads and
streets in good repair and condition.' Citizens of Astoria! Stand upon the Town Dock! Look at
the beautiful condition of the foot of Main Street! Cross from there to the opposite sidewalk
and if by any chance you survive, if by any special interposition the hand of fortune should
be extended to you and save you from a muddy grave, call a meeting- award a Cold Medal
to your trustees. The faithful performance of their duties calls for approbation. Do not let
merit go without its reward! The trustees should be publicly thanked for this public burying
ground. They deserve it.
Gazette, Mar. 17, 1853

'

At certain street corners there were pumps installed by the village to furnish water to the public at
large. A Trustee Meeting of Aug. 17th passed this resolution: "Resolved, that the president superintend
the repairing of the pump on the corner of Fulton and Stevens Streets." (Astoria Blvd. at Bth St.) There
were no street lights as yet and persons who ventured out walking at night carried their own lamps.
Cheaper-grade lamps burned lard or sperm oil; the better grade clear camphene or Kerosene.
It was not an unusual thing to see cows walking the streets outside the center of the village; many
people kept cows and chickens and the "Gazette" contains frequent ads for strayed cows found, followed by a description, or for lost cows with an offer of a reward. Roaming cattle were not considered
unusual, for as late as 1897, slaughter house owners regularly secured permits from the Long Island City
authorities to drive herds of cattle through the streets in non-rush hours and at night.
Municipal services as we know them were wholly absent in early Astoria; there was only one small
fire company, no police force, no hospital. There was a Board of Health appointed by the trustees, consisting of three persons and one doctor. The board adopted a code of regulations and published these in
the "Gazette". The public was ordered to report any persons sick with Ship Fever, small pox or other
such contagious disease; bone boiling or horse flaying was prohibited inside the village limits (later a major nuisance along Newtown Creek); carcasses had to be buried at least four feet deep and at least 100
yards from any dwelling. Persons violating these orders would be adjudged guilty of a misdemeanor. The
Health Officer, Dr. Baylies, had the duty of visiting any houses complained of and abating public nuisances.

The municipal government was simple and uncomplicated; there were five members of the Board of
Trustees, one of whom served as president, one clerk and postmaster, one collectorof taxes, one justice
of the peace and three assessors. Other Astoria men could and did serve as officials of the Town of
Newtown, for Astoria was one of many villages within the township. The Astoria Town Hall was on the
south side of Broadway midway between 14th and 21st Streets.
Public transportation was a sore point in Astoria. Most of the traffic was to New York by the Hurl
Gate Ferry, but the service was inadequate judgingby the repeated comments of the editor of the "Gazette" and his editorials encouraging new turnpikes and even a shore line railroad. On June 12, 1830 a
"first-rate, large, commodious horse boat" had begun service from the foot of 86th Street, New York,
then just opened and paved, to the foot of Astoria Blvd. The ferry was for the benefit of through travelers to Flushing and Newtown Village (Elmhurst) and only incidentally for the Astorians. After the founding of the village in 1839, a steam ferry was substituted, but the light traffic made for infrequent service.

Hallett's Point Reef and old Fort Stevens in 1869.

In 1852 Capt. Baldwin was the owner and operator of the Ravenswood", which provided
regular daily service to East 86th Street. The chief complaint against the Astoria Ferry was that there was
no early trip to the city in the morning. Editor Harrison urged that a 7 A.M. boat would make it possible
for Astoria men to work in New York and for New York workers to live in Astoriaand enjoy the benefits
of country living. Local stores would benefit, houses would go up and the value of Astoria land would
rise.

There is no communication with New York by which mechanics and others can reach there

in time for their work in the morning unless they go by way of Yorkville and then they must
leave here by 5 A.M. If there was a boat to leave here in the morning so that mechanics
could reach the city by 7 A.M., this place would rapidly improve. Now sir, if working men
could depend on reaching the city in proper time in the morning, there would be nothing to
prevent this village from increasing both in business and population.
Gazette, Sept. 2, 1852

The volume of New York traffic evidently did not encourage Capt. Baldwin to expand his service
and on Oct. 1, 1852 he curtailed the service for the winter by making no trips after 8 P.M. at night. On
Dec. 7, the last trip was cut back to 7 P.M. In frustration Editor Harrison of the "Gazette" sparked the
formation of a committee in February 1853 for raising a public subscription to buy a new ferryboat and
to lease out its operation to parties who would promise better service to the village folk.
The only other means of travel into and out of Astoria was the Knickerbocker Stage Coach Line of
Messrs. Johnson & Hudsonwhich ran from Astoria Ferry via Vernon Avenue to Greenpoint for a fare of
6V4 or 12Vim: depending on thedistance (half cents were minted at this time.) At Greenpoint travelers to
Brooklyn changed stages for the rest of the journey or took the ferry to East 23rd Street, New York.
Messrs. Johnson & Hudson impressively demonstrated their faith in a growing Astoria by building two
brand new stages for the Astoria route and instituting half-hourly service to Greenpoint Ferry Between
6:30 A.M. and 10:30 P.M. as of April 1, 1853. This was a remarkably generous gesture for thecompany
revealed the interesting statistic that the total travel between Astoria and Greenpoint was then averaging
only three passengers per hour or 18<t in income to the company!
There was no public transportation in 1852 to inland destinations. Trips to Flushing, Jamaica or
Newtown Village had to be made on horseback or in private carriages or one could hire a carriage from
Whitcomb's Livery Stables. There were two turnpikes or toll roads out of Astoria: The Astoria and Flushing Turnpike Road running along today's Astoria Blvd. to Flushing Creek and with a toll gate across the
road at 49th St., and the Ravenswood, Hallett's Point and Williamsburgh Turnpike Road & Bridge Co.
This had been chartered in 1838, was owned and operated by Astoria men and had its road along today's Vernon Avenue. The first bridge over Newtown Creek was built by this company and here was located the toll gate. The company charged 12V2e toll for two-horse vehicles, 6Vis for one-horse vehicles
and bV*t for every man on horseback.
There were five churches in Astoria: the Episcopal, antedating the village and going back to 1828,
the Reformed (1835), Catholic (1840), Methodist (1844) and Presbyterian (1846). The Astoria Catholic
church was the first of its kind to be established in Queens County and was testimony to an early and
substantial Irish presence in the village. All five churches were in the business center of the village and
within a three-blockradius of each other. The Methodists, the Catholicsand the Episcopalians had small
burial grounds alongside their churches which their founders naively imagined would satisfy their needs
for years to come. The unchurched in the earliest years, buried their dead in the first village cemetery on
18th Street and after 1850, in the new village cemetery on the south side of Broadway between 27th
and 29th Streets on the edge of the meadows and at the village limits. The village officials made some
effort to soften the lonely exposed condition of theburial ground with plantings or fences, yet as early as
March 8, 1853, a motion was made at the Trustees' meeting to sell the cemetery at public auction within two years and to saddle the purchaser with the cost of removing the bodies. The motion was deferred
but it put the villagers on notice that it would be well to look elsewhere for more permanent sepulture.
Fortunately, the year 1852 witnessed the opening of the first two public cemeteries in Newtown, St.

Michael's and Mt. Olivet. St. Michaels's Cemetery was opened just outside the later city limits on Astoria Blvd. & 49th Street. Although owned and operated by St. Michael's Episcopal parish at 99th Street &
Amsterdam Avenue in New York, its grounds were open to all. Mount Olivet was a new cemetery on
Grand Avenue, Maspeth, and had no church connection.
Although five churches were active in a little community like Astoria, the devil had not wholly been
banished. We read in the "Gazette" that a male child was found exposed in a cigar box on the Sunswick Meadows in August 1852 and burglaries in the Newtown area became so frequent and so bold
that the Town Supervisor, William H. Furman, ran a continuous ad in the paper offering a reward of $50
for the apprehension and conviction of these malefactors.
The Village of Astoria appears to have operated only a single one-room school on a site that would
be today 14-34 27th Avenue. This quaint old building was still standing in 1905 and lasted long enough
become
the subject for a colored post card view. Public moneys apportioned for the schools were
to
not generous by our standards; District #3 in which Astoria was located received in 1853 $697.03 for
Teachers' Money and $52.85 for library money. The Episcopal Church operated a church school on a
site that would now be just east of the Carnegie Library. A man named Marshall Whiting operated a private school on his own property at Astoria Blvd. & 27th Street and Miss Hallett of "Miss Hallett's
School" informed "Gazette" readers during September 1852 that the Fall Term was now at hand and
that new students were then being accepted. An anonymous Astoria lady placed an ad in the "Gazette"
in September 1852 in three consecutive issues offering to teach young ladies music, drawing, French and
needlework, accomplishments considered desirable at that date in a lady of breeding.
The various stores in the Astoria of 1852 offer us an invaluable picture of the commercial life of a
small village. Many merchants offered a single variety of goods but a few others carried two to three
lines of goods in one establishment that appear to us to defy logical association: The known dealers
were:
Roe H. Smith
William C. Crouthers
Donnelly & McAloney
J. M. Whitney & H. Norton
Dr. Levi Marks
Nathaniel Filbey
Rage & Shrader
William J. Townsend
Sidney A. Ackley

Bennett & Dale

James A. Whitcomb

W. Underdown
J. Roemer & Co.
Henry Hunt
J. W. Wehrly
Isaac Meserole
J. P. Quinn

James Campbell
Margaret J. Finerty
George P. Schaaff
E. H. Crissey
Adam A. Hart & Arden N.
Halleck
Carrington, James W.
J. Martin
William Green
Andrew Howe
Edwin Mills

Bakery (begun 1837, sold 1855)
Feed,(came to Astoria July 1845)

Flour &

carpet manufacturers
lime, cement, plaster, laths, nails
toothache medicine; botanic medicines
draper & tailor
stoves

groceries, medicines, boots & shoes, fire insurance, butter
and apples
house & sign painter
masonry work; plastering
livery stable
boot & shoe maker
boots & shoes
candy, ice cream, tea, cakes, bread, pies
punch cutter & engraver
house & sign painter
dry goods, ribbons, laces
fruits & vegetables
millinery & fancy articles
lamps, globes, oils
unknown
ship yards

coal & lumber
saddle & harness maker
Sunswick Hotel; Henry Green in 1870
Astoria Hotel, SE Corn. Ist St. & Ast. Blvd.
groceries

Hell Gate Light on the East River at Ist St. north of 26th Avenue.

There is little duplication in this list, yet we are struck by the absence of two trades: there is no saloon
and no blacksmith listed; apparently, these two felt no need to advertise!
Professional men did not stoop to advertise and they were few in Astoria; there were two doctors,
Hersey Baylies and A. H. Stevens. There were no dentists or lawyers, but five ministers, three teachers
and Mr. E.T. Quilitch, the engineer-surveyor.
We have no information at all about the laboring class and work conditions with one interesting exception. In September 1852 the store clerks of Astoria petitioned all the store keepers of the village to
consent to closing the stores on every weekday evening except Saturday at 8 p.m. The proprietors acceded to this proposal and theclerks justified themselves to the public in the following revealing press
release:
We feel the villagers will be inclined to aid us in this movement if they will only reflect that
clerks as a class are compelled winter and summer together to be at business on an average
from six in the morning until ten at night, making an average during summer of 17 hrs. labor
per day and during winter of about 15 hrs. While themechanic and working man labors only
10 hrs. per day and has an hour for dinner, the clerk labors one half more each day, and
even then must swallow generally a cold dinner when he best can, frequently, instead of an
hour, being limited to five minutes. Every other class of the community have the privilege of
the evening to themselves to devote to reading or recreation as inclination prompts, while the
clerk has not a single hour's relaxation from business from one week to the other except on
the Sabbath Day
Gazette, Sept. 30, 1852

Affordable

housing in Astoria

for workers was a problem:

It is stated that the number of new buildings in process of erection in Brooklyn is unprecedented far exceeding that of any previous year. We can say the same of Astoria. But here,
as in Brooklyn and New York, there is an increasing demand for cheap and comfortable
dwellings for the poorer classes. Few of the buildings going up this season in our village will
cost less than from $4000 to $5000 and many of them considerably more. Houses of this
class, renting as a matter of necessity at from $100 to $500, are beyond the means of the
mechanic and the man in a small business and of limited resources. If our capitalists who are
beginning to manifest a disposition to build extensively would but make a systematized attempt to ameliorate the condition of the laboring classes by putting up cheap and comfortable dwellings, we are sure they would receive a return of their investment with a fairinterest
and at the same time relieve thousands of the pent-up population of New York who are struggling on almost without hope.
Gazette, Mar. 10, 1853

—

Social life in the Astoria of 1852 was surprisingly well developed. Steamboat excursions were advertised regularly in the summer for parties to Glen Cove in the steamers "Sunswick" and "Astoria". The
"Astoria" also conveyed fishing parties to deepwater fishing banks almost every other day. Outdoor
balls were popular in the summer time. St. Ronan's Well, a wooded grove on the Corona shore near
Flushing Bay, was a nearby attraction and excursions began coming even from Manhattan to enjoy the
fine prospect and the outdoor dancing, followed by a hearty supper. As we learn from the "Gazette",
Astorians also enjoyed balls at Dunlap's Ferry House on the dock at the foot of East 86th St., Manhattan,
where the Hell Gate Ferry berthed. In September 1852, 200 Astorians enjoyed a ball and supper here,
catered by Henry Hunt, who ferried over ice cream and cake from his store. We hear of a traveling Negro minstrel show, the "Grand Concert of the Original Band of Ethiopian Serenaders" which gave an
"Ethiopian Entertainment" at Howe's Hotel on March 10, 1853.
There were a number of organizations flourishing in the young village. The Astoria Brass Band was a
going organization and enjoyed a picnic outing to Haverstraw in August. The Methodist Church sponsored a Temperance Society which had a meeting place of its own, Temperance Hall. The Irish appear
to have had a "Astoria Mutual Benevolent Society", organized in 1851, that raised money by sponsoring
an annual ball at the Town Hall on Broadway. The International Order of Odd Fellows had a local chapter in Astoria, Lodge #417, which regularly met at the Sunswick Hotel ofWilliam Green alongside the

Mill Dam. The anti-foreign, anti-Catholic Know Nothing Movement that was beginning to become a
power on a national scale in the United States had established itself in Astoria as the Worth Association
#34 of the Order of United Americans and gave its first annual fancy dress and civic ball on Dec. 23,
1852, the ad specifically stating "No Negro charactersadmitted." In February 1853 another chapter of
the society was formed in Flushing and we are told that representatives from the chapters in New York,
Brooklyn, Williamsburgh, Jamaica, Creenpoint and East New York attended.
Astoria boasted one military organization, Company B, Hamilton Rifles, popularly called the Astoria
Guards. The captain was John L. Boyd who was also Village Justice of the Peace and they met regularly
at Howe's Hotel to drill; in the summer there was an annual target excursion where the members displayed their marksmanship. On Washington's Birthday, 1853, thecompany paraded for the first time in
uniform. The men performed close order drill with rifles before the townsfolk and marched to the Astoria Brass Band. Co. A, Hamilton Rifles of Flushing lent their colors and rifles for the occasion.
James Riker, who published his landmark town history, "The Annals of Newtown" in October 1852,
gives us a general picture of the Astoria of his day well worth quoting and including some valuablepopulation statistics not recorded elsewhere:
At the beginning of the present century the settlement at Hallett's Cove did not exceed half a
dozen buildings. But the increase of population and business at this place, within a few years,
has been quite remarkable. Its local advantages, both forresidence and various business purposes, are indeed sufficient to insure its growth, yetits prosperity must be greatly attributed to
the enterprise of certain leading inhabitants whose untiring efforts to build it up are worthy of
special praise. The village was incorporated under the name of Astoria Apr. 12, 1839, the
charter providing that the corporation consist of five trustees, 3 assessors, a treasurer, collector and clerk with power and privilege corresponding to those previously granted by charter
to the village of Angelica in this state.
The erection of several imposing church edifices, the laying out of streets and avenues
adorned with many neat and even beautiful private residences, has greatly added to the convenience, attractiveness and importance of the place. And consequently its population which
in 1840 was 750, has since tripled, and according to the last year's census, was 2250 within
the chartered limits. The recent opening of several new streets south of the village and theoffer of desirable building lots upon moderate terms must insure a more rapid growth of this
place during the years to come. In or near the village are several floral gardens and nurseries,
an extensive carpet factory and other manufacturing establishments, most of the manufactories of the Town centering here....For manufacturing purposes, so far as steam power can be
applied, Astoria is unequalled in situation; while to men of wealth seeking retired country
residences in a pure atmosphere amid a delightful scenery and easy of access from their
places of business, this village and that of Ravenswood with their environs, offer some of the
most inviting localities to be found around New York. These villages are also furnished with
good schools, while in respect to the important matter of health, not only this vicinity but the
Town at large will compare favorably with any in this state.
Riker, p. 259

CHAPTER IV
THE LAST YEARS OF INDEPENDENT ASTORIA
The clear and detailed picture that we have of Astoria for 1852-1853 thanks to the preservation of

the local newspaper is followed by a dozen years of darkness after that date; when press surveillance re-

sumes with some regularity in 1868, Astoria has grown substantially. One of the most importantchanges
was the great extension of the village limits to the east and south, justabout doubling the old area. The
new boundary ran along Astoria Boulevard to Steinway Street, then south down Steinway and Newtown
Avenues to old Ridge Road at 46th Street; then southwest in a long straight diagonal to 250 feet south of
the intersection of 36th Avenue & 35th Street; then down 35th Street to 37th Avenue and west along
37th Avenue to Sunswick Creek, at today's 21st Street; then following the creek to the East River. This
extension took place in 1855 as Chap. 569, Laws of 1855 and in effect brought into the village the
whole East Astoria district. The area just east of the old 1839 corporation line along 29th, 30th and 31st
Streets was already somewhat well settled and in fact contained Village School #1 or later District #3
school. Beyond here the open fields began; 31st Avenue then ended at 31st Street and Broadway terminated at 33rd Street. Hereand there an occasional plant nursery broke the monotony of the farmland to
the eastward.
The Civil War years seem to have initiated few changes in the village but the late 1860's quickened

the pace of life:

The movements on foot in the village of Astoria are indicative of a healthy local prosperity.
opening of new streets, the erection of new and handsome buildings, the filling-in of
sunkenlots and the grading and planting now in operation on all sides, give unmistakable evidence of the activity and enterprise of the people.
Star, June 12, 1868 2:1

The

The construction and opening of Jackson Avenue in 1861 changed the flow of east-west traffic to
the detriment of Astoria; Flushing people and others to the east preferred to use the newer and more direct road to the East 34th Street ferry rather than the older and poorly maintained Hallett's Cove and
Flushing Turnpike to the uptown 92nd Street ferry (Astoria Boulevard). As a result wagonand stagecoach
traffic into downtown Astoria fell off and Hunter's Point gained what Astoria lost. In 1869 the thirty-year
charter of the old turnpike road expired in any case and Astoria Boulevard became a county road without toll gates. It had run down sadly in the last years of private ownership.

Condition of Flushing

Aye.

from Emerald Street to the Village Line. Said road or avenue is not

only now, but has been for a long time, out of repair and becomes during the winter and
spring monthsalmost impassable for persons who travel on foot or in ordinary conveyances.
If this avenue is allowed to remain longer in bad condition, it is firmly believed that it will not
only be difficult for the residents hereon to pass, but obstructive to the general and necessary
travel and positively injurious to the public interests. The president of the Board says: "I have
traveled over this avenue at night and a short time since beyond the village line. The road is
not only dangerous but a disgrace to the Town. The bridge is broken through and large stones
lie across and above the grade of the road, rendering it dangerous to pass in ordinary vehicles. Within the village, something should be done but it will be a large job and involve a
heavy expense to put the avenue in good order."
Star, Nov. 13, 1868
Stephen A. Halsey's other pioneer road, Vernon Avenue, also lapsed into the public domain when
the turnpike charter expired in 1868. Although the road was theoretically 66 feet wide, various abutting
property owners had gradually encroached on it and the Astoria Trustees in August 1868 had to notify
them on pain of prosecution to pull back their fences. The most dangerous section of Vernon Avenue
was its junction with Broadway where the road dropped down into the Sunswick meadowsand crossed

the creek on a short causeway that served as a tidal dam. Crossing this causeway at night or in a drunken condition could be dangerous. In Feb. 1870 a young man fell off the bridge and saved himself by
grasping the reeds on the bank till rescued and brought to William Green's hotel for recuperation. There
is a vivid account of this spot as it looked in 1875 when a deranged man wandered to his death in what
is now a solidly-built up area:
As two laborers on the L.I.C. Shore R.R. were crossing the long dreary causeway spanning
Sunswick Creek which separates Astoria from Ravenswood early yesterday morning, they noticed an object in the water. The tide was low but the rough, wintry wind raised such heavy
ruffles that it was difficult for the men to determine whether the few straggling tufts of hair
that were occasionally uplifted were those of a man or a dog. They called to Officer Emmet
of Astoriaand when he reached the place, the shiftings of the tide had turned the object over
and the features of the dead man were fully exposed. The policeman attempted to drag the
body from the water but it was fast held to the bottom and resisted his utmost efforts. Coroner Maujer of Winfield was summoned and he and a group of villagers gradually pulled the
corpse from the mud. The body was that of a man about 45 years with a sandy complexion.
The features were wildly contorted and wrinkled as though he had died in agony. He was
dressed in a brown, cardigan jacket, a black velvet vest, brown undershirt, light pepper & salt
pantaloons and light slippers of German make. There was $5.95 in German silver coins in the
pockets. The face and hands were badly eaten by fishes. The body was borne to the Sunswick Hotel and there the inquest was held. The jury returned a verdict of death by drowning
and censured the managers of the Shore R.R. in that they, while laying a new track, across
the causeway, had taken down the fence and had neglected to provide a guard against the
quagmires on either side.
The point at which the body was found is a lonely and somewhat isolated spot on the
outskirts of Astoria. It is just opposite the northern point of Blackwell's Island and about a
quarter-mileup Sunswick Creek, which makes up from the river at first in a deep channel and
then spreads itself over the dreary meadow-lands that reach to the back of the Dutch Kills.
The whole valley which is several miles long and a half mile wide is a trackless waste, interspersed with rank wild grass, slimy pools, and treacherous ferns. It belongs to theState but
nothing has been done to reclaim it and it is shunned. It is a land of quicksand, of oozy mud
pools and tangled bogs and it is said that no one who ever ventured upon its surface escaped
withhis life. At one time, years ago, the sea covered the whole land and it was navigable and
the tide ebbed and flowed uncontrolled. But since the construction of the causeway, the
water has been partially resisted and the back country has become a dreary waste. On the
Astoria side of the Causeway is an old wooden flour mill and at its base the remains of a
flood gate which helps to keep back the tide. The gate is regulated by the flow of the water,
allowing the tide to rush out at low water and preventing it from flowing in at high. The tide
rises to a great height, sometimes seven or eight feet, and when it is pouring in, it would be
impossible to imagine a more perilous situation than that in the meadows on either side of
the Causeway.
It is supposed the drowned man was caught in the treacherous bottom of these meadows and was there imprisoned until the stealthy incoming waters slowly rose and engulfed
him. He was found in the center of a collect or pond, many of which are scattered over the
meadows and along its steep borders, and across the soft pulpy mud his painful footsteps
could be traced. Through the tempest of Saturday night he probably struggled and each step
took him deeper into the mire, adding to the horror and hopelessness of his situation and he
sank powerless to help himself. His face was covered with the green mold and slime when
he was taken from the quagmire.
The body was unrecognized and, as there is no morgue in Astoria, was placed at once in
a plain pine coffin and in the afternoon was buried in St. Michael's Cemetery; there was no
clue to the dead man's identity. Some think he was murdered but it is the general opinion

that he was caught in the quagmire and died after two hours of torture in the stream that
slowly crept through the timbers of the floodgate.
Flushing Times, Nov. 3, 1875 1:1
This great swamp area of South Astoria and trailing down behind Ravenswood remained for fifty
low-lying and empty till the opening of the Queensborough Bridge made it too valuable to
ignore further and beginning in 1910, intensive filling-in began. The present Ravenswood Housing Project occupies today what was once the center of the former Sunswick swamp.
Two other important Astoria roads were opened in the late 1860's, 31st Avenue (Jamaica Aye.) and
Broadway. In September 1869 Stephen A. Halsey, Henry Trowbridge and William B. Wilson were appointed a board of commissioners to appraise damages for lands to be taken to open 31st Avenue from
its old termination at 31st Street east to Newtown Avenue in conjunction with the opening of the German Settlement area, the lands of the United Cabinet Makers Association, (see Chap. 8)
In September 1869 theofficers of the Cabinet Makers petitioned the village to open Broadway from
its existing terminus at 33rd Street east to Newtown Avenue. The village by unanimous vote gave its approval on Oct. 26, 1869. During the spring of 1870 the Society's contractor, Patrick Goldner, laid out
and graded both 31st Avenue and Broadway. The "Star" records a brief altercation that broke out between Coldner's men and some employees of the German Cabinet-Makers Union on Dec. 27, 1869.
The land values of Astoria real estate remained high, especially in the growing areas south and east
of the old and wealthy "downtown" area.
years more

At the recent auction sale of lots in Astoria 80 lots were sold, ranging from $300 to $700
each, at the aggregate amount of $37,128. The prices were considered very good, being
about 100% rise since last year.
Brook. Times, Jun. 16, 1870
On May 12, 1870, 350 building lots on 30th Avenue, Broadway and 31st Avenue and the streets adjoining, the property of the ferry magnate, Anthony W. Winans, went for $360 to $500 per lot. Many of
the buyers of lots at these auctions were New Yorkers buying on speculation but local purchasers were
more likely to build. An informal count of houses in Astoria in the year 1874 revealed 1085 buildings.
Astoria was quite different from Hunter's Point in thatit was overwhelmingly a residential area with
little or no industry and even less disposition to encourage it:
There are two carpet factoriesand several carriage factoriesof modest size but little tendency
is shown by property owners to encourage manufacturers. Their object seems to be to create
a neighborhood of persons of wealth and taste and in this they appear to succeed.
Flush. Journal, Sept. 21, 1867 1:4
At the foot of Main Street was the shipyard of Van Winkle & Silkworth. Close by, on Halsey's Dock was
the Phoenix Oil Works for making coal oil or kerosene; in November 1869, Aaron A. DeGrauw of Jamaica bought it, erected a large still and changed the name to the Nassau Oil Works. On Feb. 8, 1870
the works took fire and about 100 barrels of oil were consumed. In lower Astoria was Reiseg's Dye
Works on Broadway. In May 1869 the proprietor bought the 100 X 100 plot of ground that he had previously rented and began the erection of larger buildings. At the northwest corner of Broadway and 12th
Street, the Strong Brothers, Isaac D. and Charles W. operated a small sawmill and in the 1860's manufactured boxes. Also on Broadway and near Vernon Avenue was the Astoria Carriage Works operated
by Henry and Thomas Taylor.
The stores in Astoria were almost all concentrated on Main Street and Astoria Blvd. (old Fulton
Street). The number of saloons had greatly increased over those of 1852:
Christian Albert
John Brown
Joseph Brown
Martin Healy
Joseph Johnson
Thomas Long
John Mackey

(beer only)

(beer only)
(beer only)

Thomas Marlow
Alfred Pettit
John M. Schneider
John G. Siebert
Martin Willis
William Wilson

(beer only)
(illegal 1867)
(beer only)
(beer only)

First village school in Astoria, 14-34 27th Aye., used in the 1840's and 1850's.

A newspaper note of Mar. 1871
mentions two more: Mr. Lawlor's
on Fulton St. & Mr. Donnelly's on
Fulton St.
In July 1869 Charles Hatfield's saloon (postmaster) was sold to John Flynn. From a Christmas list of 1869
we learn the names of many of the merchants doing business in Astoria at this time:
Grocers: Wright & Rapalye, William H. Hutchinson, Waeterling, James Owens Francis B. Tissot, Edwin Mills, John Mackie, E.J. Ellicott, Claus Hillabrandt (July 1869)
Assembly Hall: Mrs. Albert's, Newtown Road & Astoria Road
coal & lumber: James Tisdale
painting: Daniel Pearsall, John Murphy
cooking stoves: Frank Robinson, John Murphy
meat: D.N. Tier, Fred Lancashire, Halleran, Geo. Weisenstine
shoes & boots: Kaufman, James Smyth, Gallis, James Quish, William Underdown
clothiers: George Maskiel, Dehl & Graff, Umshlag, W.K. O'Brien
dry goods: John Quinn, Mrs. Moore
ladies' hats: Miss Watson (opened Apr. 1864)
clocks: Kouvalenki
house furnishings: Hallett's Bazaar
wall paper, frescoing: John Simpson
brick, lime, cement: F.M. Whitney
toys: J.M. Snyder, Mrs. Burns
barber: Wm. Phillip, Chris Diestel, Mr. Williams (Apr. 1869)
hay, grain, feed: Wm. Crouthers, B.F. Hillery
druggist: Francis F. Lange, William F. Muchmore
bakers: James H. Bridgens, Louis Leopold, Hugh Gray, Benjamin Moore
livery: David Tier Jr. (Dexter Stables); James Whitcomb. The stables were built by Blackwell,
Tisdale & Carrington for a steam planning mill and were so used for a number of
years.

saddlery & harness: Frank &

J. Zusi

restaurant: Tivoli Summer Garden

& Saloon (Becker to 1870, then F.H. Notbohm)
doctors: Taylor, J.D. Trask, Hersey Baylies, Herman Beyer
Early Astoria managed to support several hotels. The "Astoria Hotel" of Andrew Howe at the south& Astoria Blvd. was in the late 60's managed by William B. Wilson; larger & newer

east corner of Ist St.

was the "National Hotel", well-located at the southeast corner of 21st St. & Astoria Blvd. where six
streets meet. This famous old hostelry lasted until Feb. 1906 when it was demolished. A third prominent
hotel in the 1860's was the Peconic House on Broadway near Perry St.
Over the years Astoria developed some municipal services: Stephen A. Halsey built a gas works in
1853 on the north side of 27th Avenue at the river; service began in July 1854. John Halsey, his son,
was for many years superintendent of the gas works. In the beginning all the output went to the illumination of private homes; later the trustees of the village erected street lamps at some of the principal crossings supplied by gas. In Oct. 1863, 34 street lamps were maintained by the Astoria Gas Company. Other
street lamps in outlying locations burned oil. The gas works did not prove to be a paying proposition at
first, and on Mar. 6, 1861, they were sold at auction for $12,000. After reorganization, things went well
until Dec. 26, 1866, when a defect in the gas tank caused the works to blow up. One side of the building was entirely demolished; the bricks, stones, mortar, etc. were carried by the force of the explosion a
considerable distance. By sheer chance no one was killed since the blast occurred at noon when the
men were at lunch. The works were rebuilt immediately.
Fire companies were organized early. Astoria Hook & Ladder #1 had a small building on the south
side of Astoria Boulevard facing 3rd Street. The next company to be organized was Protection Engine
#2; they staged annual balls beginning in 1867. An Arion Hose Company is mentioned in 1864, but not

thereafter. The third permanent company was Jackson Engine #1 and the fourth Mohawk Hose Compa#1, which moved into new quarters on Main Street in January 1869. Since there were no fire hydrants in old Astoria, the village relied on large cisterns built into the street at intersections. A note of
September 1868 mentions such cisterns as the corner of 30th Avenue and 29th Street and another at
Newtown Avenue and 42nd Street and there must have been many more.
The first serious fire to afflict Astoria occurred on March 25, 1867:
ny

A serious fire occurred on Monday evening at Astoria which resulted in the partial destruction of several buildings and entailed considerable loss. The fire was first seen at about 8
o'clock on Monday evening under the corner of Alexander Robinson's stable on Welling
Street, adjoining the Odd Fellows Hall building, and in less than fifteen minutes, the stables,
the hall and Mr. Kouvelenki's watch and jewelry store at the junction of Main St. and Astoria
Blvd. were enveloped. The firemen of the village have but two hand engines and one of
these is unserviceable, but with their one machine they worked vigorously and soon conquered but not until they had exhausted the three reservoirs from which they drew water.
The stable, the watch & jewelry store and the second and third stories of the Odd Fellows
Hall building were destroyed. Mr. Underdown, who lives on the second story of the Hall
building and owned it, estimates his loss at about $2500, exclusiveof damage to his furniture
which has been nearly ruined. The furniture and regalia of the Odd Fellows, Masons, and
Sons of Temperance on the third story were consumed. Mr. Charles Diestel's barber shop in
the Hall building was damaged $500. Mr. Robinson who lost his stable and a horse lost
$700.

Flushing Journal, Mar. 30, 1867 2:4

For a long time the village fathers suffered from the want of a convenient Town Hall in which to
meet, but in 1869 this need was filled with a small frame building at what would be today 4-44 Astoria
Boulevard (south side of Boulevard opposite Bth Street). After the consolidation of 1870 the building became Charles L. Shaw's private school. In 1909, New York City condemned the building and on May
14, 1909 the upper portion burned. A Court House had been built some time around 1850 on Broadway at 12th Street.
In the years before consolidation the Astoria school system had expanded with the population. In
1868 the Astoria district had within its limits 9 private schools and one public school #3. The nine private schools had a combined enrollment of 160 pupils; the one public school had a daily attendance of
400 in the primary department and 200 in the grammar department. The building capacity allowed for
another 200 pupils in the grammar schools but the primary classes were already overcrowded by 150.
The school authorities estimated that there were about 1000 children within the legal age who belonged
in school. To get children roaming the streets or working illegally into school and to eliminate all present
overcrowding, the school board urged the community to vote on a proposition to build a new three-story school house, adaptable for purposes of a public hall, library and lecture room as well. The School
Board had already taken an option on a site 68 X219. At a referendum on July 21st thecitizens of Astoria turned down the proposal, leaving the problem to be solved later by the consolidated city.
A year later in July 1869, the Astoria public school had a register of 591 and an average attendance
of 413 or about 73%; the primary department had a teacher-in-charge and five assistants; the grammar
department had three teachers for the girls and three for the boys.
Church building in Astoria, after remaining static for a long time, took on new life after the Civil
War. The Second Reformed German Church was organized on Oct. 8, 1854 but was too small to build
a house of worship and met instead in the village court house on Broadway. After some years money
was raised to erect a wooden frame church on the east side of 31st Street midway between 30th and
31st Avenues. The church was dedicated on June 23, 1867 and later enlarged in 1889; the congregation
is still in existence.
The next church to appear in Astoria was the Church of the Redeemer (Episcopal). The church appears to have been an offshoot of the Episcopal mother-church of St. George's:

Mr. Josiah Blackwell is one of the leading men in the Episcopal Church in Astoriaand has just
done a most generous act. Some malcontents in the congregation found fault with the minister who was a plain-spoken gentleman and after a great deal of squabbling, declared that either they or he must go. He determined that the minister should not go and as a result, 40
pew holders left the church. Whereupon Mr. Blackwell took the pews himself and paid for
them out of his own pocket and offered them to all the poor people he knew. He has also
procured a beautiful residence for the minister and installed the latter therein.
Flush. Journal, Dec. 29, 1866 2:4
The new congregation worshipped in Lange's drugstore on Astoria Boulevard until its own stone church
was erected in 1867:
The cornerstone of a new Episcopal church was laid at Astoria on Wed. (Jun. 27th) of last
week. The church is to be built of blue granite and in the Gothic style of architecture with
chancel, nave and tower, surmounted by a spire, and will seat when completed 400 persons.
Flush. Journal, July 6, 1867 2:3
The church building was dedicated February 16, 1868 and has continued to serve the Astoria community till the present day.
Our Lady of Mt. Carmel Roman Catholic church had grown steadily since its establishment in 1840,
and after the Civil War the old building at 26th Avenue and 21st Street was wholly inadequate. In 1869
the congregation began a campaign to raise money for a new building and a new site, since the land
around the old church had been used as a cemetery. A site was purchased on the north side of Newtown Avenue at Crescent Street. A new frame church was erected here in 1871 and the new building
was dedicated on August 17th, 1873.
The Astoria Village Cemetery on the old Ridge Road that had been in use for twenty years since
1850 passed out of existence along with incorporation. For reasons not now clear theBoard of Trustees
resolved at its meeting of August 31, 1869 to sell the village burial ground for what it would bring at
auction. A contract was entered into on March 3, 1870 with St. Michael's Protestant Episcopal Church
in New York to buy two acres of unused land alongside St. Michael's Cemetery on Astoria Boulevard for
$3600. In May 1870 the board contracted with Charles W. Hallett to remove the bodies from the old
cemetery and to re-inter them in the new grounds. In June 1870 $700 was voted to grade the new cemetery and to plant shrubs and trees; the sale of the old grounds netted the village $13,965.17. No mention is made in the records of the number of bodies transferred, although the price of $600 for removal
would suggest that the number was small; nothing is said about monuments. It is probable that the poor
Irish had been the chief users of the old burial grounds since there was little available space in the tiny
church yard on 26th Avenue; the more affluent Protestant community could afford interment in the
more desirable St. Michael's or Mt. Olivet Cemeteries after their opening in 1852.
In the dozen years before incorporation, the Astoria ferry service saw many changes. In 1862
Anthony W. Winans, the man who founded the 34th Street ferry service, organized the Queens County
Ferry Company, along with Cornelius Rapalye of Astoria and Samuel Willets of Flushing. They took in
Captain Gage who brought with him the "Sunswick". A new "Astoria" now appears in the service of
the company; in February 1865 this boat came into collision with the "Electra", a Fall River freight
steamer, and sank.
In 1867 the incomplete and almost impossible state of E. 86th Street in New York caused the ferry
company to remove the terminus to the foot of 92nd Street which was paved from Second Avenue to
the river with Belgian block. The ferry company, it seems, could not manage to gain a monopoly of the
passenger and freight business. Mr. Charles Parshall, president of the Harlem Railroad Co., along with a
number of other wealthy Ravenswood gentlemen, purchased a large steamboat, the "Island City" (built
1850) and put it on the New York-Ravenswood-Astoria-Flushing run in opposition to Capt. Peck and his
"Washington Irving." To avoid ruin, Capt. Peck had to agree to leave Ravenswood and Astoria exclusively to the "Island City". After a short time the great expense of running the large "Island City" and
the light traffic forced the Parshall group to abandon the service. Thereafter, another boat, the "Mattano" built in 1859, began to serve Astoria. She was sold in July 1868 for $10,500 and her new owners
put her on Sound runs to Port Jefferson.

Hallett's Point Reef was tunnelled between 1871 and 1876 and then blown up; looking into the caisson and headings.

A New York based steamboat company that gave regular service to Astoria in the 1850's and 60's
was theHarlem & New York Steam Navigation Company. The company started and built their first boat,
the "Sylvan Shore" in 1856 and the "Sylvan Grove" in 1858. In 1862 the "Sylvan Shore" was sold to
the United States Government for Civil War duty. A third boat, the "Sylvan Stream" was then built and a
fourth, the "Sylvan Glen" was launched on May 14, 1869. In 1864 these boats ran from Peck Slip to
the Third Avenue Bridge, stopping at Bth St., 120th Street, Astoria and Third Aye. Nine trips a day were
made each way. The fare was 14 tickets for $1 or seven for 50c or single tickets 8c; if paid on boat,
10c. Freight boats operated three trips a day each way. A Mr. Conklin was agent at the company's dock.
The Morrisania Steamboat Co. was another New York line that touched at Astoria in the course of
its trips between Peck Slip and Morrisania; the boats docked at the foot of 4th St. Astoria and made
about four trips a day. As a result of this skimming off of Astoria passengers by the New York steamboats
companies, the home-based Queens County Ferry Co. was unable to earn its costs. During the nearly 14
yrs. of its existence (1862-1876) the Co. lost every dollar invested including boats, fell into debt, and
was finally sold off at auction. In 1876 a new company, the Astoria Ferry Co. was organized with a
nominal capital of $1000 and chartered its boats instead of owning them. Even during the 1870's the
company earned no profit, was unable to pay for the use of its boats and had no cash reserves to rebuild
its piers and racks. This situation continued until 1882 when the two steamboat competitors went out of
business and gave the Astoria Ferry Co. the wholeof the uptown ferry business.
Land transportation in Astoria was for years confined to the stage coach running from the National
Hotel at the corner of 21st Street and Astoria Blvd. over Vernon Avenue to the Hunter's Point ferries. In
January 1864 the stage left the hotel at 7:50, 9:50, 1:50, 2:50, 4:50 and 7:50 and the 34th St. Ferry at
8:30, 10:30, 1:30, 3:30, 4:50 and 8:30. The fare was 10c or 100 tickets for $9; Snyder & Co. operated
the service.
The arrival of the street railway in 1869 put an end to the stage coach era. The ida of connecting
Astoria with Hunter's Point was put forth as early as 1863 but was brought to realization by three men:
Henry S. Anable, of Hunter's Point, William Bleckwenn and Cornelius R. Trafford of Astoria. Bleckwenn
was the partner of William Radde, a publisher and importer of books in New York City, and in later
years treasurer of Long Island City. Cornelius Trafford was independently wealthy and part owner of the
Astoria Ferry. These three men led the effort to organize and build a street railway beginning in 1868.
Work began at both ends of the route in the summer of 1868 but by October came to a standstill because of failure on the part of some of the subscribers of stock to pay up. Early in 1869 the company
entered suits against the delinquents to force payment. About May 1, 1869 limited service was opened
along Borden and Jackson Avenues as far as Schwalenberg's Park (Bridge Plaza). By June the company
had raised the $18,000 needed to complete the middle section and through service began on June 19,
1869. The first cars held 24 passengers and charged a 7c fare; trips were half hourly in summer and
hourly in winter. The company put up a depotbuilding on the west side of Ist Street a little north of Astoria Blvd. alongside the 92nd Street ferry slip. We have a brief description:
We visited last week the largeand commodious depot lately erected for this company at Halsey Dock and found everything in good shape and order. The building is large and well-ventilated, stalls being provided for fifty horses. On the right of the building a large space with
moveable tables for displacing cars from either track is reserved for the storage of cars. The
upper rooms are devoted to the storage of hay, grain and feed. A neat office for thereceiver
and conductors has been fitted up on the left of the building in front.
L.I. Star, Aug. 13, 1869 3:1
The new street railway, besides giving a metropolitan air to Long Island City, brought the two populated
areas closer together and was instrumental in opening up to development the empty, intervening area
along 29th, 30th and 31st Streets. In its early years the street railway was no more successful financially
than theAstoria Ferry; the population was still too thin to provide more than marginal support for either.
The company went bankrupt in 1875 but was reorganized; by the mid 80's the economic climate was
more favorable.
The population of Astoria by September 1867 had risen to 4500 people; Riker quotes a figure of
2250 for 1852, evidence that the population had doubled in fifteen years, although we must bear in
mind that the corporate boundaries had also doubled to include rural East Astoria.

We have scattered evidence of what people did in their spare time. The Sons & Daughters of Temperance, functioning in 1852, was still active; in January 1869 they secured as one of their speakers the
famous Phineas T. Barnum. The Odd Fellows, also active as early as 1852, were still vigorous; their excursion in August 1869 to a picnic grove on the Hudson drew 350 patrons. The Masons had established
themselves in Astoria as Advance Lodge #635. There was a company of the National Guard, Co. D,
89th Regt. established at Astoria in 1864 and which drilled regularly at its meeting place, the National
Hotel. A small group of 30 Astoria boys formed a junior Guards group called the "Chatham Guards" in
1869. In the same year a youth group called "The Young Men's Social Club" was very active and sponsored balls and picnics.
How safe was Astoria in these last years before incorporation? What little crime existed in Astoria
seems to have been committed by New Yorkers attracted by the conspicuous affluence of the great
houses on the "Hill". Both daytime and nighttime burglaries were a recurrent nuisance:
Astoria and its neighborhood is dotted with the residences of wealthy gentlemen at distances
which preclude instant help in case of attack, but which afford in such cases admirable
chances for theescape of rogues.
Flushing Jour. Aug. 27, 1859 2L3
River Thieves at Astoria: About 10 o'clock on Wed. night a party of river thieves succeeded
in effecting an entrance to Vandeventer's store at Astoria, now occupied as a cotton depotby
Messrs. Dibble, Worth & Co. They were surprised by a private watchman employed on the
premises who discharged a pistol at them, the ball taking effect on one of the party and it is
thought, mortally wounding him. Several

of the thieves returned the shot and the watchman

received a ball in his body, severely but not seriously injuring him. The raiders escaped from
the premises, gained their boat and rowed off to New York. The sidewalk in the vicinity of
the building was covered with the blood of the fellow shot by the watchman, which flowed
from his wounds' as his companions were removing him to the boat.
It is sometime since this place has received a visit from these gentry and the affair has
created the most intense excitement among the residents. Unusual precautions have been
taken to prevent a repetition on their part.
Flushing J. Mar. 17, 1866 2:1
Most of the newspaper accounts that survive are devoted to raiding of hen roosts, burglaries of all kinds
and stealing, till tapping; capital crimes, so common today, murder, homicide, rape, etc. are all but
unknown. Astoria was still a country village and its crime was scaled to its size.

—

Plan of the government operation at Hallett's Point, showing the ten headings and cross chambers. 1876.

CHAPTER V
THE GREAT HOUSES OF OLD ASTORIA AND THEIR OWNERS

HOUSES FRONTING THE EAST RIVER:
1. In southeast corner of 20th Aye. (Winthrop) & Shore Road
R. Howland. 1873 R. Howland; 1891 same; 1903; gone 1919. Long occupied by Judge Shipman.
A short distance north is the Howland Estate. It was formerly part of the Woolsey Estate
but was secured in early days from Mr. Woolsey by Mr. Howland of the firm of Howland & Aspinwall and it has since remained in the possession of the family, a prominent
member of which is Gardner C. Howland, business manager of the "New York Herald."
-N.Y. Times, July 12, 1896
2. Midblock between 20th Aye. and 21st Aye. (Wolcott)
Robertson-Trowbridge House. 1852 R.A. Robertson; 1873 R.A. Robertson; 1891 R.A. Robertson,
1903, 1919, 1927 H. Zane, occupant for Gas Co.
One of the smaller of these mansions but fully as picturesque as any of them is that of
Mrs. George Trowbridge; it is beautifully situated, is quaint and homelike in its colonial
simplicity, yet in its artistic and esthetic qualities, is unsurpassed. Mrs. Trowbridge became the owner of it through her father, James Robertson, an old New York merchant,
who built it.
N.Y. Times, July 12, 1896
This month the extensive tract of land at the Shore Road and Wolcott Avenue known as
the Robertson Estate, or, more recently, as the residence of Mrs. George A. Trowbridge,
a daughter of the late James Robertson, who many years ago was one of the most prominent residents of Astoria, was sold. The dwelling is a quaint old-style stone building of
one story and attic, standing on a bluff overlooking the waters of Hell Gate. It is surrounded by a handsome lawn with venerable shade trees and enclosed by a stone wall
with massive gateways opening on the Shore Road. This beautiful house and the grounds
surrounding it has long been considered one of the picturesque spots on the riverfront
which, with the farm lands extending east from the house plot and embracing all told
about 40 acres, is included in the sale. It has been rumored at various times within the
past year that the property has been purchased by the Astoria Gas, Heat & Power Co. as
an addition to their immense undertaking which is in process of construction on the old
Woolsey Estate clear to the waters of the Sound and rumor had also fixed the purchase
price at all the way from $75,000 to $120,000 but neither the sale nor the price have
been correctly stated in those rumors. The title to the estate was passed last week to Mr.
Alex S. Williams of Steinway, and the consideration while not made public, is largely in
excess of the sums named, but not in excess of $200,000.
Star, Mar. 18, 1904
One of the prominent real estate deals of Queens recorded last week was the sale by Police Captain AlexanderWilliams to the Astoria Light, Heat & Power Co. of 23V2 acres at
Upper Astoria, a part of the old Abraham Polhemus Estate (should be Robertson) and extending back for half a mile along the southern boundary of the present tract owned by

The splendid Laßoque Mansion on 27th Aye. midway between 4th and Bth Sts. built by Horace Whittemore in the 1840's
and owned later by JosephLaßoque, counsel for the Erie R.R. Demolished 1963.

the Astoria Light, Heat & Power Co. with a frontage of about 375 feet on the easterly
side of the old ShoreRoad. The conveyance also includes all theland under water fronting the above Shore Road section. The tract is bisected by Wolcott Aye. and extends
east to Lawrence St. (29th St.) It is said the property is worth $150,000 at the price
neighboring land has sold in the vicinity and that even more than that was obtained for
the plots.
Star, Aug. 18, 1905
3.

Northeast corner of 21st Avenue

&

Shore Road

Jacob Rapalye. 1840 Abraham Polhemus; 1852

same;
name; 1903, 1919.
Part of the tract originally granted to Teunis Craye in

1849 R. Polhemus; 1873 Polhemus; 1891

no

1653. The property was bought by Richard
Berrien in 1737. His sister, Agnes, married Joris Rapalye. When Richard Berrien died, Joris & his
the
farm
(see
wife moved to
Berrien
on Bowery Bay
East Astoria chapter.) Their son, Jacob Rapalye
or his uncle Richard Berrien probably built the house on the Shore Rd. later known as the Polhemus
stone house. Jacob Rapalye served as Town supervisor for 18 yrs. He shielded the Reformed minister of Newtown, the Rev. Samuel Froeligh, in his house during the Revolution.
In the rear of the house, 229 ft. east of 19th St. and 164 ft. north of 21st Aye. was the Rapalye
Family Burial Ground. In 1904 eight tombstones were preserved but by Sept. 1919 only four;
among them there was one for Jacob Rapalye who died May 18, 1776 and one for his wife Sarah
who died July 7, 1776. Both stones were inscribed in Dutch. The last burial here was in Aug. 1830
4. Southeast corner of 21st Aye. (Wolcott) and Shore Road
J.S. Polhemus. 1840 Abraham Polhemus; 1849 J. Polhemus; 1852 James S. Polhemus; 1873 J. Polhemus; 1891 no name; 1903; gone 1919
Part of the Teunis Craye grant of 1653. HendrickWiltsee, a Dane, bought this farm in 1681 and left
it to his son Teunis, who sold a part of it in 1706 to Daniel & John Lawrence. James S. Polhemus
was a merchant in New York. The Polhemus family had settled at Flatbush in 1654 and James S.
was the 10th generation from Johannes Polhemus, the first of the name to settle. In 1857 the house
was bought by James Nesmith, a shipping magnate of the mid 19th century; in 1903 Pliny Freeman
Jr. lived here. In Feb. 1910 the house and nine acres of land was sold to Thomas J. Smith of College
Point for $72,500. He was the last owner.
5. Between 21st Place (Casina) and 21st Drive (Nesmith)
F.H. Wolcott. 1873 F.H. Wolcott; 1891 no name; 1903; 1919
Frederick H. Wolcott was president of the dry goods house of Wolcott & Lambert; he died in April
1883, leaving an estate valuedat $300,000. He wrote a family genealogy and left money to have it
published. In 1852 he retired and came to Astoria where he bought 30 acres on Shore Road. He
built a beautiful house called "The Hill" and personally laid out the grounds. He was a director in
the Pacific Mail Steamship Co. & many others. He was very active in charitable & benevolent enterprises. The son, Frederick H. Wolcott Jr. died Jan. 31, 1885, after which the Wolcott Mansion was
rented out to New York people.
6. Northeast corner of Ditmars Blvd. & Shore Road.
A.D. Ditmars. 1840 Dr. Dow Ditmars; 1849 Dr. Ditmars; 1852 Dr. Dow Ditmars; 1873 A.D. Ditmars; 1903; gone 1919
This tract was deeded to Phillip Cerardy in 1653. Property formerly of Daniel Lawrence before
1719, then William Penfold. Bought by Dr. Dow Ditmars in 1816; the doctor lived here until his
death in 1860.
The big square brick house withbroad piazzas in the frontand rear where Abram D. Ditmars, the first mayor of Long Island City and his family resided, is now in charge of a
caretaker.
Star, August 7, 1903

7. South of Ditmars Blvd. and east of Shore Road
Henry Barclay. 1852 H. Barclay; 1873 Henry Barclay

The Barclay Mansion was several hundred feet back from the river and was built about 1840. It was
torn down to make room for the bridge abutments of the New York Connecting R.R. in 1914. Col.
Thomas Barclay, British Consul General to the eastern States, was appointed after the War of 1812.
He had three sons: Henry, George and Anthony. Henry and George began an insurance business
about 1814 at No. 3 in the Phoenix Stores, cor. of Water & Wall Streets, N.Y. Schuyler Livingston,
born 1803, entered the counting house of the Barclays in 1819 and at 21 was admitted as a partner
(1834). The firm name was then changed to Barclay & Livingston; they were agents of Lloyd's. Henry Barclay was born in 1794 and died in his mansion in 1865; Schuyler Livingston died at Whitestone Sept. 2, 1861. The two sons of HenryBarclay, James & Henry Jr., sold the house to the family
of Episcopal Bishop Horatio Southgate, the last occupant.
8. Between the New York Connecting R.R. bridge and 23rd Aye. (Potter)
Summer home of Howard Potter of Brown Bros., brother of Bishop Potter and father of James
Brown Potter. The beautiful mansion was built on the elevation several hundred feet back from the
water and commanded a superb view; it burned down Feb. 18, 1866 with a loss of $50,000. The
mansion was never replaced but the grounds were left in charge of a caretaker who maintained the
lawns and the many rare and beautiful trees. The estate was bought out by the city for East River
Park.
9. All the shore front from just above 23rd Aye. (Potter) to halfway between 24th Aye. (Woolsey) and

25th

Aye. (Hoyt)

Edward John Woolsey. 1840 John Lawrence; 1849 E. Woolsey; 1852 E.J. Woolsey; 1873 E.J. Woolsey; 1891 C.J. Woolsey; 1903 gone
This area was once the land of Anneke Jans of Hunter's Point and was bought by the Lawrences.
They built the first house here. In 1726 the land was sold to Joris Rapalye who held it till 1768, in
which year the old house burned down. The Lawrences came back and built a manor house where
Jonathan Lawrence lived all during the Revolutionary War. In 1777 the Woolseys came into possession through purchase by John Betts Woolsey. The Woolsey family mansion was just south of the
reverse curve in the Shore Road at 24th Avenue (Woolsey). The manor house burned down July 26,
1898 and the homestead burned down Dec. 27, 1892.
Edward J. Woolsey became a millionaire in the sugar refining firm of Howland, Aspinwall and
Woolsey. The stone house was described as "quaint", rambling old house suggested by Mr. Woolsey himself. "The Woolsey estate was immense, extending from here to Long Island Sound, and all
the residents to the north bought their estates from him. There was a high stone wall on both sides
of Shore Road for a quarter of a mile. Edward Woolsey died Jun. 30, 1872 and his wife Emily Nov.
26, 1891. They had two sons: George who died Feb. 1860, and Edward Jr.
Near the upper point where Consolidated Edison is now, Woolsey had a model farm which he
named Casina Farm, the management of which was his chief pleasure during his later days. In winter the Woolseys lived at 8 Lexington Aye., New York.
Edward Jr. inherited the estate and dissipated the family fortune. Between 1883 & 1888 the
Casina Farm almost became a race track but arrangements never worked out. Edward Woolsey Jr.
died Nov. 13, 1895 and the lower estate was quickly sold. The Casina property of 210 acres was
purchased by a syndicate headed by John D. Crimmins for the Astoria Gas, Light, Heat & Power
Co. in November 1898 for $285,000. The utility paid $750,000 for the land from the syndicate purchasers. The "Star" noted this landmark purchase:
"The work which is now in progress for the plant of the Consolidated Gas Co. on what
was formerly known as the Woolsey Estate, covering an area of nearly 400 acres and
stretching out from the old Shore Road to Steinway Creek and Berrien's Island will, when
completed, completely revolutionize one of the oldest and most interesting and picturesque sections of Astoria. The broad expanse of country which years ago formed one of
the handsomest estates near New York City, is now being leveled flat as a billiard table
preparatory to commencing the erection of the immense buildings which will be necessary for the conduit of the gigantic operations of the Co. The hill back of the site of the
Woolsey Mansion is being cut down and hundreds of men and horses and carts are
working there steadily day after day. It is a busy scene as the operations are being

Henry Barclay Mansion, south of Ditmars Aye. and east of ShoreRoad and facing the East River. Built about 1840 and
demolished for the New York Connecting Railroad in 1914.

pushed forward as rapidly as possible in order to facilitate the removal of the gas plants
from Manhattan. Long trenches are being dug in the surface of the hill and then transverse lines are being cut across, dividing the ground into sections that are more readily
and systematically cleared than by any other process. The earth is carted away and
dumped upon the low-lying portion of the property nearer to the river and Berrien's
Creek. For the past two years the Co. has been steadily filling up what was known years
ago as Pike's Meadows with ashes and the old swamp is surely and rapidly disappearing.
Facing the Shore Road a splendid bulkhead is being constructed starting from a
point near the old Woolsey gate house and continuing in the direction of Woolsey's
Point. Cribs are being built and sunk and the outer line of the bulkhead is already com-

menced. Thereis every evidence that the gas co. intends to spare neither time nor expense to expedite the erection of their mammoth plant at Astoria.
But to the reminiscent Astorian the changes that are now taking place in this beautiful section cannot but cause a feeling of regret that the inevitable march of time and the
progress and development of the locality have rendered this transformation necessary to
meet the requirements of the present day. The old residents of Astoria will recall when
the Shore Road was one of the beauty spots of New York the old Woolsey manor
house is simply a recollection. The lodge house still remains but it is in a sadly dilapidated condition. The boat house is gone and the dock is crumbling slowly but surely away.
The stone wall, as it used to be called, which stretched from the Woolsey dock to Henry
Barclay's house is in ruins
the Casina farm which formed part of the Woolsey estate is
next in order and that has been absorbed by the gas co. The only buildings remaining of
the Woolsey property are the gate house and the gardener's cottage. The rest have disappeared.

Star, Aug. 7,1903
10. Above Shore Road midway between 24th Aye. (Woolsey) and 25th Aye. (Hoyt)
1840 Charles Richmond; 1849 P. Hoyt; 1852 E. Hoyt; 1873 E. Hoyt; 1891 Hoyt; 1903 gone.
Edwin Hoyt. Built and occupied for years as the summer home of the late (died 1874) Edwin Hoyt,
the millionaire partner of ex-Covernor Sprague of Rhode Island in the dry goods business in New
York during the 1860's and 70s. Mr. Hoyt's son and Gov. Sprague married sisters, the daughters of
Salmon P. Chase, chief justice of the United States and member of Pres. Lincoln's cabinet. In the
1890's Clifford C. Fisk, senior partner of the firm of Fisk, Clarke & Flagg, glovers, lived in the
splendid Hoyt mansion. The 2Vi story mansion was destroyed by fire some time before 1903. The
band stand in East River Park now marks the site of the house. East of the house an Inebriate's
Sanitarium was built; it was burnt on March 6, 1901. In January 1912, Winthrop Murray Crane )r.
sold to William H. McWhirter the last portion of the Hoyt Estate, 377 ft. on 24th Aye., 299 ft. on
18th St. three acres or 40 lots. The buildings and carriage houses were then torn down to make way
for brick homes. (Eagle, Jan. 27, 1912)

OLD ASTORIA HOUSES NORTH OF 27th AVENUE
1. Just north of 27th

Aye.

& midblock between 4th and Bth Sts.

Whittemore-Laßocque. 1852 HoraceWhittemore; 1859 Horace Whittemore; 1873 Joseph Laßocque; 1891, 1903, 1913, 1963 Sirio Moltaeni. Torn down 1963. Built by Samuel & John Morris of

Astoria.
Stone house with four towering columns in front and four in the rear and topped by an observatory tower. Horace Whittemore was a brother of Edward and Alfred Whittemore (see #2). After his
death the house passed to Joseph Laßocque, a lawyer and chief counsel for the Erie R.R. In the
1890's thehouse occupiedby Judge Shipman of the law firm of Shipman, Barton & Laßocque.

2. Behind the previous house and also midway between 4th and Bth Streets. 1852 Whittemore; 1859
H. Whittemore Estate; 1873 L.J. White; 1891, 1903, 1919. A 2Vi story frame house occupied for
some years by Rev. Morgan, rector of St. Thomas Episcopal church
Homer Whittemore was a prominent New York merchant who retired to Astoriaand died there
on April 6, 1858 at 71. He had three sons, Alfred 0., Horace and Edward A. (See #5 and #10);
Edward A. was a member of the New York dry goods commission house of Peet, Post & Co. and
died in 1880 at 65. He built his Astoria house near the water in 1851. He was very civic-minded
and encouraged many local enterprises through his large fortune and influence. His son, Clarence B.
Whittemore, carried on his business in New York. His daughter, Gertrude, became Mrs. Charles
Benner (see #13); his other son, Charles A., also lived in Astoria.
Behind
previous house and again midway between 4th and Bth Streets
3.
Bishop house. 1852 Bishop; 1859 no name; 1873 Polhemus Estate; 1891 1903, 1919.
4. Just below 26th Avenue and midway between 4th and Bth Streets.
story
John /. Halsey. 1852 not yet built; 1859 J. J.Halsey; 1873 J. J. Halsey 1891, 1903, 1919.
frame house. John J. Halsey was a son of Stephen A. Halsey; he was born in 1832 and died in
1905. In his youth he managed the Astoria Gas Works. His sons managed the family's extensive real
estate holdings.

5. Halfway between 26th Avenue and the Cove & east of 4th Street
Edward A. Whittemore. 1859: Cornelius Rapalye; E. A. Whittemore 1873. 1891 no

name;

1903,

1919

6. North side of 26th Aye. midway between 4th and Bth Streets.
Edward Hatch. 1873 A. L. Hatch; square, stone house.
Asa L. Hatch was a railroad investor from St. Louis, Mo. He was born in 1824; removed in 1889 to
southern California. In his old age he became obsessed with spiritualism and lost his fortune in pursuit of this hobby. The mansion was demolished Nov. 15-22, 1889.
7. Just east of the Hatch house.
W. H. Morrison. 1859 Dr. J. W. Scott; 1873 W. H. Morrison; gone 1903. Demolished for a stone
yard.

8. North of 27th Aye. at head of Bth St.; well back from the street.
Josiah Blackwell. 1852 Josiah Blackwell; 1859 Josiah Blackwell; 1873 same; 1891, 1903, 1919. He
was a dry goods merchant in N.Y.
9. West side of 9th St. about 150 ft. north of 27th Aye.
Henry Smith. 1852 Henry Smith; 1859 Henry Smith; 1859 Walling map, Joshua Lathrop; 1873,
1891, 1903, 1919.
Joshua Lathrop was an old New York flour merchant; in the 1890's the house was occupied by
Charles Benner of the law firm of Benner & Benner.
"This house is one of the most attractive in Astoria, being on Franklin St. opposite the old
Blackwell homestead. It sits back a hundred or more feet from the street and is fronted
by a beautiful sweep of well-kept lawn."
New York Times, July 12, 1896

10. Northwest corner of 9th St. & 26th Avenue.
A. O. Whittemore. 1852 Alfred O. Whittemore; 1859 A. O. Whittemore; 1873 R. M. C. Graham,
1891, gone 1903.
Alfred O. Whittemore was a brother of Horace and Edward Whittemore.
11. Northeast corner of 9th St. and 27th Avenue.
William Mulligan. 1859 Wm. Mulligan; 1873 W. Mulligan; 1891, 1903, 1919. He was president of
the Humboldt Inst. Co. at 140 Broadway, N.Y.
12. East side of 12th St. below 26th Avenue
Old 90 Remsen, now 26-07 12th St. 1840 Joseph Craig; 1852 Dr. Baylies 1859 Dr. H. Baylies;
1873 Dr. B. L. B. Baylies; 1983 David Hazard & Larry Supon.
Home of the Baylies family forhalf a century. First of the line was Dr. Gustavus Baylies, born in Uxbridge, Mass. in 1761; he served two enlistments in the Revolutionary Army, after the war entered

Riker-Rapelye-Lent House, 78-03 19th Road. The stone kitchen dates to about 1680; the main part of the house c. 1730.

Harvard, studied medicine and later practiced in Newport, R.I. He removed to Newtown, now Elmhurst, in 1805 and practiced till his death in 1834. His second son, Hersey Baylies, became a doctor
in Astoria and bought the Joseph Craig house in Nov. 1845. Dr. Baylies married Harriet Blackwell,
dau. of James Blackwell. During the 1830's, 40's & 50's he engaged in extensive real estate dealings. His son. Dr. Bradford L. B. Baylies carried on the family tradition at Astoria until 1889, when
he moved to Brooklyn. The Baylies house was converted in this century to a rooming house and altered for the worse inside. Its present owners have restored the rooms and furnished them in period.
13. 200 ft. above 26th Aye. and midway between 14th and 18th St.
James L. Stratton & Robert Benner. Old 108 Woolsey St.
1852 James L. Stratton; 1859 Robert Benner; 1873 R. Benner; 1891 Benner; 1903, 1919. Still standing; Southern plantation style house. Smith, Stratton & Co. were varnish makers and removed their
plant from Second Aye., N.Y. to here about 1830 and in 1856 to Hunter's Point. The house was
converted into an apartment house in this century.
"The Benner Mansion, occupied for many years by the late Robert Benner, a prominent
New York lawyer, is another superb place. Mr. Benner was an enthusiast in floriculture
and arboriculture. The beautiful gardens contain many specimens of rare trees and
shrubs while the flower beds, chrysanthemums and rose houses have wide renown. The
cultivation of these flowers was Mr. Benner's delight and he added many new specimens
by propagation and cultivation to the world's knowledge. He named his house
"Rosemont" and the name was appropriate. Mrs. Benner resides in theold home, and as
her love for flowers equals that of her late husband, the place is still superbly kept up.
Mr. Benner's sons, Willis and Charles, are the law firm of Benner & Benner of Wall St.
They both live in Astoria, the former in the old homestead and Charles in the former
house of thelate Joshua Lathrop, the old New York flour merchant."
New York Times, July 12, 1896
14. South side of 26th Aye.

near 14th Street.
/. L. Stratton; Peter Miller. 1852 J. L. Stratton; 1859 Peter Miller; 1873 W. P. Trowbridge; 1891
1903; 1919 stone wall in front of house.
15. Just below Stratton-Miller house
E. C. Graham. 1852 Mrs. L. S.; 1859 no name; 1873 E. C. Graham; 1891; 1903; 1919
16. North of Astoria Blvd. midway between 21st & 23rd Streets.
Jacob Weil. 1852 not built; 1859 no name; 1873 Jacob Weil; gone 1891. The James Halletthouse
stood on or near this site.

OLD ASTORIA HOUSES BETWEEN ASTORIA BLVD. & 27th AVENUE
1. East side of 2nd Street above Astoria Blvd.
Marcena Monson. 1840 Stephen A. Halsey; 1852 M. Monson: 1859 M. Monson 1873 Monson Estate; 1891; 1903; 1919 Demolished after 1942
Stone Mansion erected by Stephen A. Halsey in 1840. It stands upon a foundation four feet thick
and its stone walls were two feet thick and brick lined. There were 18 ft. ceilings and 14 foot high
windows in its seven large rooms. There was a cupola on the roof. Bought by Long Island City in
1893 after Judge Alonzo C. Monson's death for the city high school; long used by New York City as
P.S. #9. Marcena Monson died about 1870.
2. Southwest corner of 4th St. & 27th Aye.
George Halsey. 1873 George Halsey; 1891
George was the third son of Stephen A. Halsey
3. East side of 4th St., below the church property, on the south side of 27th Aye

M. P. Dayton. 1840 no name; 1852 M. P. Dayton; 1859 M. P. Dayton; 1873 F. T. Montell; 1891;
1903; gone 1919
Francis T. Montell was a member of the shipping firm of Montell & Barton. A Van Alst was thelast
occupant of the house.
4. East side of 4th St., almost midblock between 27th Aye. & Astoria Blvd. House midway between
4th and Bth Streets.
/.B. Reboul. 1840 no name; 1852 Reboul; 1859 J. B. Reboul; 1873, J. B. Reboul; 1891; 1903;
1919.
John B. Reboul was the son of Jean Baptiste Reboul, one of the pioneer furriers of New York, who
amassed a fortune in the business. He was born in 1811 and died Feb. 25, 1894 in this house; his
sister, Elizabeth F. married Stephen A. Halsey. His son, William, inherited the property. Reboul was
elected assessor in Astoria's first municipal election in June 1839. He also organized the Astoria
School system. John C. Halsey, Stephen's older brother, sold Reboul this plot on Oct. 15, 1836.
Reboul married Almira W. Whittemore and had seven children, of whom William was the only survivor.

5. East side of 4th Street, slightly south of midblock between 27th Aye. and Astoria Blvd. House halfway between 4th and Bth Streets.
David M. Tier. 1852 A. Comstock; 1859 W. Edwards; 1873 D. M. Tier; 1891; 1903; 1919.
David M. Tier learned the butcher's trade in various New York markets and came to Astoria in
1863. Here he opened up a market on Astoria Blvd. near Bth St. and continued till his death on
Nov. 11, 1894. He married Rachel A. Baizley who died in Sept. 1895. They had three sons and a
daughter: David M. Tier Jr. who left two children, John M. and Isabella (Mrs. J. Jacobs); William R.,
a banker in New York; John E. who helped his father in the butcher business, then switched to the
livery business of his brother David (1882-1894), then general contracting; after his father's death
he ran the butcher shop. Rachel Tier, the daughter (Mrs. Edward Stivers) died before 1896.
6. Southwest corner of 27th Aye. & Bth St.
/. W. Carrington. 1852 Carrington; 1859 J. W. Carrington; 1873 J. W. Carrington; 1891; 1903;
1919.

James W. Carrington was a New York lumber merchant who moved to Astoria in 1840, where he
opened a lumber yard on Vernon Aye. He died at 82. His only son, James M. Carrington was born
in 1837 and carried on the lumber business in N.Y. in the 86th St. yard on the East River with his
father. He married Adelie Case and had three daughters: Grace, Adelie & Edith.
7. Center of the block bounded by Astoria Blvd., 27th Aye., Bth St. and Blackwell's Lane. Old 134
Franklin St. (27th Aye.)
Samuel Blackwell. 1840 C. Wardell, deceased; 1852 S. Blackwell; 1859

no name; 1873 J. Tisdale;
1891; 1903; 1919. 28th Aye. was later cut through close to the house.
The house was built about 1826 by C. Wardell. Samuel Blackwell was the son of Colonel Jacob
Blackwell who was active in the Revolution. Samuel had 16 children many of whom had houses or
property in Astoria.

"The original Blackwell homestead still stands and is a beautiful bit of architecture, being
modeled after the old southern planter's mansions of three-fourths of a centuy ago. It is
now owned and occupied by Robert Tisdale, having come to him by descent. It was
built by Samuel Blackwell, the founder of the Blackwell family in Astoria. It is in the
center of a big block bounded by Fulton, Stevens and Franklin Sts. & Blackwell's Lane. It
is on the highest ground in Astoria and has a view of vast extent. Astoria is now built up
solidly about it but originally it was the central point of an immense estate, all owned by
Samuel Blackwell. Among his sons were Josiah, James Madison and Henry who continued to live in Astoria. His grandsons, Frank and George Blackwell, are well-known lawyers of this city and live in Astoria."
N.Y. Times July 12, 1896
8.

Southeast corner of 27th Avenue and Bth Street
lames Tisdale. 1859 James Tisdale; 1873 Tisdale; 1891; 1903; 1919; 1963 R. Petrobono; 1974
razed.

Built by Samuel Blackwell for his daughter Margaret who married James Tisdale. Tisdale was born in
Ireland in 1811 and became a hardware merchant in Water St., N. Y. He fought in the Mexican
War and the Civil War and in 1846 established a coal and lumber business in Astoria at the southwest corner of Vernon Aye. & Astoria Blvd. He died in 1880 and his widow in June 1892 and his
son, Samuel Blackwell Tisdale, continued thebusiness. He died in 1893 and his widow, Emma Lawrence Blackwell Tisdale, on Feb. 19, 1927. The lumber business was then carried on by their son,
Josiah Tisdale, who died Sept. 13, 1931.
The first James Tisdale & his wife had nine children but only three sons and a daughter reached
maturity. One son, Robert B. Tisdale became a wealthy commission flour merchant and later moved
into the ancestral Blackwell mansion at 134 Franklin St. (See #7 above)
9. South side of 27th Avenue, just east of Tisdale house.
C. H. Burr. 1859 no name; 1873 C. H. Burr; 1891, 1903, 1919, razed 1974.
Now 8-10 27th Avenue. Built by Samuel Blackwell for his daughter who married Charles Burr, a
merchant. In 1866 the house was rented by Gen. Thomas William Sweeney, a veteran of the Mexican and Civil Wars like his neighbor Tisdale. He died in 1892, and his widow, who had forawhile
lived elsewhere, returned here in 1914, bought back thehouse and lived here to her death in 1923.
Her son, William Sweeney and his wife occupied the house till the wife's death in 1963.
10. Southwest corner of 27th Avenue & Blackwell's Lane.
William Blackwell. 1852 S. Blackwell; 1859 no name; 1873 W. Blackwell; 1891, 1903, 1919.
William Blackwell was a brother of Samuel Blackwell.
11. Northeast corner of Blackwell's Lane and 26th Avenue.
lames Blackwell. 1852 no name; 1859 no name; 1873 James Blackwell Est. 1891, 1903, 1919.
James was one of the 16 children of Samuel Blackwell; he died at his home in Astoria on Jan. 27,
1884 at 74.

12. In middle of the block bounded by 12th and 14th Streets, 27th Aye. and Astoria Blvd.
1840 R. M. Blackwell-, 1852 R. M. Blackwell; 1873 R. M. Blackwell; 1891, 1903, gone 1919.
Robert M. Blackwell died on Feb. 20, 1863. In May 1885, 300 lots comprising about 2/5 of the estate were sold at auction. In 1863 the estate was estimated at half a million. The big house was purchased by the builder, William Chatlos, and demolished in March 1926 in order to put up new
housing.

HOUSES AT THE FERRY
1. Southeast corner of

Astoria

Blvd.

& First Street.

by Henry P. Blackwell. The hotel of William Howe (later Andrew Howe) occupied
the corner part; in 1873 Wilson ran the hotel. The rear of the hotel was occupied as a dwelling by
Benjamin Maillefert, an engineer who worked on blowing up the Hell Gate rocks from 1854 to

Property

owned

1869.
2. Northeast corner of Astoria Blvd. and First St.
Stone tavern in 1841 kept by Capt. Tinker.

OLD ASTORIA HOUSES

—

EAST SIDE OF VERNON AVENUE

1. Southeast corner of Astoria Blvd. & Vernon Blvd.
Ceorge Rapalye. 1840 no name; 1852 C. Rapalye; 1859 no name; 1859 Walling map C. Rapalye;
1873 C. Rapalye; 1891; 1903, gone 1919.
Very old house, supposedly moved from another site. George Rapalye, a wholesale grocer in New
York, lived in Newtown and died in 1853. He married Jane M. Suydam and had a son, Cornelius,
born 1833, who died Nov. 20, 1890. Rapalye was also president of the East River Ferry Co. for
many years. House demolished Aug. 3, 1908.
2. Northeast corner of Vernon Aye. and Main Street.
Traffordhouse. 1840 G. Rapalye; 1852 Trafford; 1859 C. Trafford; 1859 Welling map C. Trafford;
1873 C. R. Trafford; 1891; 1903; 1919 gone 1928. One or near the original site of William Hallett's
stone house.
John Trafford was one of the early settlers at Hallett's Cove. In 1817 he married Grace Rapalye, a
sister of the George Rapalye above; her son, Cornelius Rapalye Trafford (1809-1872) was for years
trustee of the village, built many houses and promoted the street railroad. He donated a set of
chimes to the Redeemer Episcopal church and a massive granite cross on the lawn, beneath which
he is buried. Both houses lasted long enough to be featured in color post cards.
3. Southeast corner of Vernon Aye. & Main St. 60 ft. east of Vernon and 100 ft. south of Main St.
Lawrence-Suydam-Whitf/eld-Ha/sey house.
1840 H. Whittemore; 1852 no name; 1852 S.A. Halsey; 1873 S.A. Halsey; 1891; 1903; 1919.
This was a site of more than usual interest. It occupied the probable site of a house built by William
Hallett Sr. for his son William Hallett Jr. This original structure burned down in 1770. The successor
house was built by William Lawrence who was living in the house in 1776; during the summer of
that year British Generals Heister and Clark put up here for a few days during the passage of the
British Army through Astoria. In 1794 the house was sold to Jacobus Suydam who died here in
1825. Daniel T. Whitfield owned the place in the 1820's and 30's and operated it as a roadhouse. It
continued to be used for this purpose for many years. Stephen A. Halsey bought the house in 1835
and lived in it for a time.
4. Middle house between Main Street and 30th Road.
Henry F. Blackwell. 1840 H.F. Blackwell; 1852 same; 1859 same; 1873 Mrs. Blossom; 1891; 1903;
1919. The widow of Henry F. Blackwell married Mr. Benjamin Blossom, an old New York
merchant.
5. Northeast corner of 30th Drive and Vernon Avenue.
William Vandeventer. 1845 John Schenck; 1840 Turner; 1852 Wm. Vandeventer; 1859 W.R. Vandeventer; 1873 W.H. Vandeventer; 1891; 1903; gone 1919. Last occupant, Jacob H. Vandeventer.
John Schenck was a distiller and at one time the president of the Atlantic Bank.
William Vandeventer was a merchant in New York at 195 Fulton St. Besides this house he owned a
large tract of land north and east of Newtown Aye. which was sold off in 1874.

"Jere Johnson sold the Vandeventer property at Astoria last week. About 100 lots were
sold. It was desirable property and brought an average price of $320 per lot. Choice corners brought $500 and inside lots from $300

to $450."

Flushing Journal, May 30, 1874

"A recent sale is that of the old Vandeventer Mansionand grounds at the corner of Temple St. and the Boulevard, opposite to the coal yards of Boyce & Barnes Co. The historic
mansion which is nearly if not quite a century old, will be torn down in order to permit
of improvements being made. It was in this house that the celebrated litterateur, J. Hopkinson Smith, was married."
L.I. Weekly Star, April 8, 1904

6. East side of Vernon Aye. between 30th Road and 30th Drive.
Byam Kirby Stevens. "Mount Napoleon" or "Mount Bonaparte" 1840 "The Mount"; 1852 B.K.
Stevens; 1845 B.K. Stevens; 1859 Byam K. Stevens; 1873 Stevens Estate; 1891; 1903; 1919 two
halves.
The Stevens Family has been very prominent & important in Astoria. Ebenezer Stevens, a native of
Massachusetts, became a general in the Revolutionary War. He masqueraded as an Indian at the
Boston Tea Party and was second in command of colonial forces at Saratoga. During the War of
1812 he was authorized to build Fort Stevens at Hallett's Point. He took up residence at Astoria during the summers beginning in 1797. In civilian life he was an importer and wholesale dealer in
wines. Stevens built a 2Vi story framehouse with broad front porches after the War of 1812 on the
high bank on the east side of Vernon Aye. which bore the name Sunswick Terrace. Here on July 14,
1813 Gen.Stevens gave a dinner to DeWitt Clinton and several prominentmilitary men to celebrate
the erection of Fort Stevens.
Byam Kirby Stevens, one of his sons, was born in New York City in 1800. He lived at 31 Lafayette PI. in Colonnade Row. and ran his father's wine business; he was also the director of the Gallatin Bank at 30 Wall St. He married Frances, only daughter of Albert Gallatin, minister to England and
to France and Secretary of the Treasury and Secretary of State in Madison's administration and very
prominent in national politics from 1795 to 1827. Gallatin died in Astoria in Byam Stevens' house
on Aug. 12, 1849. Byam himself in Astoria in 1870.
Albert Gallatin Stevens, a son of Byam, was born in New York and became a lawyer. He took
up residence in Astoria and became one of the incorporators of Long Island City. Later he removed
to New York. He married Amelia L. Cornell and had eight children.
Kerby Stevens, one of the eight children, was born in Astoria May 18, 1862. After 1890 he
dealt in real estate as a member of the firm of Trowbridge & Stevens.
A Stevens stone house or perhaps part of the summer house was lowered 30 feet from the high
bluff to the level of Temple St. and shifted 100 ft. when that new street was cut through in May-June
1871. The house was then repaired & improved and used for a while for city business. (July 1871)
Again in 1904 the Terrace was cut down to make way for 30th Drive and the frame house was cut
in two (1902) and moved a short distance to the north to make two houses.
7. South side of 30th Drive (Elm) and 31st Avenue (Jamaica)
Field-Stagg. 1840 John Field; 1852 J. P. Stagg; 1845 J. P. Stagg; 1859 no name; 1873 Stagg Estate;
1891; gone 1903.
In 1869 it was a boarding house operated by Mrs. Hoyt. Henry S. Mulligan owned it for a time and
it then passed into the hands of J. P. Stagg. John C. Mallory 1882
8. Midway between 30th Drive (Elm) and 31st Avenue (Jamaica)
Mulligan-Winans. 1845 Mulligan; 1852 William Mulligan; 1859 Wm. Mulligan; 1873 A. W. Winans; 1891; gone 1903.
William Mulligan was president of the Humboldt Inst. Co. of New York. Anthony W. Winans was
the organizer and major stockholder of the E. 34th St. Ferry in the 1860's; later the house was
moved to the east side of 12th St. (Sherman) and 150 ft. north of 31st Avenue.
9. Northeast corner of 31st Avenue & Vernon Avenue.
Dr. Alexander H. Stevens. 1840 A. H. Stevens; 1845 Dr. A. H. Stevens; 1852 Dr. A. H. Stevens;
1859 no name; 1873 Stevens Estate; 1891 Sohmer Piano Co. lumber yard. The stone house was set
back well from Vernon Aye. Dr. Alexander H. Stevens was one of the sons of Gen. Ebenezer Stevens and became first president of the College of Physicians & Surgeons in New York. After Dr. Steyens' death the house was enlarged and rented to Henry Knight, a New York tobacco merchant.
10. Southeast corner of 31st Avenue & Vernon Aye.
Albert Callatin Stevens. 1852 Dr. A. H. Stevens; 1859 Dr. A. H. Stevens; 1873 Albert Gallatin Stevens; 1891 Sohmer Piano Factory (built 1887)
Albert GallatinStevens was a son of Samuel Stevens and grandson of Gen. Ebenezer Stevens. Samuel Stevens was an alderman for a number of years of the Third Ward of New York City and was a
projector & commissioner for the introduction of the Croton Aqueduct into New York City.
11. North Side of 31st Drive (Camelia) far back from Vernon Aye.
Two narrow strips of property:

Northern half: 1840 Ceorge Thorburris garden; 1845 Thorburn's Garden & Greenhouse; 1852 G.
C. Thorburn; 1859 no name; 1873 Dr. J. W. Scott's "Astoria House"; 1891; 1903; gone 1919.
The "Astoria House" faced the steamboat landing and drew its patronage from it; later the name
was changed to the "Thorburn House" under D. L. Barrett. (May 1881) Remodeled into three 3-story bldgs. Each 23 X 40 and each with 11-12 rms. (Aug. 1883)
Southern half: 1840 Grant Thorburn; 1845 no name; 1852 no name; 1859 J. McAloney; 1873
McAloney; 1891; 1903; 1919.
Grant Thorburn came to America in 1794 and when his trade of nail making was made obsolete by
machines, he stumbled onto horticultureand soon became the must prominent seedsman in New
York. He wrote articles for magazines and newspapers, sometimes under the pseudonym "Laurie
Todd." The old name of 31st Drive, Camelia Street, comes from the gardens and greenhouses there.
12. East side of Vernon Avenue between 31st Drive and Broadway.
Three buildings facing Vernon Avenue.
1840 Estate of DeGraw; 1845 no name; 1852 no name; 1859 C. W. Strang; 1873 C. W. Strang;
1891; 1903; 1919.
Charles W. Strang was one of the three sons of Garret S. & Susan Bragaw Strang. He was a contractor & builder in L.I. City, having taken over the business from his brother, Isaac 8., in 1861.
The house on the northeast corner had a Dutch roof and was obviously the oldest; it was still standing in 1931.
13. North side of Broadway midway between Vernon Avenue & 12th Street.
1840 nothing; 1845 no name; 1852 Swill Meat factory; 1859 John Jackson's Astoria Chemical
Works; 1873 Jackson (no buildings); 1891 buildings; 1903 houses; 1919. In 1859 John Jackson
maintained a business office at 16 John St. New York. The works were gone by 1868.
14. Northwest corner of Broadway and 12th Street.
1840 R. Moore; 1845 no name; 1852 no name; 1859 I. Strang carpenter shop; 1873 I. Strang;
1891; 1903; 1919.
The home of Isaac B. Strang, born Jan. 17, 1820. He was a carpenter and builder; later he bought
an 80-acre farm at Jamaica butreturned to Astoria. He married Ann Bragaw in 1846; they had one
son, Charles G. Strang. Isaac B. and his brother, Charles W. operated a sawmill here and in Civil
War days manufactured boxes for the government.
The new Club House of the 10th Election District at the corner of the Boulevard and

Broadway is situated on what has been known for many years as the Field Estate. The
building now occupied by the Club was in years gone by the home of the late Isaac B.
Strang, a well-known resident of Astoria. In cleaning up the old building ready for the use
of the new tenants, a letter was found signed by John Dunn and bearing a date and
place- "Camp near Petersburg, Oct. 19, 1864." The letter was that of a young man to
his parents and was a manly loving epistle that brought tears to the eyes of those who

read it.
In looking over their building, the members of the club found a pane of glass in one
of the windows with the following scratched upon its surface: "Libby Field, Jan. 1,
1806." This was doubtless made by a member of the Field Estate 97 years ago and
serves to illustrate the long association of the family with this piece of property.
L.I. City Weekly Star, Jan. 1, 1903

15. West side of Vernon Avenue opposite Broadway.
William Creen. 1840 no name; 1845 "Mill"; 1852 Wm. Green & old mill; 1859 Sunswick Hotel;
1873 Wm. Green; 1891; 1903; 1919.
The Sunswick Hotel of William Green was located on the bank above Sunswick Creek mouth and
the mill was below it in the stream. The old hotel was later operated by Charles McKernan (1896).
The contract for building tide gates at Sunswick Creek between Astoria and Ravenswood
has been given to Andrew Borradale for $3550.
B'klyn. Times, Dec. 10, 1870

The old mill on Sunswick Terrace at Astoria has been purchased by Mr.

Henry Green for
$100 and workmen are tearing it down. The mill was probably the oldest landmark in
having
been
built
140
years ago.
over
Astoria,
Flushing Times, May 17, 1876

CHAPTER VI
RAVENSWOOD
The section of Long Island City called Ravenswood was in olden times a long, narrow stretch of land
squeezed on its west side by the East River and on its east by the marshes and meadows surrounding
Sunswick Creek. Ravenswood was considered to begin at the mouth of Sunswick Creek, today the intersection of Vernon Aye. and Broadway, and continued south along the shore to about 44th Avenue,
where the low-lying meadow land of Hunter's Point began. It is probable that from the earliest times a
trail ran along theshore at intervals; this ancient track developed into today's Vernon Avenue.
The first known settlement of Ravenswood was made By Capt. Francis Fyn, a Dutch officer, who acquired Welfare Island and the strip of land facing it on the Long Island shore from the Dutch government
in 1651. Fyn established a farm on the island, then called Verken or Hog Island. When the English took
over the rule of New Amsterdam from the Dutch in 1664, this title apparently ceased, for in 1668, the
island and the shore line were granted to Captain John Manning. Manning had the misfortune to surrender New York to the Dutch again in 1673, for which act his sword was broken over his head. He died
very shortly after this disgrace. In 1676 his step-daughter, Mary, contracted a marriage with Robert
Blackwell, a merchant of Elizabethtown, New Jersey, and a widower with several children. Blackwell

and his new wife established residence on the island which thereafter bore his name for the next 250
years. The original Blackwell home on the island has long since disappeared but a later successor can
still be seen by tourists today. Robert Blackwell died about 1717; he left 12 children, two by his first
wife and 10 by Mary Manning.
The youngest son, Jacob Blackwell, who was born Aug. 4, 1692, inherited the estate and probably
built the stone house later well-known as themain Blackwell residence at the foot of 37th Avenue (Webster) on the East River (Torn down 1901). Here he died on Dec. 1, 1744.
His eldest son, Jacob, was born Nov. 20, 1717, his mother Mary being a daughter of William Hallett
11. In his youth he assisted his brother-in-law, Joseph Hallett, in the damming of Sunswick Creek and erecting the grist mill there. Hebecame a captain in the Newtown Militia and later a colonel. Later he participated in the French & Indian War of 1754-1763. When theRevolution broke out in 1776, his sympathies lay with the patriots. When the British advanced through Astoria to Hell Gate in September 1776,
Colonel Blackwell was forced to flee. The British put the arrow mark on his door, a sign that he was a
known rebel sympathizer and his house and estate were confiscated to the crown. British troops occupied the stone house and despoiled it. Although he was a member of the Provincial Convention, he returned to Ravenswood, trusting in the proclamation of Lord Howe that his person would be respected.
His financial losses and ill treatment by loyalists probably hastened his death on Oct. 23, 1780.
On April 25, 1787 the widow and heirs sold the Blackwell farm to Joseph Hallett, who in 1791 conveyed it to his son-in-law Major John Delafield. The property embraced 140 acres and extended from
Sunswick Creek at Broadway down to 38th Avenue. In 1793 John Delafield acquired another 20 acres
on the river front on either side of 41st Drive. Only two other property owners controlled the whole of
Ravenswood: Johannes Duryea, who owned the river front from 38th Avenue to 41st Avenue and who
sold out to Joseph Totten in 1797, and John Miller who owned an irregular tract from 43rd Avenue
south to 44th Drive, acquired between 1782 and 1808.
Just before the great renaissance of Ravenswood as a residential community began in the mid-19th
century, the area somehow attracted the attention of the municipal authorities of New York City as a
suitable site for an orphan asylum and home for pauper children, with ample space nearby for a junior
farm, the products of which would help to make the institution at least party self-supporting. With this in
mind, the Corporation of the City of New York bought in 1831 part of the Joseph Totten tract at Ravenswood between 38th and 41st Avenues for $10,000. Here they erected three large frame buildings during 1834 and 1835, a boys' dormitory, a schoolhouse, and an infants' nursery. Grant Thorburn, the
seedsman of Astoria, in his biography "Reminiscences" speaks of seeing over 600 children living and
working on this farm.

The East River shore of L.I. City (Ravenswood) in 1858. Vernon Blvd. runs from north to south. The east-west streets are
Broadway and 37 Aye. Sunswick Creek and its salt marshes extended farinland.

Not long afterwards, the Corporation bought more land at Welfare Island from the Blackwell family,
a nearer and more easily supervised site. The Corporation sold the Poor Farm lands at auction on Apr.
15, 1845 and they were knocked down to William A. Niles. Niles leased the isolated and deserted buildings to the State Commissioner of Immigration for a shipfever hospital and pest house. The citizens of
Astoria, though distant a mile and a half, were outraged at the prospect of cholera and small-pox patients so close to their community and held a public protest meeting. Niles refused to cancel the lease,
and on the night of May 26-27, 1845, the Astorians fired the buildings and burned them to the ground.
Niles later brought suit against the State and eventually recovered damages in a special Act of May 17,
1855.
Roe H. Smith, the first bakery proprietor of Astoriaand later a prominent auctioneer, lived in Astoria
during these years and, in an interview given to the L.I. City "Star" and published in September 1891,
explained how this mob action came about:
The City of New York owned an extensive tract of land, part in the First and part of it in the
Third Ward, which they used as ground for some charitable purposesfor homes for paupers
or something of that kind. On different parts of this plot of ground they built three large frame
buildings. The institution was known as the Long Island Farms. Two or three years later it was
announced that these buildings were to be used for hospital purposes and would be filled up
with patients affected with contagious diseases. Whether there was foundation for the rumor
or not, I do not know, but the respectable people over there took it for an actual fact and
were very indignant that the place was to be infested with those affected with contagious diseases.
An indignation meeting was called and was attended by some of the most influential
men of the town. Astoria contained as early as that quite a number of prominent business
men of New York. Among them was Charles Parshall of the firm of Parshall, Beebe & Co., at
that time one of the leading banking and brokerage firms of Wall Street. I was present at the
indignation meeting which was held in Capt. Tinker's Hotel down near the ferry. Mr. Parshall
took an active part in the meeting, and after the city government of New York had been denounced in a number of speeches, he said: "I move we adjourn to the Long Island Farms."
The motion was carried with a rush and I went home and went to bed. The next morning
two of theobnoxious buildings were burned to the ground. The third building was never used
for hospital purposes and was soon abandoned as a public institution. It was bought by some
speculative individual and cut in two. Half of it is now known as Bushman's Hotel (356
Vernon at Bodine St.) (43rd Road) and the other is also used for a hotel, but I do not know
who owns it now.
Star, Sept. 1891
The Golden Age of Ravenswood came about through theefforts of one man, Colonel George Gibbs.
Born in 1766, he had amassed wealth in New York business, and in 1814, with the financial help of a
number of associates, purchased the Delafield Estate at Ravenswood, embracing all the land above 38th
Avenue, with the intention of transforming it into a beautiful private residential park with an unmatched
view of the busy and growing city across the river. Colonel Gibbs and his group adopted the name
"Ravenswood." There are two explanations given for the origin of the name: one is that it was suggested
by a Lord Willoughby who at that time owned land at Woolsey's Point. Another is that the name was
given to the village by the Rev. Francis L. Hawks, an eminent Episcopal clergyman of that day. Mr.
Hawks first suggested the name Ravenscroft in honor of his particular friend, the Right Reverend John S.
Ravenscroft, Bishop of North Carolina. It was suggested to Mr. Hawks that the bishop might not feel flattered at giving his name to so obscure and insignificant a place as the new village, whereupon Mr.
Hawks decided to change the name to Ravenswood. There are other fanciful explanations: that there
were a lot of native American ravens in the neighborhood, and that Ravenswood is a name figuring
prominently in Sir Walter Scott's "Bride of Lammermoor", a historical romance popular in that day.
Colonel Cibbs utilized his social and business contacts to advertise the beauties of Ravenswood
among the well-to-do New York merchants, but his death in August 1833 put an end to his personal efforts to promote his shoreline real estate. His widow, Laura M. Cibbs, sold the Cibbs tract to Charles H.
Roach and he, in turn, transferred a one-third interest to his brother, Peter Roach, and a like interest to

Samuel Throckmorton. This trio of owners conceived the plan of cutting up the acreage into building lots
and it was so laid out into nine river-front estates. At this early date there was no land access to the
property, for Stephen Halsey in Astoria did not incorporate his turnpike on what later became Vernon
Avenue until 1838 and actual construction did not begin until 1840.
The Roaches and Throckmorton therefore decided that the river front should always remain open to
the use of every person purchasing one of their building lots, and in the deed of each piece sold there
was placed a restriction that a promenade laid out along theshore line should be kept free from obstruction and open to the use and enjoyment of the owners facing it.
The first four lots on the old Cibbs tract were sold about the year 1848 to four New Yorkers: John
H. Williams of the firm of Williams & Stevens, mirror manufacturers; George W. Beebe, a banker;
George Brooks and General Gilbert Hopkins, a member of the firm of Hopkins & Hawley, grocers. General Hopkins had been a Major General of Artillery and was currently president of the Seventh Ward
Bank and an alderman representing that ward. Williams and Gen. Hopkins soon became such enthusiastic converts to Ravenswood that they began to invest money in nearby land and to speculate in houses:
Buildings are going up in every direction and much taste is manifested by the owners in arranging and decorating their grounds. John H. Williams of the firm of Williams & Stevens,
wholesale looking-glass manufacturers, has contracted with Mr. J.M. Whitney (building
materialsdealer in Astoria) for the construction of a sea wall 12 feet high on the shore of the
East River fronting his grounds. A terrace is to run along the water front giving a beautiful
promenade six feet wide. Mr. Williams has four houses in process of erection which, when
completed, will command a beautiful prospect as the ground shelves off gradually to the river
on one side and the Astoria Turnpike on theother. He has also contracted for the erection of
threeother splendid buildings at a short distance from the embankment.
Gazette, Aug. 19, 1852

and again:

John H. Williams in Ravenswood has recently completed four fine houses at an expense of
$3000 each. J.M. Whitney has the contract for the mason's work. Mr. Williams has also in

course of erection three large houses situated on the banks of the river which will together

cost

about $23,000.

Gazette, Dec. 2, 1852

General Hopkins was almost as busy:
Gen. Hopkins is building five houses in Ravenswood worth about $4000 each. Carpenter's
work by Messrs. Calvert.
Gazette, Dec. 2, 1852

John S. Harris, a provision and pork packing dealer at 29-31 Peck Slip, New York, was another wealthy
man attracted to Ravenswood in 1846 and he, along with Williams and Hopkins, purchased a section of
land which had formed a portion of the poor farm and threw himself into local real estate dealing:
John S. Harris is also building a splendid residence estimated to cost, when completed, about
$20,000.

In this immediate neighborhood Mr. Harris, an extensive provision dealer in the city, and an
enterprising citizen of Ravenswood, is making several improvements and now has in course
of erection a commodious brick mansion deisgned for his own residence. He has also lately
erected a number of other buildings constituting quite a little settlement of itself.
Gazette, Aug. 19, 1852
In

a newspaper article of March 1853 the building activity of these three

summed up:

entrepreneurs

was well

Ravenswood: That beautiful village, so picturesquely located on the banks of the river, is improving rapidly and its present rate of increase will soon complete the chain of city and village which stretches almost from the Narrows to beyond Hurl Gate.

Map of Ravenswood and Astoria, dated June 28, 1837. Note how few residents there were at this early period

John H. Harris is erecting in Upper Ravenswood a mansion the style and splendor of
which may be judged from the fact that it is estimated to cost $30,000. This enterprising gen-

tleman has also erected some dozen first-class houses on his beautifully situated property
which meet with ready sale at remunerating prices. Heproposes to build still more extensively during the coming season.
About half a mile from Mr. Harris' property another gentleman, General Gilbert Hopkins,
has in process of erection five elegant cottage residences and which will be ready for occupancy on the Ist of May next. General Hopkins is a large property owner in the neighborhood and his public spirit is best evidenced in theextensive improvements which he is making.

Another enterprising gentleman is John H. Williams, a neighbor of Gen. Hopkins. The
owner of one of the most desirable of these picturesque locations on the banks of the East
River, he is erecting upon it three large castellated or tower houses which, when completed,
will be a prominent feature from the river. The river front has been terraced with greensward,
gently sloping to within about 25 feet of the water's edge. The greensward terrace is about 41/2 feet about this promenade and is sustained by a very ornamental stone wall. The plan
was designed and executed by Mr. J. H. Whitney. We know of no more delightful residences
than these will be when completed in the neighborhood of New York. Four houses in the
same style were completed for Mr. Whitney some months ago and are now occupied. The
whole cost of these improvements will be some $40,000.
A double, two-story mansion with about an acre of ground and the property of Mr.
Atwater has been sold for $16,000. Mr. Dean sold the other day a plot of ground on the
banks of the East River 50 X 200, for $1600. Mrs. Isaac Van Alst was the purchaser.
Gazette, Mar. 24, 1853
These first-hand accounts of the building activity, the builders and the prices of building lots and finished mansions during the golden age of Ravenswood provide us with invaluable information that is
available nowhere else. It is also evident that the original nine lots were being profitably sub-divided into
narrower plots for additional estates. That these magnificent houses commanded a ready sale is proved
by the influx of additional wealthy people in the middle 1850's: Francis Palmer, president of the Broadway Bank; J. Lee Smith, president of the St. Nicholas Bank; John Englis, the Greenpoint shipbuilder; Samuel Brown and Samuel J. Beebe, a Wall Street banker; Charles Whittemore, an old Philadelphia Quaker
who had made over $100,000 selling "ginger pop" and who later lost his fortune in Wall Street; Charles
H. Rodgers, an intimate friendof General and later President Grant; Samuel G. Ogden, a merchant; General Harran; John J. Everitt, president of the Seventh Ward and Broadway Banks and John Bodine, a
wholesale grocer in the import-export business.
Each mansion was built on a generous plot between the East River and Vernon Avenue. The roadway to the house was customarily shaded with immense trees. Along the shore of all the houses ran the
promenade stipulated in the deeds. Arched gates from each house opened onto the roadway whose
pavement was protected by a strong sea wall. The promenade became a popular place with the residents and their friends to gather for an afternoon walk or a stroll in the moonlight during the pleasant
months of the year. Some residents erected handsome boat houses and small private docks and even
bath houses for swimming in the as-yet unpolluted waters of the river. The grounds surrounding each
house were tastefully laid out in gardens and shady walks and rustic paths led to artfully located gazebos
where the family could take lunch on a warm summer day watching the boats on the river. Property
lines were marked with stone or wrought iron fences. The houses themselves were impressive examples
of architecture with large rooms featuring molded and frescoed ceilings and walls covered with fabrics
or imported hangings. Ravenswood offered a gracious way of life, the northern counterpart of that of the
southern aristocrat on his plantation.
The great attraction of these country houses was their nearness to the metropolis. There was a
steamboat landing at the foot of 37th Avenue (Webster) where boats from lower New York touched several times a day. Private carriages conducted residents back and forth to the landing. In this way bankers
and merchant princes had no need to commute long distances nor to suffer the discomforts of travel;
they could enjoy the luxury and privacy of a rural retreat almost within sight of their place of business.

The architectural possibilities afforded by the natural beauty and prominent location of the Ravenswood shore line with the ready wealth of its residents could not help but attract artists and builders of
the day. As soon as the Roach Brothers and Samuel Throckmorton acquired the Ravenswood property,
they engaged the most prominent American architect of the day, Alexander Jackson Davis, to draw up a
sketch for an impressive collection ofresidences along the shore line which would act as a showcase for
their new development. Jackson (1803-1892) was active from about 1830 to about 1850 and designed
many public buildings, State houses and lordly country residences. He was the pioneer of the Revivalist
Movement and worked in theclassical, Gothic and Swiss styles. A number of the sketches made for the
Roaches are preserved in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York along with Davis' diary recording his commissions. Twenty-five villa sketches were executed in January 1836 for which Davis charged
the Roaches $75; another sketch of a Tuscan villa is dated July 1836, and one each for Peter Roach and
Samuel Throckmorton in the same month.
One sketch of a proposed shore line was executed in January 1836 entitled "Ten Villas with a chapel, en suite" and Nathaniel Currier of the firm of Currier & Ives made a lithograph of it. In the view appear porticoed mansions, Parthenon-like country seats, Italianate villas and Gothic churches, with a
promenade and carriage way along the water's edge. This Ravenswood lithograph is one of the rarest
known; only 16 copies were printed and only four are known to exist today. Although the real-life
Ravenswood never produced such a hodge-podge of architectural styles, the romantic taste of the day
did favor medieval-like castellated buildings like Bodine Castle and the Gothic St. Thomas' Church. Although Davis turned out sketches for Ravenswood, there appears to be no solid evidence that any of his
designs were translated into real houses. The Roach Brothers and Samuel Throckmorton did not settle in
Ravenswood or build houses there for themselves; the wealthy men to whom they sold building sites all
erected elegant mansions, but the architects for these buildings remain unknown.
The residents of Ravenswood early felt the need of a church that would be suitable for such a
wealthy and exclusive community, and in 1849 Gen. Gilbert Hopkins donated a plot of land 100 X 100
on the east side of Vernon Avenue just above 38th Avenue. It was a frame Gothic edifice and opened
early in the spring of 1849. The little church lasted through the golden age until it burned down, probably at the hands of an incendiary, on Dec. 4, 1867. A new church was erected in March 1869 but by
then the winds of change were already blowing.
Ravenswood, unlike Astoria, never became a village; there was no disposition at any time to become independent, and indeed, there was no substantial population or commercial activity to justify
such a move. Ravenswood remained an exclusive hamlet within the Town of Newtown until its absorption by Long Island City in 1870.
In the spring of 1853 Ravenswood succeeded in getting a post office of its own. At the same time
the community benefited by the opening of its first country store run by Messrs. Moore & Luyster, and
Mr. Samuel H. Mooreof that firm received the appointment of postmaster, handling the mails in a corner of the store.
It comes as something of a surprise to us to learn that even while these stately mansions were being
built, a cartridge assembly operation was being carried on in this highly unlikely location. The New York
Tribune of January 29, 1854 carried a long account of a terrible explosion that had occurred the day
before in a small one-story building, 20 X 25, at 43rd Avenue & 10th Street, some 500 yards from
shore. A Mr. French, agent for Hitchcock & Co., munitions manufacturers, had rented this building,
probably because of its isolated location and had recruited about 30 girls and a few boys between the
ages of 10 and 18, all of them poor Irish and presumably from near-by Astoria, to fill and pack cartridges
with gun powder. Some distance off was the powder magazine from which the children drew their supplies. Because of the intense January cold, the children kept a belly stove hot in one corner of the little
room. In some way a bit of the highly combustible powder came in contact with the stove and the
whole works exploded with a roar that shook buildings and blew out windows for a mile around and
was audible even in Brooklyn. Fifteen children were blown to pieces and theimmediate area was strewn
with limbs and flesh. Over 50,000 cartridges blew up in the blast but fortunately the powder magazine
was unaffected. The catastrophe aroused a brief flurry of indignation in Ravenswood for a time, but the
incident was soon forgotten.

Jacob Blackwell Mansion on East River just north of 37th Aye. built sometime before 1744. His son, Jacob Jr.
(1717-1780) was an officer in the French & India War (1754-1763); he sympathized with the Patriot cause in the
Revolution and the British confiscatedhis house. Demolished 1901.

Exactly fifty years later in August 1904, some workmen laying a sewer in 43rd Avenue, came upon
the foundations of the powder magazine at 10th Street. One old resident recalled that a munitions dump
had once stood there, but could not recall the location of the mill; it had evidently been blown to atoms
half a century before.
The Civil War came and went in Ravenswood with no visible effects. The sons of some of the
wealthy inhabitants had formed a military company modeled on the Hamilton Rifles at Astoria and

drilled in a hall on Vernon Avenue. When Lincoln called for volunteers in 1861, a few of these men responded as individuals.
The charmed life of Ravenswood, a rural paradise secure and insulated from the outside world,
lasted through the 1860's. The Brooklyn Times gave this description of the place in 1867:
Ravenswood is not yet incorporated as a village. It lies entirely upon a street upon the river
bank, two miles long, called Vernon Avenue. The estate of Mr. Stevens stretches back of it
and being now in market, will afford an increase of both buildings and population. Ravenswood now numbers 1500 inhabitants. It has neither stores nor direct communication with
New York. Lying between Astoriaand Hunter's Point and each end being in immediate proximity to one or other of these localities, both shopping and traveling are done there. The
buildings are tasteful and range in cost between $10,000 and $20,000 in value. Several may
be rented beyond these figures. Those of John H. Williams, Charles H. Rogers, and R. M.
Cooley are observable among the latter. Building is quiet at present in Ravenswood but activity may be anticipated as the newly-laid-out lots are sold. The roads of the neighborhood
were exceedingly bad till lately, being very springy. Mr. A. Halsey promoted the building of
both the Williamsburgh and Flushing turnpikes and also of two bridges across Newtown and
Bushwick Creeks. There is now no cause for complaint as the roads are excellent.
Sept. 14, 1867

The earliest evidence of the later commercial intrusion appears in

August 1869:

The popular and well-known real estate agents, Messrs. Johnson & Miller, sold on Monday a
tract of land for manufacturing purposes located at Ravenswood directly opposite Blackwell's
Island for $20,000, 200 X 400 feet, running from the turnpike to the East River.
Bklyn. Times, Aug 6, 1869
Ravenswood enthusiastically accepted incorporation into Long Island City in 1870 and this absorption of the quiet village into the mainstream of commerce and industry spelled the end of the old era.
One of Ravenswood's own aristocrats, Pliny Freeman, was the organizer and promoter of a horse car
line along Vernon Avenue, the main street. On Apr. 8, 1875 the car line opened from the 34th Street
ferry all along Vernon Avenue to the 92nd Street ferry. The car barn of the company was on rented Beebe property at first and later on Pliny Freeman's own property. The street car line was regarded as a
great local improvement since it gave regular access to both Hunter's Point and Astoria. The line prospered and was double-tracked in April 1876.
Almost immediately the era of Ravenswood as a wealthy residential enclave came to a close. In
May 1875 the Citizens Gas Light Co. began to erect new works on the water at Ravenswood where coal
barges could unload conveniently and cheaply and some of theresidents resisted this intrusion:
The Long Island Gas Light Co. of Hunter's Point has been reorganized under the title of the
Citizens Gas Light Co. and has erected new works at Ravenswood. The streets of Ravenswood are as yet private property, Long Island City not having acquired title to them, and the
property owners refuse to allow thecompany to lay mains.
Flushing Times, May 17, 1875

and again:
The new gas works being erected at Ravenswood are progressing favorably. The retort and
purifying houses have been completed and work is being diligently prosecuted in the rock

blasting which was necessitated

at the point where the gasometer is to be located. 1800
yards have already been taken out, leaving 900 yet to be removed, making 2700 yds. in all
necessary
space
secure
the
needed.
This rock excavation will cost about $4000.
to
Flushing Journal, Jul. 3, 1875

That such a monstrosity could have been foisted on the neighborhood at all indicates that Pliny Freeman
and Gen. Hopkins had sold the land between 37th and 38th Avenues on the river front, and this was
directly across the street from fashionable St. Thomas' church. The installation was a small, waterside affair at first but in the 1890's it expanded to cover the entire square block.
The invasion, once started, accelerated and the familiar pattern of flight from urban blight by oldtime residents began to show itself as more and more put their property on the market for sale:
The sale of lots at Ravenswood held Wednesday by Jere Johnson is regarded by experienced
dealers as the most encouraging suburban event of the season, as it is the highest-grade country property yet offered. Lots on Vernon Avenueranged from $500 to $850 each. The dwellings brought fair prices and the spirit of competition exceeded expectations. 135 lots realized
$86,980, the average per lot being $422.
Flushing Journal, July 4, 1874
Note the newspaper reference to Ravenswood of 1874 as "suburban" and "country property."
One of the casualties of the passing of the old order was the decay of the once-lovely promenade
along the river front. As the old residents died off or moved away, the promenade fell into disuse, and
the arched gates became neglected and fell down with the passing years. Years later, in 1904, a Mr.
Nelson who had acquired possession of two of the lots, brought suit against the W. H. Clark Marble Co.
for obstructing the line of the old promenade with fences and buildings extended out to the bulkhead
line, contrary to the restrictions in the original deed. Nelson even undertook to warn all commercial
owners between 34th and 37th Avenues that such obstructions were in violation of deed restrictions.
The Supreme Court eventually held that the restrictions had become obsolete when the neighborhood
lost its residential character.
The destruction of a once-desirable neighborhood did not pass unnoticed and more than one observer sadly commented on the changed scene:

The aristocratic

neighborhood of Ravenswood is beginning to be invaded by factories. We
observe a largebrick structure run up which will be devoted to canning fruits. The location of
this factory is at the southern end of the neighborhood. The gas house on the water's edge
near the old Blackwell house may be considered another invasion, and like Union Square,
New York, we may suppose these temples of industry to be 'the beginning of the end. Already one aristocratic mansion is converted into a summer hotel and restaurant. Such is
change, such is life.
Newtown Register, Jun. 28, 1877
Numbers of additional factories moved in during the 80's and by 1890 there was a cordage works
between 35th and 36th Avenues on the George Beebe property, a zinc & lead processor at the foot of
38th Avenue, a dye-stuff plant at the foot of 40th Avenue, a terra-cotta works above 43rd Avenue and a
bagging manufacturing plant below it. The old mansions were not normally razed; their large size and
solid construction made them convertible into factories; othersbecame storehouses for raw materials or
dormitories and rooming houses for workmen. As the years passed, some burned down or were demolished early in the 20th century to make room for the giant plants of today. Bodine Castle, described in
the next chapter, was the last of the old Ravenswood mansions to go, surviving through 114 years of
change and then succumbing to the wrecker's ball on May 11, 1966.

Delafield House, west side of Vernon Blvd. just below 35th Avenue. Built 1792; torn down June 1886.

Currier & Ives lithograph of Ravenswood, dated 1836. The houses drawn by Alexander Jackson Davis are all fanciful.
Only four copies of this rare lithograph are known.

CHAPTER VII
THE MANSIONS OF RAVENSWOOD

WEST SIDE OF VERNON AVENUE FROM NORTH TO SOUTH
1. Samuel Gouverieur Ogden: A New York merchant; he died in April 1860 at age 81. His wife was
Eliza Lewis, a descendant of Francis Lewis, signer of the Declaration. Located on the northeast cor.
of Vernon Aye. and 33rd Road; it was a square stone building and located on the east or unfashionable side of Vernon Avenue near the mouth of Sunswick Creek. From about 1880 to 1887 the
house & grounds were occupied by Charles W. Wizgeld or Wigzell and the Ravenswood Athletic
Subscription Grounds.
Samuel Ogden's daughter was the prominent writer and actress, Anna Cora Mowatt (18191870). Over a period of twenty years she wrote many romances, some of them in verse and several
plays. She appeared on the stage 1845-1854 and earned the commendation of Edgar Allan Poe. She
retired to Italy and died in England in 1870. In her "Autobiography" she describes several visits to
her father's house in Ravenswood.
2. Opposite sharp angle in the road between 33rd Road and 34th Avenue. 1840 N. Berthoud; 1849,
1852, 1859, 1873, 1891, 1903 S.T.W. Sanford; gone 1919.
Dr. Samuel T. W! Sanford was the earliest medical practitioner in Ravenswood, but in later days
took up commercial pursuits. He came to New York from Wayne County, N.Y. He bought this
property in 1847 from the Stevens estate. Beginning in 1856 he began to market "Sanford's Liver
Invigorator" and soon became wealthy. He was the father of L.I. City mayor Horatio S. Sanford. He
died Oct. 30, 1882.
"After Mr. Freeman, however, whose family was well known in Ravenswood, started the
Vernon Avenue & Hunter's Point railroad, the scene throughout Ravenswood gradually
but surely changed. Business enterprises and factories took the place of the handsome
mansions that had existed for years on the shores of the East River until at the present
day, about the only one left of all these old and beautiful homesteads is the Sanford
Mansion at the entrance to Hallett's Cove. Such is progress!
L.I. Weekly Star, Apr. 28, 1905
3. Opposite 34th Avenue (Graham)
1859 T. J. West; 1873 A. F. Smith; 1891 no name; 1903; gone 1919
4. Just south of 34th Avenue (Graham)
1859 S. Halsey; 1873 J. Combs; 1891 Stevens Estate; 1903; gone 1919
5. Midway between 34th and 35th Avenues (Pierce)
1849 Jacot; 1852 Mrs. Jacot; 1859 Powers; 1859 Walling map, C. Whitmore; 1873 Alfred DeWitt;
1891 no name; gone 1903. May have burned down in 1894. An infant, Edward Aymer Jacot, was
the first baby baptized in St. Thomas' Protestant Episcopal Church on Easter Day 1849. The J. H.
Clarke Marble works were built later on the site.
6. Just north of 35th Avenue (Pierce)
Pliny Freeman 1849, 1859, 1873, 1891; gone 1903
Pliny Freeman was born in upstate New York in 1 797, came to New York as a boy and learned the
dry-goods business (dress goods) in which he soon amassed a fortune. He became interested in life
insurance and in 1845 founded and became first president of the New York Life Insurance Co. He

resigned from this company in 1863 and in 1864 founded the Globe Mutual Life Insurance Co.
Freeman financedand promoted the building of the Vernon Avenue street car line in 1874. He died
May 12, 1879 after returning from Florida where he had gone for restoration of health.
1879-1883 Mansion occupied by J. N. Worl, postmaster of Ravenswood
1883- ? occupied by Episcopal Bishop Horatio Southgate
The banquet celebrating the opening of the Broadway street car line on June 22, 1875 provides us

with a few details of the Freeman estate:

"After partaking of the hospitalities of M. Steinway, the company re-embarked and proceeded without stopping to the beautiful residence of Pliny Freeman at Ravenswood.
Here in theopen air on the crocquet plateau near the house in the shade of magnificent
locusts and in full view of the river was spread a banquet which, as one of the speakers
suggested, could not have been surpassed. Eloquent speeches were made; then, after inspecting the grapery and the beautiful gardens of their host, they parted."
Newtown Register, Jun. 24, 1875
Pictures of the majestic white-columned Freeman mansion and its gardens appeared in the 50th Anniversary edition of the L. I. City Daily Star in 1926.
7. Opposite 35th Avenue (Pierce)
1859 William Jones. The house caught fire on Wed. Jan. 31 1866 and was totally destroyed. A later
house occupied by one Hayward occupied the site.
8. Just below 35th Avenue (Pierce)
This was the earliest of the Ravenswood mansions, a large structure built in the English style with
four front columns in 1791-92, and named "Sunswick." Gen. John Ross Delafield, a descendant,
said in a letter of Feb. 5, 1945 that he had in his possession a description of the house written in
1805 by John McComb, stating that Joseph Newton had been thearchitect and that the house was
built in 1791-92.
In 1840 the house was owned by J. B. Lawrence; occupied by Col. Geo. Gibbs about 1830;
from 1844 to 1847 the house served as the convent of the Sacred Heart Sisters; then it came into
the possession of George Brooks. In March 1886 the house & grounds were sold to John Goode's
Cordage Works and the mansion was demolished between May 31 and June 11, 1886. The Cordage Works went out of business in July 1903.
9. A little farther below 35th Avenue:
1840 no name; 1849 Mrs. Boardman; 1859 no name; 1873 John G. Freeman, elder son of Pliny
Freeman; gone 1891.
10. About 150 feet north of 36th Avenue (Washington)
1840 no name; 1849 no name; 1873 S. Upson; 1891; gone 1919
11. Immediately north of 36th Avenue (Washington) Old 725 Vernon Aye.
1840 no name; 1849 George W. Beebe; 1859 no name; 1859 Walling map, G. W. Beebe; 1873 G.
W. Beebe; 1891; gone 1919.
George W. Beebe was a Wall Street banker in the firm of Parshall, Beebe & Co. The house was sold
by the widow, Mrs. Beebe, in Dec. 1884. In April 1886 Mrs. Beebe purchased theStevens mansion
and moved out of here in May 1886. A factory was erected on the property and, after lying empty,
was occupied in April 1887 by the Harris White Lead & Zinc Co. The house survived and in May
1894 was rented by an architect, George A. Wotherspoon who rehabilitated it.
12. Just below 36th Avenue (Washington) J. Smith House?
1859 no name; 1873 no name; 1903. This house was occupied by Anthony W. Winans, a wealthy
New Yorker, organizer and first president of the Queens County Ferry Co. (34th St. Ferry), Demolished 1928.
12V2. Below above house but fronting on Vernon Blvd.
James Grant 1873. Grant sold his house in Sept. 1889 for $6300. It was built by John H. Williams
for speculation.
13. Mid-block 36th-37th Avenues.
1859 John H. Williams; 1859 Walling map, J. H. Williams

Bodine Castle, 43-16 Vernon Blvd. built in 1853 for wholesale grocer and exporter John A. Bodine. He lived here till
1880; later the house became the office of a paper & jute bag company and stilllater, a lumber dealer. Demolished by
Con Ed May 11, 1966 for a switching station.

14.

15.
16.
17.

18.
19.

20.
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22.

Williams & Stevens were mirror manufacturers; he came to Ravenswood in 1848 and built several
waterfront mansions as investments. This house, for some reason not now clear, became known as
the Umbrella House. The L.I. Weekly Star reported that the house was damaged by fire (Apr. 17,
1903 1:6) and was then torn down the same month. About 100 ft. in from the Vernon Aye. gate
was a burial ground arranged in a circle; the bodies were removed in Sept. 1900. This had been the
family burial ground of the Blackwell family.
Foot of 37th Avenue (Webster)
Stone mansion of Jacob Blackwell, built about 1730. In 1845 the house was converted into a boys'
boarding school which was opened in May 1846 and conducted by the Rev. Dr. James L. Thompson. In 1876 the house was theresidence of Dr. H. W. Woodhull. In 1882 the house and grounds
became an amusement park with a dancing platform and boats forhire. The operators were Fischer
& Sanden. In its last years the house, because of its Revolutionary associations, was imagined to be
one of Washington's many "headquarters", and was referred to as the "Washington House." It was
torn down in 1901.
Col. George Gibbs, the father of Ravenswood, owned this property in the 1820's. The famous
American novelist, James Fenimore Cooper, a friend of Col. Gibbs, was, during the summer of
1825, a guest in this old stone house; it is said that Cooper worked on the outlines of his novel,
"The Water Witch", during his sojourn here.
North side of 37th Avenue (Webster)
Near Vernon Avenue was the house of George P. Hyer, 1849.
1859 Walling map, S. P. Hyer; 1873 Hyer; 1891; gone 1919
North side of 38th Avenue (Freeman) between the river & Vernon Avenue
Four houses in a row; Hopkins Estate 1873; 1891; gone 1903
South of 38th Avenue (Freeman)
1859 Walling map, G. Hopkins; 1873 Judson W. Hopkins; 1891 Hopkins; 1903. East River Gas Co.;
gone 1919. The property was sold at foreclosure sale Sept. 1883 and is described as 81 % city lots.
It was bought by Edward Hinman for industrial resale.
A little above the line of 40th Avenue (Payntar or Noble) near water
1859 Walling map, W. C. Pickersgill; 1873 Thair; 1903 East River Gas Co. 1919 gone. This may
have been the house of Samuel Brown.
Opposite 40th Avenue (Payntar or Noble)
1873 S. B. Noble; 1903 standing but incorporated into a factory building of the W. J. Matheson
White Lead & Dye Stuffs Plant; gone 1919. In April 1887 the New Jersey Iron & Chemical Co. took
over the Noble property, having purchased the house & grounds. The house may have served as the
Samuel S. Beebe home.
100 feet south of 40th Avenue (Payntar or Noble)
1873 J. L. Smith; 1891; 1903; 1919 gone; William Bradley & Son Marble Co. J. Lee Smith died Oct.
24, 1887 at 70.
Mid-block between 40th and 41st Avenues (Payntar & Wilbur)
1859 Walling map, J. L. Worth; 1873 J. L. Worth; 1891 Worth; 1903; gone 1919.
Built by Charles Parshall, president of the Harlem Railroad Co. In February 1885, the Worth property was bought by Edward Cooper of Cooper's glue factory.
North of 41st Avenue (Wilbur)
1849 C. Parshall; 1859 Walling map, W. Harsell; 1873 Mrs. Sarah F. Harsell 1903; gone 1919.
The mansion was sold at auction on Feb. 13, 1883 to settle the Sarah Harsell estate. The "Star" of
Feb. 27, 1885 reported that the Harsell estate had been purchased by Edward Cooper of Cooper's
glue factory, along with the Worth estate.
The L.I. Weekly Star of Dec. 1, 1905 reported that a fire at old 533 Vernon Aye. burned down
& almost destroyed the old two-story homestead. "A fire that broke out shortly before 10 o'clock
Thursday, Nov. 23rd, almost destroyed theold two-story homestead at 533 Vernon Aye. belonging
to the Peter Cooper estate. The police estimate the damage at $3000. It is thought that tramps either
purposefully or accidentally set the house afire. No one lived there, the last family that occupied it
having moved out several months ago. Since then, the old house has frequently proven a haven or
refuge to homeless wanderers and rough characters.

The house is set back almost to the river. Although the house is pretty well gutted, the walls
stand intact as they are made of rock and are nearly two feet thick. It still bears evidence of being
very well built and it was undoubtedly once a splendid home, being delightfully located on a high,
sloping grassy bank that leads right down to the water's edge. It is not known just how old the
house really is, but it is one of the several famous old homesteads that once made Ravenswood one
of the prettiest spots on all Long Island. The place had been allowed to fall into decay lately, owing
to encroachments of factories that are steadily crowding out all the old landmarks in that section."
23. Just south of the south curb line of 41st Aye. & facing Vernon Blvd. Two small 2/2 story frame
houses on 120 foot fronts.
1873 C. H. Rogers; 1903; 1919
24. Midway between 41st Avenue & 41st Drive (Wilbur & Jane) Large 2Vi story house near the river.
1859 T. Allen; 1873 E. Babbitt; 1891; 1903; gone 1919. The present 41st Road (Babbitt St.) goes
through thesite of the building. Babbitt was a big soap manufacturer. The Babbitt Estate, with a 400
ft. frontage on the East River, was sold in Sept. 1911 for $300,000.
25. Opposite 41st Drive (Jane)
1859 Walling map, C. H. Rogers; 1873 Charles H. Rogers; 1903; gone 1919 Charles H. Rogers was
born in Bridgehampton, L. I. and made his fortune in the Galena lead mines in Illinois. He died Sept.
22, 1880 and was buried in his native Bridgehampton; his widow died in March 1890. The costly
fence and gates and very possibly the house itself were designed by Calvert Vaux, the prominent architect of the firm of Downing & Vaux; these appear in their pattern book published in 1857. H. J.
Anable estimated the cost of the fence alone at $5000.
In March 1894, the Long Island City Weekly Star remarked: "As seen today, the house has lost
its magnificent proportions; within a stone's throw rise up the huge brick walls of the Architectural
Terra Cotta Works which loom up like the battlements of a mighty fortress." The house in its palmy
days was honored by the presence of President Ulysses S. Grant:
Gen. Grant honored Hunter's Point with a visit on Monday last (16th). He was the guest
of C. H. Rogers. On Tuesday he passed through this place in company with Robert Benner on the way to the Fashion Race Course.
Nov. 20, 1868 3:2
President Grant with his brother-in-law, J. J. Casey, were the guests of Mr. C. A. Rogers
of Ravenswood on Wed., Sept. 1. The party visited the government works at Hell Gate
Thursday and after lunch at Mr. Rogers' cottage, the party left for New York.
Flushing Times, Sept. 3, 1875

26. Midway between 41st Drive and 42nd Avenue (Jane & Harris)
1859 Walling map, no name; 1873 Willy Wallach; 1903
Willy Wallach was a German who emigrated to America in 1848 and made his fortune selling commercial stationery in New York. He was born Nov. 25, 1819 and died at Ravenswood Feb. 12,
1882. The estate was reported sold in March 1883 for $30,000. Became part of the New York Terra-Cotta Works.
27. A little distance above 43rd Avenue (Harris)
1859 Walling map, F. Fullmer; 1873 Gottlieb Gunther; 1903 destroyed for the New York Terra Cotta Works, which acquired the property Mar. 1886.
28. Northside of 43rd Avenue (Harris)
1859 Walling map, Woodcock; 1873 W. Hinchman; 1903 destroyed for the New York Terra Cotta
Works.
29. Directly opposite 43rd Road (Bodine)
Bodine Castle at 43-16 Vernon Avenue. Built in the spring of 1853 by John H. Williams as one of
three large "castellated or tower houses". Thomas Andrews of Oyster Bay, who came to Ravenswood in 1853, had charge of the erection of the castle.
This large, impressive castle captured the imagination of generations of travellers and journalists
particularly, who were fond of ascribing a mysterious and hoary antiquity to the place. 1815was a

Anna Cora Mowatt (1819-1870), famous actress and novelist who earned the praise of Edgar Allen Poe. Her father,
Samuel Gouveneur brought her up in a Ravenswood mansion.

favorite dateand the architect was supposed to be a mysterious Frenchman. The presence of a tunnel leading from the castle to near the water particularly intrigued local residents and editors who
invented stories of secret romances and hidden crimes and even slave smuggling to explain it. The
tunnel has a very prosaic explanation. It enabled the servants to bring refreshments to a summer
house on the lawn without being seen by guests strolling on the park-like lawns.
John A. Bodine was born in Columbia Co., N.Y. in 1818, came to the city and made his fortune
as a wholesale grocer in the export tradewith Cuba. Because of his social position, he was persuaded to run for mayor in the campaign of 1876 on the Independent Democratic ticket but he lost. He
died on April 2, 1887 at 78.
Bodine Castle was built for its owner who continued to occupy it as his home until March
1880. In the 1854 munitions explosion one of the shells passed through a pane of glass into the library room and shattered the chandelier. In 1882-3 the castle was rented by Harold Larsen, superintendent of the L.I. Paint Works. In 1893 the property and castle became part of Young & Metzner's paper & jute bag factory. By the 1920's the castle had become the office and storage area of
the William P. Young Lumber Co. Consolidated Edison bought the place in 1962. When the
Landmarks Commission in 1966 considered designating thecastle as a landmark, Consolidated Edison opposed the proceedings and then quickly and quietly demolished the building on May 11, 1966
to forestall action. Thereafter, thesite became and still is a high-tension switching station.
The L. I. City Weekly Star, in an article printed in 1894, described the castle as it appeared at
that date:
"TheBodine Castle is still a handsome structure notwithstanding the ravages of time. The main section is built of rough blocks of a kind of granite quarried nearby and the roof is covered with sheet
copper. At one corner a turreted brick tower rises high above the surrounding roofs and trees, commanding a fine view of the city. The castle stands about 200 ft. from the river, the grounds extending back to Vernon Aye. There is a high stone fence on the Vernon Avenue side with heavy
iron gates, guarded on each side by a sentry box built of stone. There are also two stone buildings in
front of the grounds that were at one time used as stables. The trees and shrubbery that formerly
added beauty to the place are uncared for.
The castle itself is gradually crumbling to pieces through neglect. The front doors of the castle
are of oakand very heavy. In an obscure corner of one of the rooms on the first floor of the right
wing, an old iron safe was for years hidden behind the oak wainscoating. The safe had the appearance of not having been opened in at least half a century. In one of the upper rooms near the tower, a false door is hidden by a secret panel. A tunnel, walled up and arched with brick, leads from
the cellar out to within 25 feet of the river. Near the end of the tunnelare the remains of what was
once a summer house. A stone stairway leads from the ground underneath the summer house to the
river below."
30. Just south of the south curb line of 43rd Road alongside Vernon Aye. 1859 J. Robinson; 1873 J.
Robinson; 1903; 1919 gone.
A 2Vi story frame house. Robinson sold the house in August 1881 to the Rudolph Frank Terra Cotta
Co. for $42,000 but that Co. failed to build and the Robinson estate foreclosed the mortgage in May
1885. The New York Architectural Terra Cotta Co. then bought the site and used the house for a
plant headquarters; it was still standing in 1909.
31 South of 43rd Road (Bodine) Old 333 Vernon Aye.
1852 John S. Harris; 1859 Walling map, John S. Harris; 1873; 1891.
John S. Harris was a provision merchant at 29-31 Peck Slip, N.Y. and came to Ravenswood in
1848. In 1852-53 he built the mansion for himself at a cost of $20,000. Harris was born Apr. 3.
1811 and died here Sept. 3, 1883. The house was built of brick and covered with a dark cement
two inches thick and resembling brownstone. The L. I. City Weekly Star in 1894 printed an account
of the mansion as it then appeared:
This is an immense building. The interior was fitted up in very elaborate fashion, theceilings and side walls being handsomely frescoed. The grounds were laid out with great
skill. The house stands well back from the avenue. In the center of the open space was a
handsomelawn, flanked on both sides by rows of fruit trees. All this is changed now and

and
New York Terra Cotta Works on the East River just south of the QueensboroughBridge, built 1886. The office
showroom at right is still standing.

there is very little of the attractions of the grounds. The house is occupied by several
families at present and the big front doors, once a pearly white, are now faded and
bleached by the sun.

1896 the Harris Mansion was bought by Julius Leya, a cigar manufacturer, who made the house
his residence and manufactory. He remained there at least as late as 1901. The L. I. City Weekly
Star recorded the final destruction of the house in June 1903:
In

The interior is very spacious; the hallways are wide and all the rooms large. The original
decorations must have been very costly. The finish of the woodwork and the general effect indicates that the dwelling was a home of luxury. It is years since the wealthy tenant
moved away and the house has gradually become damaged through neglect. There was
no possibility of its being occupied by one family and the grounds kept up and they were
neglected and allowed to grow up wild until the Star Athletic Club took possession. They
built a small cinder track and improved the place and gave it a presentable appearance.
The mansion is now being torn down....one of the largest and probably the finest
dwelling ever erected in that once restricted section, the work of demolishing the structure started on Tuesday morning (June 9th) and it is to be entirely removed and the site
filled in and devoted to athletic purposes. Several weeks ago the eight families living in
the old mansion were dispossessed and the property taken in charge by new owners.
They had arranged to lease it to the Star Athletic Club, the understanding being that the
house was to be torn down. The club desired to build a new and larger track on the
property and just as soon as the last of the old house is removed, the track will be laid
out and the work of constructing it begun.
Jun. 12, 1903 2:1

In April 1905 Young and Metzner, who were then manufacturing bags in Bodine Castle,
bought the Harris property (then reported to be 200 X 600 with the 200 ft. frontage on
the river) along with a smaller lot on the east side of Vernon Aye. 188 X 360, for
$65,000. This was in preparation for an extensive enlargement of their factory
32 At 43rd Drive (Englis) There were three mansions here, all fairly close together.
1852 Cadwell.
The house was purchased from the Cadwell Estate by John Fraser, a tin merchant of Cliff Street,
N.Y., who subsequently sold it to the Messrs. Fenton of the Erie Preserving Works (fruit & vegetable
canning). The Fentons used the mansion as a boarding house for their workers. The mansion was
burned down in a disastrous fire that engulfed the preserving works on May 24, 1884.
33 1859 D. B. Moses. A little to the north of the Cadwell-Fraser house.
This house later became the property of John Englis, the Creenpoint shipbuilder, who built ferry
boats and vessels for coastal trade. This house was also leased by the Messrs. Fenton of the Erie
Preserving Works for a boarding house, and was also destroyed in the fire of May 24, 1884. The
English Estate, after collecting $10,000 insurance on the house, sold thesite to the Seitlinger Class
Co. in March 1885 and a glass manufacturing works was built thereon.
34. W. Nelson; 1859 Capt. Nelson; 1873 W. Nelson
The third house belonged to Capt. William Nelson. He was born in Dublin, Ireland, in 1799 and in
his early life, was a cotton merchant in Liverpool. In 1835 his business failed and he decided to
recoup his fortunes in America. In New York he entered the cotton house of Silas Holmes & Co. in
Old Slip. In time he became the principal owner of the Holmes line of packets to New Orleans. In
1861 he retired from business. He founded the St. John's Protestant Episcopal church in Hunter's
Point and built the chapel with his own funds. He died in his Ravenswood home on January 3,
1871.

On May 24, 1884 the same fire that destroyed the Erie Preserving Co. works spread to a lumber yard and set fire to the Nelson mansion. The firemen confined the flames to the upper portion
of the house but the house was nevertheless completely ruined by water damage, and the family
collected $8000 in insurance.

CHAPTER VIII
EAST ASTORIA AND THE GERMAN SETTLEMENT
To understand North Astoria and Steinway well, we must try to visualize it as it was in Indian and
days. Along the East River shore was a low bluff on which the very few early settlers built their
simple houses. The East River shore terminates in a point where the land makes a sharp right angle turn
to the eastward and where Long Island Sound properly begins. A few blocks inland from the river was a
great swamp, called in colonial days "Lubbert's Swamp" after its Dutch owner. This lay north of Astoria
Blvd. and between 30th Street and Steinway St. It was drained at its southern end by a small stream that
flowed more or less parallel to 25th Avenue (Hoyt) and just south of it.
On the north shore were two islands both now joined to the mainland. Berrien's Island lay a short
distance offshore from about Crescent Street to 33rd Street. Consolidated Edison in 1903 filled in the
creek separating it from the shoreand there is no trace of the island today. Luyster's Island was really no
island at all but a piece of the mainland ringed by a creek that flowed along 20th Avenue (Winthrop)
from Steinway Creek and then meandered back in a north-easterly direction to the Sound again near
49th Street.
Off the shore of Berrien's and Luyster's Island was Bowery Bay, a cove created by another upward
sweep of the shore to a point at the present La Cuardia Field and called in olden times Fish's Point.
The Dutch government in New Amsterdam about the year 1650 embarked on a policy of making
grants of land or patents to citizens who applied for them. In this way the East River shore line and the
Long Island Sound shore came to be parcelled out among a number of settlers but their tenure was very
brief and we never hear of them again; it is probable that the Indian Troubles of 1656 induced them to
abandon their grants and to seek the safety of Manhattan Island. Nine grants appear in the records:
1. A strip above 21st Aye. (Wolcott) was patented to Jean Cerardy Nov. 5, 1653
2. Some distance aboveand below 21st Avenue (Wolcott) was patented to Teunis Craye, the
town crier of New Amsterdam; 74 acres; Nov. 5, 1653
3. A strip just above and below Ditmars Avenue was patented to Philip Cerardy, proprietor
of a tavern in New Amsterdam.
4. From 23rd Avenue down to 25th Avenue was patented to Annetie Jans Bogardus on Mar.
7, 1654.
From the point down to near 21st Avenue (Wolcott) five individuals were patented narrow strips of land,
all the patents being granted in 1653-54.

Dutch

Jan Jacobus Carpenel

Adrian Derrickse Coon
Hendrick Jansen van Dueren
Lieven Jansen
Simon Joost
All the strips extended from the East River back to Lubbert's Swamp. Captain Thomas Lawrence got a
grant for Berrien's Island, then called Round Island, from the Dutch government on Aug. 23, 1665. In
later years the island came into the hands of the Berrien family who gave their name to it.
All the land to the west of Steinway Creek was granted by the government to the Dutch Reformed
Church, whose deacons set up a farm for the maintenance of the poor, in Dutch "armen." In this way
this whole section came to be known as the Poor Bouwerie or "poor farm" and the cove fronting it
Bowery Bay. The poor farm extended eastward as far as Flushing Bay, embracing what is now La
Cuardia Field and Upper Steinway.
The conquest of New Amsterdam by the English in 1664 changed everything, and sometime around
1688 the Poor Bouwerie was broken up and sold off to various persons.
Beginning about the year 1700 Daniel and John Lawrence made an effort to carve out a great estate
in today's Steinway area and bought out the lands of Philip Cerardy, Annetie Jans and almost all of the

other owners until they had accumulated 700 to 800 acres. They built the first Lawrence house in the
vicinity of 20th Avenue (Winthrop) and 33rd Street; a later Lawrence in Revolutionary days, Capt.
Thomas Lawrence built a big house just below 24th Avenue facing the East River on Shore Road about
1726, which later passed to the Woolseys in 1777.
In colonial days and for half a century thereafter the only road along the north shore line was the
Old Bowery Bay Road, parts of which still survive today as 20th Road. This old road follows more or
less the line of 20th Avenue as far as 28th Street, where it dips below and continues eastward midway
between 20th and 21st Avenues almost to Hazen Street. The sections of theold road just east and west
of Steinway Street are still in use.
Walking along this old colonial road inland from the shore, we would come to the first point of interest at 20th Avenue & 28th Street. At this spot and just south of the road stood the old Bowery Bay
school house, started in 1735 on a lot 16 ft. square and in use till removedin 1851. Across the street
from the school Berrien's Lane branched off, running north and slightly east to the shore front farm
house of Cornelius Berrien, erected about 1 727. As late as 1876 the ruins of this old house could still be
seen as also the little graveyard of the Berriens and Remsens who lived there:
On the Long Island shore, close to the water's edge and opposite to Steinway's piano factory
and Berrien's Island back of Astoria, is an old burying ground of the Berrien and Remsen families. One of the inscriptions of the tombstone reads: "In memory of leronimus Remsen, who
departed this life May 6, 1776, aged 56 yrs., 2 mos. 1 day." There are others of the Remsen
family, dated 1777 and 1810. The Berrien tombstones are so broken as to be illegible, but
the dates are much older than the above named. On the landing place on a rock forming part
of the old rock is cut "P. B. 1745." Just above this on the slope are the ruins of the old Berrien homestead.
In these centennial times it has occurred to me to ask whether any of your readers can
enlighten the community regarding these relics. I have also thought that the descendants of
these two families might like to rescue the graves of their ancestors from further destruction.
Hempstead Inquirer, Oct. 27, 1876
Cornelius Berrien married a daughter of Samuel Hallettand bought Berrien's Island and the land adjain 1727. He died in 1 767 and his son and grandson continued to live on the farm. In 1853 the
Berrien Farm was sold to Edward Woolsey.
A walk of a few blocks eastward along the Old Bowery Bay Road would bring us to 33rd Street; a
short distance south of 20th Road and just west of 33rd Street stood on high ground the Peter Rapalye
house, a typical Dutch farmhouse with broad eaves, dormer windows and chimneys at either end. The
old house was built on the site of a still older one of Simon Joost to whom 54 acres were granted by the
Dutch government. The land was later bought up by the Lawrences and held by them until 1 752 when it
was sold to Cornelius Wyckoff.
Half a block east and this time on the north side of 20th Road and east of 33rd Street stood until
1929 the George Kouwenhoven house, a 2Vi story farmhouse, thelater addition to a 17th century small
house attached on the west. Originally the site of the first Lawrence house, the land was sold in 1732 to
William Leverich, a carpenter who died in 1754. The farm later passed to Luke Kouwenhoven (17661853) and his son George (1792-1874). In 1818 George Kouwenhoven purchased from the neighboring
Luysters 120 acres comprising the farm around theold house. When he died in 1874, the farm passed
to his sons Luke and Frank Kouwenhoven and his two daughters, except for 20 acres sold to the
Steinways on Mar.lB, 1872 for $33,160. The Kouwenhoven Farm extended forabout 600 feet on either
side of 36th Street from the water down to Astoria Blvd. About 1905 Frank Kouwenhoven sold all but
the family homestead to New York real estate developers. Frank K. died in January 1912 at 86, leaving
four daughters but no male descendants.
Half a block farther east and on the south side of the road is the Lawrence family cemetery, whose
walledenclosure guards one hundred or so monuments ranging from 1751 to 1975. Most of the stones
date to 1790-1840 and commemorate Lawrences and others married into the family; four are Revolutionary war heroes. The last Lawrence, Miss Ruth Lawrence, died at 90 in 1956 and left a modern brick
cent to it

house and the cemetery to her groundskeeper, Michael Cargan. When he died, his son-in-law, James
Sheehan took over and, as of 1982, still maintains the grounds. The cemetery with its 18th century
stones is well worth a visit, one of the last colonial landmarks surviving in Long Island City.
Continuing east on theold Bowery Bay Road or 20th Road past Steinway Street, we come to the site
of another ancient building the Moore house, on the north side of the road on the northwest corner of
43rd St. & 20th Rd. Some time after 1664 the land was patented to William Hallett. In 1684 he sold it to
Capt. Samuel Moore, son of the first minister in theNewtown settlement. The captain built this house for
himself and his son Joseph in 1690-95. In 1769 it was sold to Jeromus Remsen who had to take refuge
in New Jersey during the Revolution because of his patriot sympathies. In the late 19th Century it was
owned by Peter Titus. The old house was gone by 1919.
On high ground east of 48th Street (Baldwin) and 300 feet north of 21st Avenue (Wolcott) stood the
Jacob M. Coope house (1827 Ricker; 1849, 1852, 1891, 1903, 1919 J. M. Coope).
Today the old Bowery Bay Road ends at 46th Street but in former days continued on four more
blocks to Hazen Street and then bent northeast to the shoreline. On the last block of this old road, today's 19th Road, still stands the solitary survivor of all the old 18th century houses in Long Island City,
the Riker-Rapelye-Lent House, at 78-03 19th Road. The house is built in the typical Dutch style, facing
southward, with broad overhanging eaves front and back, and alongside it is a well-preserved family
burial ground with 132 stones commemorating the Rikers and all the old families of the neighborhood.
The interior of the house contains a parlor, kitchen and two large sitting rooms downstairs, and four
large bedrooms

and bath

upstairs.

The house has a long and interesting history. It stands on ground once part of the vast tract of the
"armen bouwerie" or poor farm of the Dutch Reformed church. A Dutch colonist, Harck (Hercules)
Siboutsen settled on the land about 1650 and received a ground-brief for it from the Dutch government.
He died here about 1682. His son, Jacobus Krankheyt, inherited the farm. His sister, Catrina, married
Ryck-Abramsen Lent, and their son, Abraham Lent, erected the present dwelling, or at least the stone
west end of it, probably on the site of an earliercruder dwelling of his grandfather. The oldest part of the
house, therefore, dates to about 1730.
In the 18th century the house enjoyed a fine scenic location on Bowery Bay, and its strategic location at the terminus of the old Bowery Bay Road caused it to play a vital part in the Revolutionary War
and the War of 1812. In those days the Bowery Bay Road (now Hobart Street, parts of 49th and 51st
Streets, Laurel Hill Blvd.) was the main colonial thoroughfare from Newtown Creek across Long Island
City to the Sound. During the British occupation (1776-1781) the highway became a military road and
was constantly patrolled by British troops safeguarding the movement of supplies to the permanent troop
encampments along 39th Avenue (see Chap. XI).
During the hard winter of 1779 when Long Island Sound froze over solid, the Riker-Rapalye house,
situated right on the shore, became the southern terminus of the sled convoys of wood and foodstuffs
hauled from Westchester across the ice. The house and shoreline were frequently raided by Yankee
whale boats from Connecticut, sneaking in under cover of darkness to elude the British corvette stationed at Riker's Island offshore. Up to recent years relics of Indian wampum or shell money turned up behind the house; by theColonial Laws of 1633 a fathom of white wampum was worth 10 shillings; as late
as 1673 three pieces were still worth a penny. Numerous old coins have also turned up.
Dr. John Berrien Riker, a family member characterized by the British as "a damned rebel" took refuge in this house from the British after the defeat at the Battle of Long Island. In 1797 the last Riker died
and the farm passed to Abraham Rapalye in 1800, who held it for half a century. In 1874 the Steinways
acquired the farm and rented the house to tenants. In 1941 a branch of the Riker family re-acquired the
property and installed an elderly Swiss caretaker, Rudolph Durheim, to look after the house and burial
ground. Durheim died shortly and was buried in the cemetery.
About 1943 Clyde W. Forcey and his wife, Louise, were sent from Chicago by the Chicago Tribune
to assume the foreign cable dept. of the New York Daily News. Housing in war-time New York was
scarce and the Forceys heard of the Riker-Rapelye house. It was very dilapidated and badly in need of
repair but the Forceys put a great deal of money into repairs and restored the interior to an 18th century
appearance. In 1951 Mr. Forcey died of lung cancer and Mrs. Forcey carried on alone till her death on

Nov. 4, 1959. Thereafter, a neighbor family, Mr. & Mrs. Jack Russell moved into the house. In 1960 the
New York Landmarks Conservancy put a plaque on the left of the front doorof the house, certifying it as
a landmark.
The little cemetery contains the graves of two important patriots of the Revolutionary War, Dr. Berrien Riker was surgeon-general of the Revolutionary Army and companion of Washington at Valley
Forge, before whose grave annual services are held on Memorial Day. He retired to Long Island City after the war and died here in 1794. Three stones away is the memorial to Capt. Abraham Riker who
fought at Quebec and White Plains and died at Valley Forge of spotted fever brought on by exposure
and improper food when he was only 38. There is also the grave of Dr. William James McNevin, an Irish
patriot who married a Riker daughter. He was a celebrated Irish scientist and physician and devoted
much of his life to the welfare of his native country and made many sacrifices in his efforts to make her
free and independent. The Hibernian societies of Queens conduct services annually at his grave. The
majority of the stones in the little cemetery belong to the period 1810-1870; the oldest dates to 1744.
The vast tract south of the old Bowery Bay Road and inland from the Shore Road was wholly unsettled in colonial days and remained so for a hundred years until the cabinet makers pioneered their German village beginning in 1870. Part of this tract above Astoria Blvd. and west of Steinway Street was occupied by Lubbert's Swamp and so was uninhabitable. After the Civil War the woods were cut down,
the land burned over and the swamp gradually reclaimed. South of Astoria Blvd. and east of the village
of Astoria, large tracts were taken over by nurserymen who utilized the great open space for their planting beds and greenhouses.
The first horticulturalist in East Astoria was Francis Briell. He was born in New York in 1809 where
his father had a market garden at the present corner of East Broadway and Grand Street. When New
York expanded, he moved in 1830 to Jersey City and became one of the first market gardeners to attend
Washington Market. Briell prospered in the market business at Jersey City until 1847, when he sold it to
Peter Henderson, the seedsman. Mr. Briell then moved to Astoria where he bought the James McDonald
farm of 80 acres, today all the land on either side of 33rd Street from Astoria Blvd. to 31st Avenue. He
continued in the market gardening business almost up to his death which occurred on Oct. 14, 1892.
The Briell house stood at first in 33rd Street one hundred feet north of 30th Avenue; it was later moved
to midblock between 33rd and 34th Streets on the north side of 30th Avenue (old No. 329). In 1840
this had been the James McDonald farmhouse. David Briell, the elder son of Francis & Phebe Briell, took
over the management of the business from his ageing father in 1880. David married Mary Jane Green, a
Dutch Kills school teacher, in 1884; he died in the old house on Aug. 8, 1926 and his wife on July 18,
1931. A younger brother, Theodore Briell, died here April 1926.
As early as 1852 we read of the family's activity:
"At the recent exhibition of the Horticultural Society at Metropolitan Hall in New York, we
noticed several contributions from our neighbors around Astoria. Mr. Briell of our village obtained quite a number of prizes for fine specimens of vegetables & fruits.
-Astoria Gazette, Sept. 30, 1852
Isaac Buchanan was a nurseryman and florist with greenhouses and gardens south of Newtown Avenue and on both the east and west sides of 29th Street. He also maintained an office in Manhattan at 9
West 17th St. He was in business as early as 1852 and was still active in the 1880's.
About 1855 Andrew Bridgeman started a small nurseryand florist business on the south side of 30th
Avenue between 35th and 36th Streets.
A much bigger operation was conducted by Gabriel Marc, who about 1850 owned greenhouses
along Newtown Avenue and 30th Avenue and 30th and 31st Streets (old Marc Place). When housing
developments and the German settlement began encroaching on the former open lands of East Astoria,
Marc moved to Woodside in 1869. By the time he died on Sept. 14, 1889, even this new site was
ringed with housing and his son sold out the business in 1896. Around 1880 Marc had as a business associate a man named Joshua D. Witham; there are flower catalogs known for the years 1870 and 1880.
William C. Wilson (1831-1897) ran a large commercial florist operation at Astoria Blvd. at 31st
Street beginning in 1852 and at least as late as 1880. Three catalogs of his are preserved for the years
1869, 1871 and 1880. In 1890 William Steinway bought out the Wilson estate on the south side of Astoria Blvd. from 38th Street to 42nd Street.

W. C. Wilson, the well-known florist of Astoria, has an eight acre fieldof tuber roses. During
the last week he has every morning cut a large wagon load therefrom, some of the loads frequently containing over 100,000 roses for the New York market. Mr. Wilson states that this
beautiful little flower has been unusually good this season.
Whitestone Herald, Sept. 20, 1871
The largest (flower) establishment in Astoria is that of W. C. Wilson, who, in addition to a
50,000 camelias, 50,000 Marshall Neil

great quantity of miscellaneous flowers, cuts annually
roses and 100,000 other choice roses.

Flushing Times, Feb. 1, 1877
By the year 1870 Manhattan Island had expanded greatly thanks to natural growth, vastly increased
immigration and the stimulus to commercial life because of the Civil War, and the effects began to be
felt in the surrounding areas of the Bronx, Brooklyn and Queens. Long Island City, especially, felt a
quickening of life after decades of inactivity. A demand for real estate and housing began to be felt and
the farms and estates nearest to the ferries began to come into the market for building sites. East Astoria
and the Steinway area, less than two miles from the East River and invitingly empty, were the natural
targets for expansion. The first large-scale effort to develop East Astoria began full of hope and ended by
creating a major scandal.
The year 1869 was a momentous one for Astoria, for it marked the beginning of the "German Settlement", the pioneer real estate development that ended the old farm era and brought about the laying
out of streets, avenues, the opening of Schuetzen Park, and the erection of thousands of homes in a
wide arc around Steinway Street and Broadway. The United CabinetWorkers Cooperative Association, a
guild of Old-World German furniture craftsmen, with headquarters at Columbian Hall, 281 Grand Street,
New York, engaged Justice John A. Stemmler of the 57th Street Civil Court to purchase in the summer of
1869 five

East Astoria farms:
1. The Samuel Waldron Farm, extending from 35th Street to 44th Street and from 31st Avenue to 34th Avenue. At the center of this farm was the later important junction of Broadway and Steinway Street. This farm became Section No. I. Samuel Waldron died May 6,
1856 and his son, Hendrick E. in July 1864. His widow conveyed the farm to Stemmler in
1870.

2. Bacon & Hyde Farm bounded by Astoria Blvd. on the north, 50th Street on the east, 31st
Avenue on the south and Newtown Avenue, 30th Avenue and 45th Street on the west.
This farm consisted of 90 acres with farmhousesand out buildings. Cost $225,000.
3. The "Sheriff Henry Farm" owned by Armistead C. Henry, first sheriff of Long Island City.
Along 48th and 49th Streets from Astoria Blvd. to 28 Avenue. Cost $70,000.
4. John Purdy Farm.
5. Dr. William Peters farm.
The latter four farms, all north of Newtown Road, were combined into Section II by the Cabinet Makers.
Stemmler formed a partnership with five officers of the Cabinet Makers' Association and circulated a
pamphlet in German extolling the advantages of purchasing home sites from the cooperative.
On Jan. 26, 1870 ground'was broken at the southeast corner of the as yet unopened Steinway Street
& Broadway for a large hotel 50 X 180 in the midst of a seven-acre grove of trees and close by was
staked out a shooting gallery 600 feet long. This was the beginning of the later far-famed Schuetzen
Park, for many years the most prominent landmark in Long Island City. Gerhard Schneider, the first manager of the hotel, was one of the officers of the association. The park opened for the first time on May
16, 1870 with a great celebration marked by picnics, marching bands, singing, etc.
The stimulus given to the real estate business by the Building Association proved contagious. On
May 11, 1870, 350 East Astoria lots on 38th to 42nd Streets and Broadway, 30th Aye. and Steinway Sts.
and owned by Anthony W. Winans, the ferry magnate, and A. & W. H. Jackson, were sold at auction.
These tracts directly adjoined Sections I and II of the Cabinet Makers. The lots brought from $360 to
$500, yielding a total of $37,120, a rise of over 100% in value over just one year. Purchasers put down
10% cash and 75% on mortgage.

In June 1870 the German Cabinet Makers completed their first six model buildings to form a nucleus
around which the first small village would rise. Deeds were also given to all who had already purchased
lots on Section I, the Waldron Farm.
In June 1870 the Cabinet Makers engaged Patrick Coldner, a contractor, to lay out roads on the vast
tract over the summer months.
In the second week of January 1871, the German Cabinet Makers, to insure the equitable distribution of the lots and to avoid favoritism of any kind, conducted a drawing for the 1478 lots contained in
Section II at their headquarters in Columbian Hall in New York. Each member's name was deposited in a
revolving drum made for that purpose; the slips were then drawn out one by one over a two-day period
until the last lot had been disposed of.
Although the German Settlement was hardly a year old, a school was already functioning, for as early as January 1871, the "scholars" put on a public exhibition of declamations & dialogues followed by a
Liederkrantz recital.
By February 1871, it was reported that 774 lots of Section I had been disposed of and that each
member had received his title. In the first week of April the title deeds for the 1578 lots of Section II
were delivered to the officers of the Cooperative Building Association of the United Cabinet Workers of
New York, Section 11, by the former owners.
There is no record of what streets were opened and graded by Patrick Goldner over the summer of
1870, but with the advent of spring in 1871, the Association contracted with Jacob Frank of Greenpoint
to open and grade 45th Street from Newtown Road to Astoria Blvd. at 28c per cubic yard. Additional
contracts were to be let to open 43rd, and 46th Sts. over the same distance so that the Association
could sell some of its lots in the vast empty tract east of Steinway Street. The association reported that it
had already erected over 50 dwellings in Section I and planned to build another 150 during the summer.
Over 1000 lots had already been disposed of in Section 11.
On May 22, 1871 and June 7, 1871 two more auction sales of lots were conducted at Schuetzen
Park. The sale disposed of 523 lots bringing $300 to $600 each; the terms were 25% down and the balance in $10 monthly installments spread over three years. To stimulate thesale of lots which had lagged
over the summer months, the Association announced a series of prizes to be given in connection with
the lots yet remaining unsold in Section 11. The top prize was to be a purse of $500; the next sale was
scheduled for February 1872.
Over June and July 1871 contractor Jacob Frank pushed through 45th St. 60 feet wide from Newtown Avenue on the south to Astoria Blvd. This was the first street to be cut through east of Steinway
Street. Rather surprisingly,Steinway St., then 10thAvenue, itself had not yet been opened. Some property owners who had bought lots along the projected line of the street petitioned the Common Council to
open and grade the street from 31st Avenue south to Jackson Avenue; in October the aldermen reviewed the request favorably and moved to vest title to the street in the city. In December 1871 the
court appointed three commissioners to take testimony and award damages. Messrs. A. & W. H. Jackson
and Anthony W. Winans voluntarily opened the avenue through their holdings from 31st Avenue to
30th Avenue.
The last bit of road opening in 1871 that we hear about was that of 42nd and 43rd Streets. The Cabinet Makers Associationawarded a contract to Mr. Hawkinsof Brooklyn to grade both streets on the baof
sis other excellent work already performed by him on other streets in the spring. In the last days of
October Hawkins completed 43rd Street down to Newtown Avenue.
On April 17, 1872 an auction was held by the Association in New York of 65 other lots on Broadway and Newtown Road. These brought $350 to $650 per lot, the terms this time being 10% cash
down and the balance in monthly installments of $12. By this time the Schuetzen Park Hotel and grove
were in full use and we read that on July 8, 1872, the Prussian Guard Band, performing at the park,
drew such crowds that over a thousand Germans had to return to New York in disappointment, unable
to gain admission to the grounds.
In 1873 the inner story of how the purchases of the farms had been made and the financial irregularities involved became public through the arrest of the officers of the cooperative and their jailing on
charges of fraud. On investigation it turned out that Justice Stemmler and his five partners had taken
$233,000 in moneys from the full payments for lots ($363 each) and the installment money (sl2 per
month per buyer) and instead of devoting it to the paying off of the $200,000 mortgage on the Bacon &

Hyde farm, had used it to buy the Waldron farm property and for large brokerage fees to themselves.
One member of the association, suspicious of the financial manipulation going on, had applied to the
Court of Common Pleas for an injunction restraining the defendants from selling any more property. The
court granted the request and appointed four trustees. Justice Stemmler was called upon for restitution
and was forced to turn over a farm he had purchased for himself with some of the funds. Four of the
five partners of Justice Stemmler were indicted and jailed, including Gerhard Schneider who operated
Schuetzen Park; he tried to evade the sentence by turning state's evidence but failed.
In May 1874 Bacon & Hyde foreclosed the mortgage on their farm and in November 1874 it was
sold at Astoria at public auction; the owners bid in the property to save themselves from loss. In the
foreclosure the poor German cabinet makers who had invested their life savings to pay for their lots lost
everything.

The newspapers cited the case of one investor, Cody Ansenger, who had purchased lots on the Bacon & Hyde farm from Justice Stemmler, the agent. Ansenger had purchased heavily and built several
houses, spending his last dollar. He lost everything in the foreclosure and went crazy in consequence,
and ended up in an asylum. The swindle, the largest on record up to that time in Queens County real
estate, set back the development of East Astoria for many years and no further development of the area
would probably have occurred had not William Steinway appeared on the scene to restore confidence
in real estate and land promotion.
Although the Cabinet Makers' venture ended unhappily, the transformation that it had effected in
Astoria was a lasting one. Many new streets had been opened, hundreds of houses erected and
thousands of people continued to occupy the land. The German Settlement endured and the name remained in use until as late as World War I to designate a distinct part of Long Island City. Today the
name is largely forgotten except in the memory of the older residents.
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CHAPTER IX
THE STEINWAYS AND THE "STEINWAY SETTLEMENT"
Few families in Americahave had the opportunity to found a community and to transform it from a
wilderness to a thriving village, and then to remain in that community as an important and continuing influence through five generations to the present day. This has been theremarkable record of the Steinway
family in the section of Long Island City named after it. Other men like John R. Pitkin, Conrad Poppenhusen and Alexander T. Stewart have had the opportunity to found villages on Long Island but none
of them exerted an influence after his own limited lifetime; the Steinways alone have endured through
more than a century and their great piano manufacturing plant is still one of the centerpieces in the economic and social life of Astoria. The Steinway patriarch, Henry Englehardt Steinway, came to America
from Germany in 1850 when he was already 53 yrs. old and brought with him his wife, five sons and
three daughters. After working in American business houses for three years to adapt to a new society
and to learn business methods, the family opened the first Steinway piano factory in March 1853. The
family brought with them some precious assets: a devotion to fine craftsmanship and painstaking workmanship; a profound musicality and ability to play an instrument withalmost professional expertise, and
an intense sense of family loyalty that placed family solidarity above personal gratification. The technical
excellence of the Steinway pianos and the finish of their products soon attracted the attention of the
New York musical circlesand the little firm prospered so well that additional quarters soon had to be
found. Within only five years- 1858- Steinway & Sons bought the square block on Park Avenue between
52nd and 53rd Streets and moved in in 1860; eventually the factory expanded to occupy the entire
block. In 1866 the firm opened Steinway Hall, an invaluable showcase for their product, and in 1867,
the Steinways reached the zenith of their reputation by winning the gold medals at the Paris International
Exhibit for all three types of instrument, the square, the upright and the grand piano.
The great contribution of the Steinways to piano making lay in far more than magnificent woodwork;
they brought to piano making technical improvements that came from a profound study of the physics of
sound production. One improvement was to overstring a piano by which an iron frame was so applied
as to increase the durability and capacity to stay in tune for a long time, eliminating the thin, nasal tone
that had been characteristic of such iron-frame pianos up to that time. Another vast improvement was
the forging of a powerful steel frame to withstand the enormous pressure of dozens of taut strings; the
wrought-iron frames of earlier pianos crumbled under too much tension. The third and perhaps most
revolutionary improvement of all was the perfection of the upright piano, adapted to the limited space of
the American home, yet with the ability to reproduce the tones and full harmonies of a concert grand.
These improvements alone would have assured the Steinways an enduring place in the crafting of fine
musical instruments but they went on to embody numerous other betterments in the design and production of quality pianos and the orders that poured in to their studios from the keyboard masters of the
worldand the titled and wealthy in Europe were an eloquent tribute to the high standard of their product.

So large and so complex an enterprise as the Steinway Co. could not and did not achieve interna-

tional fame without some strain and difficulty along theway. One of the chief problems of the company,

especially when it had grown to be one of the largest in New York, was labor unrest. Many of theworkers were independent craftsmen who had to work in factorieswhere they had no control over their lives
or working conditions, and the overcrowding of the tenements where they lived certainly contributed to
discontent. Because of the dominant importance of the Steinway factory, outside agitators made the
plant a target for their efforts and they worked industriously among the men and to incite them to strike.
In 1869 they succeeded in stirring up a protracted strike at the factory & again in 1872, and the services
of a large force of police were required for several weeks to protect the buildings and to guard from personal violence the men who remained faithful to their employer. In 1882 another month-long strike disrupted production.

Another serious problem the company faced at the time was lack of space for expansion. Land in

Manhattan was costly and the nature of the business demanded a lot of space for storing logs, seasoning

wood, etc. In the late 1860's, therefore, the Steinway brothers began to look about for a site away from
the city and yet within easy access of it for the erection of an additional factory, shipping facilities near
the water, a basin in which logs could be stored in water to keep them moist and free from cracking,
and space for a lumber yard, a sawmill and a foundry. Obviously, a sizeable site was required for so
many adjuncts to the factory facilities. When sites in Jersey proved too swampy or too limited, the
Steinways turned to Long Island and found the ideal site in that part of northeastern Astoria called
"Luyster's Island", today 36th through to 49th Streets and north of 20th Aye.
The new site had many obvious advantages; it was only five miles from New York; it had an unlimited waterfront; it was almost empty of settlement, and the land, or at least that part of it which was immediately needed, was in only two ownerships and conveniently up for sale. The "island", a wooded,
elevated land fronting on the bay and cut off from the mainland by a sluggish arm of today's Steinway
Canal, had for almost a century been part of the Peter Luyster estate. Peter's father, Cornelius, had
bought the family estate in 1788; the Luysters continued to live on the island till about 1843 when they
built themselves a new house on the south side of 20th Road at 42nd St. The new site was locally
known as "Prospect Hill" and offered a good view of the surrounding country. In June 1854. and again
in October 1857, Peter Luyster, who had in the meantime risen to the important post of Supervisor of
the Town of Newtown, sold Luyster's Island to Benjamin T. Pike Jr., a New York optician with a large
optical supplies business at 294 Broadway.
Pike selected a rocky outcrop overlooking Bowery Bay just east of 41st Street as the site for a baronial summer retreat built in the grand manner of the mansions at Ravenswood. He engaged an architect
draw
to
up plans for a country seat. The summers of 1855 and 1856 were given over to the erection of
the Pike mansion; workers toiled to set in place the Maine bluestone delivered at the dock in front of the
house. Pike saw to it that etchings of the scientific instruments and glassware, the sale of which had
earned him his fortune, appeared in the French beveled glass of the doors in his new house. For eight
idyllic summers Pike enjoyed the beautiful rural scenery and a constant pageant of passing boats with his
wife and three daughters; then, on May 7, 1864 he died in his Bowery Bay mansion and his widow had
to put up for sale the beautiful retreat and its grounds (1866). Misfortune struck their neighbor, Peter
Luyster, very shortly after; he died on Nov. 10, 1868, leaving the Luyster estate available for purchase.
This was the situation when William Steinway and his brothers appeared on the scene in 1869. The
first thing they seem to have done was to hire a New York photographer to climb to the roof of Peter
Luyster's house on the line of today's 42nd Street and to take a remarkable five-part panoramic picture
of the wholeof Luyster's Island. This unique picture survives today in the Steinway family archives and
reveals to us the primeval Queens shoreline of a century ago, unchanged from Revolutionary days. Undoubtedly, there was a serious purpose to the picture: to show the topography and extent of the land to
be purchased and to give engineers and contractors an idea of the possibilities of the new site.
In July 1870 William Steinway bought the whole Pike tract for $127,000, and on Aug. 20, 1870 the
Peter Luyster property. Once these initial investments had been made, the Steinways rapidly bought up
the surrounding farmsand estates along today's Steinway Street, 41st and 42nd Streets that lay south of
20th Road or Old Bowery Bay Road. In the following summer of 1871 they bought additional meadow
land on 19th Avenue along Berrien's Creek and odd bits of land along 46th and 47th Streets, and in
1873 theland along 20th Avenue (Winthrop) from 35th Street to 41st Street.
The Pike mansion became the new summer home of the Steinway family and proved a remarkable
convenience for it was distant hardly more than two blocks from the piano factory. In the winter time
the Steinways lived at 26 Cramercy Park and made the Park Avenue plant their headquarters. This seasonal alternation of residence became the pattern in the Steinway family for two generations until the
death of Charles H. Steinway in 1919, when the summer home was sold off in a partition sale. In the
early 1920's the Pike mansion was acquired by Jack Halberian, father of the present owner, Michael
Halberian, who began an intensive restoration process ten years ago. As a result of the expenditure of a
great deal of time and money, the roof, chimneys, window frames and numerous interior details have
been repaired and restored and the effects of age and neglect overcome. The mansion is the only surviving example in Queens of an aristocratic Victorian country house and as such is a unique architectural
showpiece.

Engraving of the Steinway Works at the foot of Steinway Street in May 1896.

The Bowery Bay tract, when Steinway purchased it, was very nearly in its primeval state, partly
woodland, partly salt meadows and partly open field. There were no streets at all with the single exception of the old Bowery Bay Road. There were a few widely scattered farmhouses and outbuildings, no
water supply and no transportation. The first thing to receive attention was the headland at the foot of
36th and 37th Streets on the river front where the first factory buildings were to go up. In April 1871
William Steinway applied forand received permission to extend his wharf front out to the pier line and
to build bulkheads. Next came plans for the foundry and saw mill in November 1871. In July 1872
Steinway signed a contract with William Crambling, an Astoria builder, to erect the saw mill and foundry
immediately, after which the factory would follow. In mid-July Crambling began work.
By the spring of 1873 a steam saw mill, an iron and brass foundry, boiler and engine houses and a
large building for the drilling, finishing and japanning of the full iron frames and other portions used in
the construction of the Steinway pianoforte had been erected in the space between Berrien's Creek and
36th Street with a frontage of 312 feet along 36th Street and with a depth of 200 feet. Berrien's Creek
itself had been deepened and canalized and a bulkhead 384 feet long had been installed behind the
plant buildings. A portion of Berrien's Creek, 100 X 300, was fenced off into a basin for the storage of
logs to provide the saw mill with a constant supply of raw material.
Before building a pianoforte factory and importing hundreds of workers, the Steinways had to first
create a village and the amenities of life. Almost the whole of 1873 and 1874 were devoted to thedifficult task of opening streets, staking out lots, building a water works, installing a sewer system and erecting workmen's housing. The Steinways negotiated with the city officials of the newly-created Long Island
City to extend some of the Astoria streets eastward into Steinway, and to continue the grid pattern that
already existed, a far-sighted move that regularized street opening and made orderly real estate development possible. The first Astoria streets to be projected eastward physically appear to have been 21st Avenue (Wolcott), 30th Avenue (Grand), 31st Avenue (Jamaica) and Broadway. At the same time the last
existing Astoria street, 31st or 2nd Avenue, became the fixed point used to map out 32nd to 51st
Streets. The new 10th Avenue or Steinway Avenue became the "Main Street" of the new community.
In July 1873 Steinway Street was cut through from Astoria Blvd. to the river with the aid of steam
shovels; the land between 23rd Aye. (Potter) and 21st Aye. (Wolcott) was high ground varying from 72
to 95 feet above sea level and this was tunneled through and the extra soil deposited above 20th Avenue where tidal marshes interrupted the line of the road. In mid August 1873 upper Steinway Avenue
was opened to public travel. In August 1873 the Steinway Bros, hired E. W. Karker, the College Point
builder, to put up a brick store near 20th Road including a dwelling 26 X 46 for the storekeeper.
The transportation problem remained one of the most difficult to solve. In the absence of any housing in Astoria, even the few workers in the foundry and saw mill had to commute to New York daily and
for them the Steinway Bros, began operating a "stage" or bus line along Steinway Avenue and Astoria
Blvd. to the 92nd St. ferry (Sept. 1873). Two years later, 1875, the transportation problem was solved
when the Long Island City Shore R.R. founded and promoted by Pliny Freeman, a president of the New
York Life Insurance Company, opened a street car line all along Vernon Avenue on April 8, 1875 and
two extensions to the Steinway Settlement: one along Broadway to Steinway Street on June 22, 1875
and another some time during the same month along Astoria Blvd. & Steinway Street to 20th Road.
These two horse car lines provided two direct routes to the 92nd Street ferry and made the Steinway
area readily accessible for the first time.
The depression triggered by the Panic of 1873 was felt most profoundly in 1874 and 1875 in the
form of a sluggish economy and scarcity of money; nevertheless, the Steinway Brothers in the last
months of 1875 and the beginning of 1876 persevered in laying out streets and grading them. 41st Street
(Albert) and 42nd St. (Theodore) were cut through the high ground in the vicinity of Ditmars Avenue
where the land rises to 95 feet above sea level and the surplus was dumped on the line of 20th Avenue
(Winthrop) which, because it followed the bed of Berrien's Creek, was low and swampy. In this way,
20th Avenue was continuedwestward to join up with Astoria. In the same winter of 1875-76 two new
frame buildings were completed on the west side of Steinway Street close to the river. Contractor William Lewis of Astoria completed the laying of water pipes in the village and the connecting-up of these
pipes with the Long Island City water system-a great step forward. A new private telegraph line was put
up by the Steinways to connect the new facilities at Bowery Bay with the main factory on Fourth Avenue, New York, and the 14th Street showrooms.

The year 1876 marked the centennial of the United States and this was celebrated on a grand scale
an exposition displaying one hundred years of progress in industry and commerce.
The Steinways in a gesture of solidarity with their workers and good will toward their loyal and long-time
craftsmen
hired
master
a train at a cost of $4000 and tookall of their employees to Philadelphia to tour
the centennial exhibits.
The year 1876was notable for one other advance at Steinway. The upper city or Fifth Ward had as
yet no public school; to remedy this want, Mr. William Steinway with his usual liberality organized a
school himself, provided a school building on the east side of Steinway Street between 23rd Avenue
(Potter) and Ditmars Avenue, furnished all the books and paid the greater portion of the teachers' salaries. Miss Elizabeth Smith was the first principal with two assistants under her and a German instructor
who came three times a week. The register began with 100 students; those who could afford to do so
paid 50c/ a month but those who could not afford tuition received their education free.
In the last month of 1876 work began on surveying the ground preparatory to commencing excavations for the foundations of the new mammoth piano factory. When the building was completed in the
summer of 1877, the keyboard making and wood carving branches of the firm were removed from the
New York factory and transferred to Astoria.
The years 1877 and 1878 were devoted to improving the condition of Astoria Blvd., then Flushing
Aye.; the most direct route to the 92nd St. ferry, and to grading and opening lower Steinway Street from
Astoria Blvd. south to Jackson Aye. This important artery was the only north-south street laid out east of
31st Street in Astoria and the commercial avenue for the whole neighborhood.
The year 1877 was a painful one for the Steinways personally because of the death of Albert Steinway. With Charles and Henry both gone in 1865, the firm was now reduced to two brothers, Theodore
and William. The former devoted himself to the scientific direction and inventing while William took
care of the mercantile and financial end.
In the summer of 1879 the Steinway Settlement took a great leap forward with the erection and
completion of the giant piano case factory. The building was four stories high, 248 ft. long by 60 ft.
wide, with an adjoining boiler and engine house and cost $55,000. In this building the cases forall the
Steinway square, upright and grand pianos were constructed and they were then sent completed to the
New York factory to receive the sounding board, exterior varnish and polish and interior construction. In
addition to the case-making factory were the drying rooms contained in another four-story brick building
40 X 100, with the drying kilns below and the drying rooms above, divided into various compartments
containing over 500,000 square feet of air-driedlumber. In the extensive lumber yards situated between
the dock basin and the factories were constantly stacked upward of five million feet of lumber in the
openair for seasoning over two years: the timber was then kept in the steam drying kilns for threeadditional months before use.
Eight steam boilers of 500 HP supplied the steam for four steam engines of 300 HP that drove all
the belting and provided heating. The new installation of 1879 added 175 workmen and their families to
the expanding community which now numbered 1500.
With the major portion of the piano-making process now transferred to the Steinway area, the Steinway Brothers turned their efforts to further improving the neighborhood. In the summer of 1879 they
donated land for a union church on the southeast corner of 41st Street (Albert) and 20th Road (Bowery
Bay Rd.) It was built by contributions from persons of all denominations and the last dollarof debt was
paid off before its dedication on Nov. 30 1879. Edward J. Woolsey Jr., the wealthy estate owner of upper Astoria, donated an 800 lb. church bell as his contribution to the effort. In 1880 the German
Catholics opened St. Joseph's church on the north side of 30th Avenuebetween 43rd and 44th Streets.
In the spring of 1881 the Steinway Brothers erected a public bath on Bowery Bay at the foot of 38th
Street, 100 X 50 in size, with 50 dressing rooms. Alongside it, between 38th and Steinway Streets, was
laid out a waterside park 250 X 200 for the use of the employees. Most important of all, the Steinway
Brothers built between 1877 and 1879 a "Company town", a group of about 45 two-story brick attached houses along 20th Avenue and on the two sides of 41st Street down to 20th Road with stone
window lintels and recessed entrances. Nearly all are still standing today and still occupied. In late 1974
the City Planning Commission took an interest in these well-preserved houses and began talks with the
home owners with a view to designating the structures as landmarks. On Nov. 26, 1974 thecommission
at Philadelphia by

Front and rear views of the Steinway Mansion in 1880, with members of the family. The mansion has been extensively
rehabilitated by Michael Halberian, the present owner.

formally voted landmark status, but opposition began to grow among the owners who feared loss of
control over their own property, and, as a result, the Board of Estimate nullified the designation on Jan.

23

1975.

In 1883 William Steinway incorporated and organized the Steinway & Hunter's Point Railroad Company as a vehicle to merge all the street railways of Long Island City into one management. The Long
Island City Shore Railroad had been operating the horse cars on Vernon Avenue, Broadway and Astoria
Blvd.; the Astoria & Hunter's Point Railroad had operated the Jackson Avenue and the 31st Street line to
Astoria and both these systems now came under Steinway's central direction. William Steinway erected
a massive new car depot on the west side of Steinway Street above 20th Avenue (Winthrop) including
shops, offices and storage areas; he now not only controlled all the street railways in Long Island City
but also insured the best transportation for his workers and his village.
William Steinway added to his already impressive list of accomplishments in 1886 by joining in with
George Ehret, the New York beer manufacturer, in the opening of a large new amusement park that they
hoped would rival Coney Island. In April 1886 the two men incorporated the Bowery Bay Improvement
Company and bought the Luyster Farm and other property to the east which they transformed into an
amusement park. Work was rushed in May and June 1886 to extend 19th Avenue (Riker) from Steinway
Avenue to the park and pavillions, amusements and bath houses were erected. The park opened in midJune and was an Jnstant success. In May 1887 the horse cars were extended to the amusement area and
a steamboat pier was built. Every year thereafter new features were added and in 1891 the name was
changed to North Beach. The place proved to be a very profitable investment for Steinway and Ehret till
Prohibition killed it in 1919.
The UnitedStates government recognized the importance of Steinway, or the German Settlement as
some called it, and in April 1886 permitted the establishment of a post office for the first time. This
lasted until 1888 when free delivery was introduced all over Long Island City on a four-times-a-day basis.
The fortunes of the Steinway firm suffered a severe setback in 1889 when C. F. Theodore Steinway,
the inventive genius of the firm and its highly successful European salesman, died in March in Germany.
William Steinway was left the last of the founding generation to carry on the firm.
By the end of the 80's Steinway Village had grown to such an extent that new churches were necessary to accommodate the expanding population. The little Union Chapel on 41st Street had grown too
small and its place was taken in 1889 by a Reformed Church on a plot of ground 100 X 125 at the
northeast corner of 41st Street & Ditmars Avenue and large enough to hold 1000 persons. William Steinway donated to the new church the organ from the Steinway Concert Hall in New York. The old chapel
on 20th Road was now converted to the Steinway Circulating Library, the first such facility in the village.
In 1890 the German Baptists organized a church on 38th Street north of 23rd Avenue and the German
Lutherans on the northwest corner of 31st Avenue & 37th Street.
In 1890 William Steinway bought up the estate of William Wilson, the floristactive in East Astoria a
quarter century before. The land lay on the south side of the Astoria Blvd. from 38th to 42nd Streets
with Steinway Street cutting through the tract. Just two years later in May 1892 he had erected for his
own use a handsome residence in Great Neck.
William Steinway's last contribution to the welfareof his community was the founding of the Astoria
Homestead Company. He foresaw that it would be only a question of time before Queens County
would become a part of New York City and the logical place for the modest homes of artisans and
workers with limited incomes. He therefore bought up as much property as he could contiguous to the
Steinway Settlement whenever it came on the market. The Astoria Homestead Company was the holding company for all this real estate, and to enable it to develop its property, Steinway capitalized it at
$1,000,000. The land was graded and leveled and laid out in building lots, roads were cut through and a
number of cottages and dwellings erected for sale or rent at prices close to cost. In this way a large number of deserving people were enabled to acquire homes in a healthy, open suburban area within easy
distance of their jobs in New York. The effect of this liberal policy was soon evident; by 1895 the Steinway area had grown to 7000 people.
William Steinway demonstrated his remarkable foresight in one other interesting area- the use of the
internal combustion engine for private automobiles. On a trip to Germany in 1888 he met Gottlieb
Daimler, theinventor of the horseless carriage. Daimler gave Steinway a ten mile drive to his factory in
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Canstatt, and though the enginedeveloped a speed of only 5 MPH, Steinway perceived that it could be
improved, enlarged and adapted to the propulsion of all public and private street vehicles. He encouraged Daimler to come to the United States and set up a workshop and factory at Steinway; a little
building 25 X 100 was erected on the east side of Steinway Street between 20th Avenue and 20th Road
in 1890. This humble beginning led to a larger factory in 1895 near the shore of Bowery Bay between
36th and 38th Streets. Steinway helped to incorporate the Daimler Company in the UnitedStates and to
register the patents and he gave the land and capital necessary to start the company on a manufacturing
career. The Daimler Co. produced many marine engines and even one automobile in Astoria, but Detroit
and Henry Ford came to dominate the American market and Daimler eventually closed its factory for a
more successful career in Germany. The Astoria factory burned down Feb. 14, 1907.
Unfortunately for Steinway Village, and forall Long Island City, William Steinway died on November
30, 1896, the last of his generation. There was universal grief at his passing; he had been the president
of numerous societies, a founder or official in at least three banks, a director in the College Point ferry,
Democratic National Committeeman in 1888, member of the Rapid Transit Board, and the benefactor
both publicly and in secret of innumerable charitable organizations. The Steinway firm, thriving as never
before, continued on into the 20th century with Charles Herman Steinway, son of Charles George, as
new president and head of finances, and two of William's sons, William Richard as European manager,
and Theodore Edwin chief of invention and construction. When Charles H. died in 1919, his younger
brother, Fred T., became president until his death in July 1927. It was under the direction of Frederick T.
that Steinway & Sons forsook its old home at 109 East 14th Street where the building had become a
landmark and moved to the new building in West 57th Street.
The Steinways were prime examples of the American success story; they came as immigrants in
1850 and half a century later were rich, socially prominent and married into similarly wealthy families
like the Cassebeers, Zieglers and Yon Bernuths, and even into the minor German nobility; Henry Steinway's two daughters were the Countess yon Blumenthal and the Baroness yon Bodmann. With the removal of William Steinway's protean, charismatic personality from the scene, the Steinway community
lost its most forceful personality and its link with its one-family past and gradually became indistinguishable from the rest of Long Island City.

Original millstone from Burger Jorissen's Mill on Dutch Kills (1648); rescued by the Payntar family who set it in the
sidewalk in front of 30-55 29th St. When this house was demolished, the city put it in front of the Long Island Savings
Bank in Bridge Plaza.

CHAPTER X
COLONIAL HUNTER'S POINT & DUTCH KILLS

The political and administrative heart of Long Island City has always been the "downtown" area of
Hunter's Point, the junction of Vernon and Jackson Avenues and the surrounding territory. It is difficult
for us to realize that as recently as 1850 the downtown area was a small island and bisected by Vernon
Avenue, hardly more than four blocks wide and a little less than that in length. All the rest of Hunter's
Point was a vast meadow low-lying and flooded at every tide by the waters of the East River. The primeval salt mashes, criss-crossed by dozens of little streams extended as far northward as 44th Drive (old
Nott Aye.) and eastward to the present Van Dam Street. The headwaters of Dutch Kills extended the
marsh area along the line of Jackson Avenue and just south of it to as far out as 46th Street. This vast
solitude, watered daily by the pure and unpolluted flow of the river and the creeks, produced a waving
abundanceof salt hay, and in the summer clouds of water fowl nested in the grassy hammocks and fish
and shell fish bred in the shallow, fertile waters. Here and there rocky outcrops, continuations of the granitic base of Manhattan Island, broke the expanse of meadow and provided a base for stands of trees
and bush. Beavers built dams in this watery wilderness and Indians fished in the deeper streams.
The age-old solitude of these idyllic surroundings was broken for the first time by the Dutch government at New Amsterdam when ground-briefs were granted in 1643 to the first Dutch Reformed minister
in New Amsterdam, Everard Bogardus, for the land at the mouth of the Newtown Creek on the Queens
shore. Thereafter the point of land at the river came to be known as Dominie's Hook. The ground brief
must have covered not just the low-lying island above water but also some of the meadows, for it supposedly embraced 130 acres. Immediately north of the Dominie's grant lay the 150 acre tract of Pieter
Andriesen de Schoorsteenveger, who secured his ground brief from the government on Oct. 19, 1645.
This must have covered much of Ravenswood. Pieter Andriessen's tenure proved to be a short one, for
during the Indian Troubles of 1655, he was seized by a raiding party of Indians prowling the East River
in canoes, and carried off into captivity. He disappears from the pages of history and we hear no more
of him.
Dominie Bogardus had little opportunity to develop his acres; he journeyed to Europe in 1647 in
company with Governor Kieft who had been recalled by the home authorities because of his poor relationswith the Indians, and perished in a shipwreck off the coast of Wales. His widow,Annettie Jans, applied to the new governor, Pieter Stuyvesant (appointed Nov. 26, 1647) for a confirmatory deed to her
husband's acres and received a new ground brief on Nov. 26, 1652. When the British seized New Amsterdam in 1664 and appointed Governor Nicoll to administer the city, Annetie Bogardus had the good
sense to apply to the new masters for recognition of her title to the land. Gov. Nicoll obliged by issuing a
confirmatory deed in March 1669. The original of this document is still preserved in the library of Union
College at Schenectady.

For 30 years Dominie's Hook remained in the possession of the Bogardus heirs; then in 1697 it was
purchased by Captain Peter Praa, a Huguenot who attained some fame and not a little fortune for himself in the New World. Born in Leyden, Holland, in 1655, he came to Brooklyn where he had command
of the militiaand gradually acquired a large property. When he died in 1740, he willed Dominie's Hook
to thechildren of his daughter Anne, who had married William Bennett. One of the children, Jacob Bennett, bought out the interests of his brothers and sisters in the Hook in purchases made in 1767 and
1780 and so gained sole title. Under him the place gradually came to be known as Bennett's Hook. Jacob Bennett died in 1817 at the ripe old age of 94 and left the hook to his daughter Anna who had married Captain George Hunter. In this way the area acquired its late 19th century name of Hunter's Point,
still familiar to us today in the name of Hunter's Point Avenue. In 1840 Vernon Avenue was built

through Hunter's Point as the Ravenswood, Hallett's Point and Williamsburgh Turnpike Road, but other
than this, there was not a single other road in the district and the sole existing house was that of Captain
Hunter on

the banks of Newtown Creek.

Typical Dutch farmhouse, one of several on old 39th Aye. now inside the Sunnyside Yards. This Brinckerhoff house was
on thenorth side of the street between 39th St. and 39th Place and was one of several occupiedby the British. (William
A. Hoist Sr.)

At the same time that Hunter's Point was first settled in 1643, three other men secured land grants

along Dutch Kills. Richard Brutnall, a native of Bradford, England, settled for a time at Hempstead, but
on July 3, 1643 he secured a grant of a little over 100 acres from the Dutch government on the east side
of the Kills and near its junction with Newtown Creek, embracing what is now all of Blissville and onehalf of Old Calvary Cemetery. It is probable that Brutnall's farm was the firstactual European settlement
in the whole Town of Newtown, for, while he obtained his patent only in 1643, he had already been
located at this spot for several years, had cleared a portion of it and had it under cultivation at the beginning of 1642.
In 1652 Brutnall soldabout 50 acres lying in a triangular shape at the western end of his farm to one
Robert Clark, otherwise unknown. This strip changed hands often, finally becoming the property of the
Debevoise family, whose three ancient Dutch farm houses on the east side of Van Dam Street were still
to be seen in 1900.

The eastern portion of his farm Brutnall sold about the same time to William Herrickand he then returned to Hempstead. Herrick died a few years later and his widow took as her second husband Thomas
Wandell. In 1665 Wandell enlarged his wife's farm by purchasing the grant of Richard Colfax, one of the
Middleburg or Maspeth patentees; by this transaction he acquired the eastern half of Calvary Cemetery
and most of Laurel Hill. Thomas Wandell died in 1691, leaving his now sizeable farm along Newtown
Creek to his nephew Richard Alsop. The site of the Alsop house is inside the present Old Calvary Cemetery and the family burial ground can still be seen among the modern Catholic graves.
Again in 1643 the west bank of Dutch Kills was granted by Gov. Kieft to Tyman Jansen, who had
been a ship carpenter in the employ of the Dutch West India Co.
Jansen's neighbor to the north was Burger Jorissen, a native of German Silesia. He had come to Renssalaerswyck on the Hudson in 1637 and lived there for five years practicing his trade as a smith. He
then bought a vessel and became a trader on the Hudson. In July 1643 he secured a ground brief for the
land in the Bridge Plaza area and eastward along Jackson Avenue; here he settled with his Swedish wife,
Engeltie Mans, and raised five sons. Within about five years of taking up his residence on the farm, he
constructed a dam across Dutch Kills at a point now between 41 Aye. and 40th Road and just a little
south of Jackson Avenue, and erected a water-powered grist mill. Burger Jorissen must have been a man
of character and ability as he was repeatedly called upon to assist in the civil government of the early
town. He died at 59 in 1671 and his sons, who all took the patronymic Burger, moved to Manhattan
and sold the farm to John Parcell; through many changes of hands it came into the possession of the
Payntar family.
Burger Jorissen's mill lasted for a century and a half after his death; theremains of the grist mill and
the grass-grown mill pond were clearly visible to the eye down to 1861, when the construction of the
Long Island Railroad tracks through the headwaters of Dutch Kills obliterated the traces. Burger's other
enduring memorial was a long ditch called "Burger's Sluice"; to drain his land and to get a better flow of
water over the mill dam, he constructed about 1650 a ditch or channel through the swamp that paralleled Jackson Avenue on the south from 40th to 46th Street. This too was filled in by the Long Island
R.R. construction of 1861 and the opening of Jackson Avenue in the same year.
Another important man to appear on the scene at this time was Joris Stevenson "de Caper van Alst", i.e., George Stevenson, the Sailor from Alst in Flanders, the ancestor of the Van Alsts. He bought the
farm of Tymen Jansen on the west side of the Dutch Kills at its mouth and added to it another piece of
property. Joris Stevenson got a confirmatory patent for his two farms on Sept. 16, 1670; he died about
1710 but his acres remained in the hands of the Van Alst family for two centuries. The old family homestead, built in 1766, stood between Jackson Avenue and the railroad yards and a few feet east of the
Queens Blvd. viaduct and facing Bridge Plaza as late as 1910 and photographs of it survive.
Joris Stevenson, like Jacob Bennett at Bennet's Hook, experienced personally thedisorders attending
the Indian Troubles of 1655. On Nov. 4 he had been threshing his grain assisted by his father-in-law and
a friend and the three men lay down to sleep in the barn. During the night three renegades, their bodies
painted and disguised to look like Indians, sneaked into thebarn to steal the poultry. The chickens raised
an outcry which woke the men and they managed to overpower and seize the raiders. Even in these
backwaters faraway from Manhattan Island, the social and political disruption during the Indian War of

1655

was felt.

Gosman homestead, north side of 39th Avenueand east of 45th Street, now inside the Sunnyside Yards. (William A.
Hoist Sr.)

In the hundred years that passed between the beginning of settlement on these few isolated farms,
little visible change occurred. The original settlers died off by 1700 and their children sold off the land,
divided it up among thevery large families common in those days, or, in rarer instances, preserved it intact. With the increase of population the farms grew smaller, averaging under 100 acres. The settlers
over the years had altered the landscape in one visible aspect: the amount of cleared and planted farmland had increased year by year and pushed back the ancient forest, so that western Queens by the time
of the Revolution had lost much of its wild primeval look and now gave the appearance of an open if
sparsely settled country.
There were still almost no roads in the Hunter's Point and Dutch Kills area, for the very good reason
that almost all the district was tidal marsh. By the time of the Revolution a road had grown up on the
east and west banks of Dutch Kills and one road crossed the steam. The west bank road is today approximately Jackson Avenue between 41 Aye. and 43rd Avenue; this road then bent sharply west towards
the East River following the line of 43rd Road. The east bank road is today Van Dam Street to Borden
Avenue and then diagonally through the cemetery to Laurel Hill Blvd. and Newtown Creek. The streamcrossing road is today 42 Aye. which until 1903 crossed the railroad yards and the creekand then continued on as 39th Avenue, meeting Newtown Avenue at Woodside.
The great theatreof Revolutionaryactivity was at Sunnyside, to be described in the next chapter, but
on Jacob Bennett's little island of dry land above the marshes, now downtown Long Island City, the
backwash of Revolution was felt. Newtown Creek was the highway of the British fleet and the transports
and line ships of the admiralty constantly passed and repassed the Bennett house as they moved between New York harborand the Newtown Dock at Maspeth. One day in April 1783 Jacob Bennett left
his little house and went to market in Manhattan. Onderdonk, in his "Revolutionary Incidents" tells the
story:

As Jacob Bennett who lived on the hill at Dominie's Hook, was rowing homeward from market, his negro observed a strange boat on the shore near the house and said to his master:
"There must be robbers at our house; let's scuttle the boat." No sooner said than done. As
they drew near the house, the robbers (who had already tied up the aged father, and forced
him to show his money) came out and ordered them to land or they would be fired upon.
Disregarding the threat, Bennett put about for Bushwick shore and gave the alarm. The robbers now fled to their boats to escape but as they put off, she filled. They then made for the
meadows and hid in the hedge £1000 they had taken, being the property of Bennett and his
son-in-law, Capt. Hunter. The robbers were refugees.
pp. 138-139
The victim put up a 50 guinea reward in the paper and one thief was apprehended.
Six months later, Jacob Bennett had occasion to advertise in Rivington's Gazette of November 1 783
for a runaway slave girl:
5£ reward. Run away, Kate, born in the family of Jacob Bennett, wears her hair very high and
straight up, over a roll, with a great deal of pomatum; a great talker; took a calico shortgown, with figures of horses, carriages and soldiers in blue and yellow colors, particularly a
row of soldiers round the bottom of it, and several caps with long ears.
p. 139
These two incidents were representative of the problems faced by the average Long Island City householder during the Revolution and illustrated their vulnerability to robbery and harrassment at the hands
of marauders and to breakdown in discipline at home.
Dutch Kills was a tiny crossroads hamlet with two or three old farms. On 45th Avenue between
23rd Avenue and Jackson Avenue was the Van Alst homestead and farm outbuildings; a path led from
here down along the line of the present Court Square to the wharf on the Dutch Kills about 300 feet inside the present railroad yards. Produce from the farm was carted to this dock and then shipped by
water to the New York market. The Van Alst family burying ground on the south side of Barn Street adjoining the railroad yards survived into the 1880's.
A little north along the present Jackson Avenue stood an ancient farm house built by the Bragaws in
the early 1700's, and which, by Revolutionary days, had passed to the Ryersons. After the Revolution it
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neighborhood. (Wm. A. Hoist, Sr.)
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An early Dutch style house, one of several in the Blissville

briefly became the property of the Larremores but in 1801 was bought by the Payritar family who lived

in it till its demolition in 1912. This ancient house, located 65 feet north of 41st Avenue on Jackson Avenue, survived to see Bridge Plaza laid out and the Queensborough Bridge built.
At thecrossroads where the Ridge Road to Astoria (now 28th & 29th Sts.) met Skillman Aye. coming
in from the east, there stood in colonial days a tavern & grocery store run by John Francis Ryerson. This
tavern appears on the British Military Map of 1781 and would be located today at the corner of 41 st Avenue and 28th Street. The proprietor must have done 3 heavy business during the Occupation, catering
not only to farmers passing along the road but also to the large numbers of British troops stationed nearby at Sunnyside. John Ryerson was killed in his own tavern during a brawl on August 3, 1798 and was
buried in his orchard behind the tavern. On July 7, 1902 when workmen were excavating for the basement of Long Island City High School on the northwest corner of 29th Street and 41st Avenue, they
found, six feet below the 29th Street sidewalk, the grave of John Ryerson along with his tombstone, recording the date and the fact that he was then 74 yrs. 3 months and 22 days old.
Other than this crossroads store, there was no settlement in the present Bridge Plaza area. The scene
where most of the events of the British Occupation (1776-1783) took place lay a short distance to the
eastward in the area that we call today Sunnyside.

Richard Bragaw house, built in the English style atop Sunnyside Hill in 1790. Its site is on the line of 32nd PI. halfway
between Northern Blvd. & Skillman Aye. Demolished July 1903.

Open hearth in the kitchen of the Bragaw-Gosman house; the iron crane swung pots into and out of the fire. (Wm. A.
Hoist Sr.)

COLONIAL

CHAPTER XI
SUNNYSIDE AND ITS LATER DESTRUCTION

After the defeat of the Americans at the Battle of Long Island in August 1 776, the British moved to
occupy western Long Island and to garrison it as conquered territory. The peculiar geography of Long Island City dictated the particular spots where the British High Command chose to deploy its occupying
forces. The wholeof Hunter's Point and much of Dutch Kills were swampy areas and unsuited to settlement and military movement. The headwaters of Dutch Kills paralleling Jackson Avenue and trailing eastward towards Woodside closed off that area, while in Ravenswood the Sunswick Meadows covered a
vast tract inland from the river. Immediately east of Newtown Avenue and north of Jackson Avenue began the swampy tract of Train's Meadow, covering a vast area east of Steinway Street. A narrow neck of
land separated the meadows draining to the west and the meadows draining to the east and this "Narrow Passage", as it was then called, was at the junction of today's Northern Boulevard, Woodside Avenue and Newtown Avenue. By keeping a tight grip on this narrow watershed that controlled the only approaches to the East River, the British were able to control movement to the north (Astoria), movement
to the west (Hunter's Point) and to the east (Woodside & Elmhurst). For the seven years of the occupation, 1776-1783, this strategic passage was kept constantly garrisoned and patrolled. The troops guarding the Narrow Passage were billeted and bivouacked all along the road that skirted thesouthern edge of
Dutch Kills leading to Hunter's Point. This ancient road, probably laid out by Burger Jorissen or his heirs,
is today's 39th Avenue, old Middleburgh Avenue, and at the commencement of the Revolution was bordered by several old homesteads.
Between 51st and 52nd Streets on thesouth side of the highway was the old house of John Morrell;
born in 1703, he built a house and forge here and died on Oct. 31, 1768. His only son John succeeded
to the estate and his sons, Abraham (born 1 757) and Thomas (born 1 762) witnessed the Revolution and
experienced its hardships.
In the middle of the intersection of today's 39th Avenue & 49th Street was the Brinckerhoff-Bragaw
house and farm. This farm was acquired in small parcels during the years 1670-1690 by John Woolstonecraft; by 1678 he had succeeded in clearing and bringing under cultivation about 14 acres of land.
Some time about 1690 Abraham Brinckerhoff acquired this farm and in 1726 he deeded it to his son
Isaac. Isaac died in 1745 and his only son George was the owner of the place during the turbulent years
of the Revolution. When he died in 1802, the farm passed to William Bragaw, the final occupant.
At the northeast corner of 39th Avenue and 45th Street, close to the present railroad embankment,
stood the Bragaw-Cosman house and farm. The old house was probably built by Isaac Bragaw (16761757) and was bequeathed by him to his son Bourgon Bragaw. Bourgon sided with the patriots but his
brother John and John's son Andrew leaned to Toryism. John died here in this house in 1782, just as the
Occupation ended.
39th Avenue today ends at 43rd Street, having been absorbed by the Sunnyside railroad yards, but
in colonial days it continued due westward; on the line of 39th Avenue and at 39th Street was located
another of the old farmhouses. In 1678 this site was acquired by one John Criswold or Gressell who
soon vanishes from the Town records; by 1714 Joris Brinckerhoff had secured possession and in 1726,
he assigned it to his son Teunis, who lived here all through the Revolution and died here in 1784.
The fifth colonial house stood in the railroad yards west of the 35th Street viaduct, approximately
halfway between Jackson Avenue and Skillman Street, and at the point where old 39th Avenue bent
southward to join Van Dam Street. This was the historic ground where Burger Jorissen had built his grist
mill over a century before and only a few hundred yards from today's Bridge Plaza area. Burgon Brocard
or Bragaw, a French Huguenot exile, had emigrated to America in 1675 and settled in Bushwick, where
in 1684 he bought a farm. He soon sold it and removed to Dutch Kills where, in 1690, he bought Burger
Jorissen's farm and grist mill. His son, Isaac Bragaw, born in 1676, added to his father's acres and died
at Dutch Kills in March 1757. Richard Bragaw, born 1748, fell heir to the farm and lived here throughout the Revolution until his death in 1818. The original Bragaw house was on the west side of the road

Astoria Casino, the entrance to Schuetzen Park at the southeast corner of Broadway and Steinway Street.

Jorissen's house or incorporatingparts of it; this old house was abandoned
in the 18th century in favor of a handsome 2Vi story gambrel-roof house on the east side of the road,
built in 1790.
Such was the scene along Middleburgh Avenue when the British Army, fresh from its triumph in
Brooklyn, marched through Bushwick and Maspeth to Newtown Village (Elmhurst) and then back along
Woodside Avenue to the strategic Narrow Passage. On August 27, 1 776 theadvance guard of the Light
Brigade and Grenadiers reached the Narrow Passage, and with Major March in command, rode up to
the Morrell door. Major March introduced himself and informed Mrs. Morrell that the whole army
would soon be in the neighborhood and to lock up securely her cattleand poultry. Then, striding off to
mark out positions for the troops, he asked her to prepare a dinner and laid down a gold piece to pay
for it. Her husband, John Morrell and her two sons, Abraham and John Jr., had already left to join the
patriots. So began the occupation of the Sunnyside area.
Squads of soldiers now fanned out over the wholedistrict. The quartering of officers and the billeting
of soldiers in private houses was a great annoyance. An officer was entitled to one or more of the best
rooms and had a guard constantly parading up and down before the door. The soldiers generally stayed
around the kitchen. The first notice a householder received that the house was wanted was, "Well,
madam, I've come to take a billet on your house." Insubordination surfaced among the slaves, who either ran away or became less respectful to their owners when they saw them lorded over by British officers.
The common soldiers on the Brinckerhoff and Morrell farms lived in narrow huts 50 feet long and
open to the south so as to admit the sun's rays and keep off the northwest wind. The outside was sodded up to the roof which was thatched; the inner wall was of square hewn logs. In summer, the soldiers
lay encamped in tents; in winter in huts or else billeted in farmer's kitchens. Each family was allowed
one fireplace and the officers fixed the number of soldiers to be billeted in each house which was usually from 10 to 20. The men had three tiers of hammocks, one above the other, ranged around the room
and made of boards stripped from some fence or outbuilding.
The occupying forces not only made free with the family's possessions and foodstocks but dismantled fences and barns in their endless need for firewood; great areas of woodland in Queens were leveled to satisfy this voracious hunger for fuel. Some British officers were fair and were conscious of their
unpopularity; others took advantage of their position to be arrogant. Onderdonk who wrote early
enough to interview survivors remarks: "The British expected the utmost condescension. If a farmer, in
passing, should neglect to take off his hat, he might depend on a caning, though the Briton would
scarcely deign to notice him, much less return the civility. In addressing an officer, your hat should be
under your arm."
One of the hardest things for the farmers to endure was the petty thievery of the common soldiers,
who particularly liked to make off with poultry and cattle to supplement their meager rations and to pilfer articles of value. Often the thief could not be traced, and if he were, the British officers were inclined
to be lenient on their own men and to look the other way. In Maspeth
perhaps on the site of Burger

William Howard had his cows penned up before his house, bars wedged, front door open
and a person sitting up all night to watch, yet they were stolen. A by-word among the British
was, "You are punished, not for stealing, but for being found out."
p. 141
Money was even less secure; it was a common practice to bury money to save it. Sometimes, the
owner after the occupation was able to retrieve his hoard; at other time", death or circumstances prevented the owners fromreturning and these deposits then lay buried for years till a chance digging in the
yard or repair in the house uncovered the coins. Riker recounts how a pot of coin was found on the
Teunis Brinckerhoff farm near 39th Street which was believed to have been buried during the Revolution
by the Brinckerhoffs who then resided there.
Some information has survived of the particular British units at Sunnyside. In the fall of 1779, the
Prince of Hesse's Infantry, Capt. Alderbergcommanding, were quartered at John Morrell's house. Morrell himself, after first fleeing the British, visited his farm and was seized by some of the soldiery, who

The Schuetzen Park Hotel inside the park opened on May 16, 1870, the first of many facilities. (Pres. Bor. of Queens)

dragged him out into his own orchard and strung him up either to punish him for fleeing or to extort his
gold. Fortunately for him, one of the British officers quartered in his house, observed what was going on

and ordered him to be cut down.
The 33rd Regiment of Artillery, Lord Cornwallis commanding, is known to have occupied huts on
the John Bragaw-Cosman farm. In the Brinckerhoff-Bragaw house at 49th Street, a British officer, Finlay
McKay, scratched his name on a piece of glass with the year 1776; this pane survived to our own century and was deposited in the L.I. Historical Society. Richard Bragaw, an uncompromising patriot, who
lived in the house near the Bridge Plaza, at once took sides with his country in 1776 by joining General
Woodhull's Cavalry. He was taken prisoner in Jamaica at almost the same time that Gen. Woodhull himself was captured at Hollis. Bragaw was sent aboard the "Jersey", one of the infamous prison ships in
the harbor, but he escaped only to find his horses and farm pillaged and his estate seized as rebel property. Thanks to the influence of the Blackwells who had influence in high places with the British command, his life was spared.
In the midst of all the disorder and ill-will engendered by an Army of Occupation, it comes as a surprise to us that romance could occasionally flower. James Larremore, one of the British officers at Dutch
Kills, fell in love with the young widow Gertrude Polhemus who at that time owned Burger Jorissen's
grist mill and farm at 41st Avenue. And when the peace came in 1781, he stayed behind and married
her. The former British officer became transformed into a miller and one of his sons in the next century
became a judge on the New York bench.
Peace came to Dutch Kills and all Queens in 1781; the British hung on until 1783 and then the patriots repossessed their farms, now sadly dilapidated with the fences destroyed and acres of timbercut.
For many years thereafter, the Morrell, Brinckerhoff and Bragaw farms surrendered to the plow relics of
the former camps surrounding them-broken muskets, buttons, stray coins, etc. As late as the 1880's and
90's the local newspaper reported from time to time finds of Revolutionary relics uncovered during excavations. For a full century thereafter the remains of the soldiers' huts were distinctly visible on the
ground in Sunnyside, the ones along the roadside marking the former commissariat for food and rum,
while the main body lay inside the fields. The old farmhouses themselves remained the most interesting
relics of the old days of 1776. To the pen of John H. Innes, a local historian of a century ago, we owe
this description of one of them:
The Bragaw house from 1776 to 1783 was the lounging focus of the military community in
its vicinity. Immediately in front of the kitchen and beside the old well which of course is also
to the front, is the seat of natural rock, fashioned into accommodation on which the soldier
savants reclined and discoursed of war, while they smoked their many pipes and copiously
drank of the cider for which John Bragaw was famous. He leaned to Toryism and died in
1782 leaving the suspicion of the same principles clinging still more strongly around his son
Andrew, who filledthe place vacated by his fatheruntil 1828 when he also departed, the last
of the family who had personal reminiscences of the great Revolution.
To roam through the once-busy house of Andrew Bragaw, to sit in its rooms, to be reminded by the strong old doors through which so many men of note have passed to other
climes and fortunes, is like theprocess of raising the dead to life. Here often entered theLord
Cornwallis, a young man then, but destined in after life to discharge many functions in Europe. Sir Henry Clinton, too, has held conclave with Count Attenburgh and Lord Cornwallis
in this same old parlor while the sentry paced his to-and-fro walk that never ceased for eight
long years; groups of aide-de-camps and then orderlies were with their horses often congregated before the house of John Bragaw, all with the clangor of military equipments and the
spendid bugle call reverberating through the woods at the evening call home to the camps.
Great times, they were, for that mile of the Bragaw road until the day when Andrew Bragaw
gazed down it, its vistas becoming a more distinct perspective as the rear and last guard of
British vanished forever.
The little round table which the drunken Hessian had sabred is still in place. This frail
souvenir of past habits is well cared for and also the desk of drawers with its many secret
nooks made to deceive such thieves as then flourished in Dutch Kills
In the kitchen of the
old Bragaw house, now occupied by Mr. Gosman, the arrangements are still unaltered; the

Interior views of Schuetzen Park taken in 1910. Picnic tables and a view along the midway.

oven can still bake its bread, the substantial chimney with its capacious fireplace can burn its
logs as of yore, when it warmed the soldiers who smoked their pipes at its comfortable
hearth.
-Newtown Register, Jun. 26, 1886.
A row of such ancient dwellings with so many historical associations all along one small stretch of
road would today be a historic district and the source of attention of historical societies and preservation
groups. It is sad to record that all these old farmhouses and even the very road they bordered on were
all swept away at once and without any outcry from anyone. The Pennsylvania Railroad in 1901 had
made thedecision to build tunnels from Jersey to Manhattan and over to Long Island City and to lay out
a vast railroad yard in the Sunnyside area. Beginning in September 1902 agents of the railroad began
quietly buying up all the land and houses between Skillman Avenue on the south and Northern Blvd. on
the north and from 21st Street as far east as 43rd Street near Woodside. At first, the purpose behind the
boom in land sales was a well-kept secret but in June 1903, the railroad's plan for a yard in Sunnyside
became public. It chanced that several of the Bragaw descendants went to court and demanded that the
city lay out, curb and grade 39th Avenue (old Middleburgh Avenue). The railroad, to forestall such development, had to disclose its interest and astonished both the city and the local landowners by the vast
scope of its plans.
By 1903 many modern framehouses had been erected on the blocks from 32nd to 43rd Streets and
between Skillman Aye. & Northern Blvd. All these hundreds of properties plus the old colonial farms
were bought out at a cost of hundreds of thousands of dollarsby the Pennsylvania Railroad during 1903,
1904 and 1905. All the houses purchased were torn down and the plots leveled. Most of the old colonial houses went in 1903, the Richard Bragaw house in July 1903 and the Teunis Brinckerhoff the same
month. In 1907 the railroad commenced the colossal task of levelling an entire 200 acre hill, 50 to 60 ft.
high, that stood at 34th-35th Streets and then dumping all the earth into the low-lying meadow land
marking the ancient headwaters of Dutch Kills. This task consumed the whole of 1907 and 1908 and by
the time it was completed, over 250 acres of former tidal marsh had been filled in to a depth of 10 to
30 ft. In this way, all but the mouth of the Dutch Kills stream was wiped off the map with all the oldtime landmarks that had marked its course. The railroad calculated that by 1909 it had moved 2Vi million cubic yards of earth. During 1909 the viaduct bridges were constructed over the yards and the
miles of track were put down. In November 1910 the Sunnyside Yards were officially thrown open to
railroad traffic.
Two of the old colonial farmhouses fell wholly outside the bounds of the Sunnyside Yards, the Morrell house at 52nd St. and the Brinckerhoff-Bragaw house at 49th St. The Morrell house, the most easterly of the colonial structures, was rented out about 1904 to Henry Kraft, a farmer from Germany and he
tilled the small farm and did some moving business until 1925 when he removed with his family to College Point. In November of the same year the old house burned down. The Brinckerhoff-Bragaw house
is thought to have succumbed to the feverish building development that marked the Queens Boulevard
area in the first years of the 20's. Old Middleburgh Aye.-39 Aye.-was now straightened & widened and
theold farmhouses, built at odd angles and jutting out into the street, would have been sacrificed in any
case to the relentless march of "progress"
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CHAPTER XII
EARLY YEARS IN HUNTER'S POINT, 1835-1870
The age-old character of Hunter's Point as a low island above tidewater came to an end with the
death of Captain George Hunter in 1825 and his wife Ann on March 10, 1833. The widow provided in
her will that her three sons, Jacob Hunter, John B. Hunter and Richard Hunter should sell off Hunter's
Point within three years after her death and to divide up the proceeds. On June 17, 1835 the estate was
sold for $100,000 to Jeremiah Johnson, a member of the Brooklyn firm of Beard & Robinson, and a specialist in reclaiming submerged lands; he had filled in Erie Basin and Red Hook and developed the
wastelands into valuable commercial property.
Jeremiah Johnson, in buying Hunter's Point, was acting as the agent of the Rev. Eliphalet Nott, a
minister born at Ashford, Conn, in June 1773 and the president of Union College at Schenectady, N. Y.
since 1804. It happened that Dr. Nott was of a mechanical turn of mind, being particularly interested in
steam navigation; through this interest he made the acquaintance of Neziah Bliss, a wealthy Brooklynite,
who was also involved in building steamboats amd mills powered by steam. The two men actually conducted experiments together in the years 1827 and 1828. Out of this shared interest grew a partnership
in real estate development as well. The friends entered into an agreement to purchase jointly the Griffin
Farm in Greenpoint, extending from Newtown Creek to GreenStreet; the Blissville section alongside Calvary Cemetery, and most importantly, the Hunter Farm at Hunter'sPoint of about 210 acres.
On September 27, 1837 Jeremiah Johnson released to Dr. Nott the title to the Hunter Farm for
$200,000. A year later-1838-Nott quit-claimed to the Trustees of Union College his half of Hunter's
Point for $100,000 as an investment. In May 1843 Neziah Bliss sold back to his friend Nott his half of
Hunter's Point for $135,000; finally, on April 12, 1847 the college trustees gave back to Dr. Nott his
Hunter's Point property for the same sum for which he had quit-claimed it to them. This left Dr. Nott in
full possession of both halves of the property. At least part of the motivation behind this complicated
dealing is discernible: each man was giving the other a clear field. Neziah Bliss was interested in developing the Griffin Farm on the Brooklyn side of Newtown Creek which he had purchased and eventually
did develop it into Greenpoint.
Probably because of the heavy capital needed for development, Nott and Bliss both took in two
partners in the year 1850, Jonathan Crane (born 1789) and Charles Ely. Crane immediately moved to
Greenpoint and commenced the grading of the Griffin Farm and the selling of lots. Within two years the
task was done. Dr. Nott then entered into a managerial agreement with Crane and Ely on Dec. 28,
1852. Crane and Ely were to grade the Hunter Farm, level out the sand hills and stake out the first
streets. Then they were to undertake to sell building lots to potential home seekers. They were to pay
Nott one-third of the net profits, retaining $1500 annually as their fee for management. This was a sensible arrangement since Dr. Nott, as president of a college upstate in Schenectady, could hardly develop
the property personally and needed professional assistance.
During the years 1852 and 1853 Crane and Ely supervised the leveling of the hills. They applied to
the land office at Albany for a grant of the lands under water (roughly 150 acres):
Petition for grant of land under water in front of their land at the junction of Newtown Creek
with the East River on the north side of said creek on the HunterFarm, bounded north by a
small creek and ditch from the lands of Harris and Robeson, easterly by Jack's Creek, southerly by Newtown Creek and westerly by the East River. Jonathan Crane and Charles Ely.
-Astoria Gazette Feb. 10, 1853
Using the sand from the Hill on which the ancient farmhouse of Peter Praa and Jacob Bennett and
George Hunter had stood, they filled in the reefs on the East River shoreline from the present sth Street
the present bulkhead line. The managers were losing no time:
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Hunter's Point. We understand it was purchased by a company of individuals a short time
since and they appear to be driving improvements at a tremendous rate. A water front of between 300 and 400 feet is being decked out, and four wide avenues running from the Astoria
Turnpike to the river have been opened and will soon be graded. The large hills that have become so familiar to our traveling neighbors are rapidly disappearing and a second Greenpoint
will soon take their place. Already several portions of this property have gone into private
hands for ship-building and manufacturing purposes and a number of lots have been sold for
the purpose of erecting dwelling houses thereon. A shipyard will be in progress through the
winter and we have no doubt our Rip Van Winkle neighbor Astoria may awake some morning a year or two hence and behold a flourishing little village where now nothing is to be
seen but a collection of barren sandhills. What an inviting field our venerable old village
presents to an enterprising company like this!
-Astoria Gazette, Oct. 21, 1852
Hail to our new village of Hunter's Point, already of gigantic proportions though but a bantling of yesterday. It promises to be a city of banks, churches, shipyards and manufactories
before its elder sister, Astoria, has laid aside her swaddlings. But the infant has had no christening; she is yet without a name. It is too circumlocutive to say "the improvement Dr. Nott
is making." Such a city as will spring up on that beautiful site deserves a name, euphonious,
short and appropriate. We have heard it called Nottsville, but we like not villes. French vowels do not harmonize in sounds with good old Saxon. Thereis less objection to Nottson, abbreviated from town if the worthy doctor wishes the city called after his own name. Rome
could never have been called the Eternal City if Romulus had named it Romulusville. We submit for adoption Hunterton; the place was always known, we are told, as Hunter's Point, but
whether because the Nimrods frequented it or that it belonged to a person of that name, we
don't know. What's in a name? Why, everything! and Shakespeare would say so in these
days. Can Flammersburg ever be a place with such a name as that? Can Greenpoint grow
with such a palpable misnomer? Ravenswood was fortunate in her godfather and that is the
reason why lots there are ten times the value of Flammersburg lots. Let the city have a name
and on reflection, let the ladies name her; their taste in such matters in indisputable.
-Astoria Gazette, Nov. 4, 1852

In the year 1853 the partners engaged Charles Perkins, a civil engineer,

to survey the Hunter Farm

and prepare a map so that lots could be sold. Dr. Nott now set up a "Nott Trust" by which he assigned
one-third of the Hunter's Point property and the revenues expected from the sale of lands to Union Col-

lege for the maintenance of 9 professorships, 6 assistant professorships, tutors, fellows and scholarships,
reserving to himself only enough to pay Crane and Ely their fees, and a small sum to improve the proper-

ty.

In 1854 Crane and Dr. Job Davis began putting up the very first buildings in Hunter's Point. They
were of brick, four stories high and were located on the north side of Borden Avenue about 200 feet
east of Vernon Avenue.
The year 1854 was a memorable one for Long Island City for it marked the first appearance of a railroad in the fledgling city. Flushing at this time was a village of 2000 people and had been agitating for
several years for a rail outlet to New York. The village had been by-passed by the Long Island R.R. and
was still wholly dependent on boats and stage coaches. Proponents of a Flushing Railroad succeeded in
1852 in organizing a company; several attempts had been made to secure an East River terminal in Williamsburgh and then Greenpoint but without success. Jonathan Crane, keenly interested in the possibilities of the company, persuaded the promoters to locate their terminus in Hunter's Point and arranged for
Union College to donate $20,000 worth of land to the company.
On June 26, 1854 the new railroad began service from a newly constructed dock on the East River
at 54 Aye. & sth St. eastward along the bank of Newtown Creek through Blissville, Laurel Hill, Maspeth
and Elmhurst to Flushing. The station building on the southeast corner of 54 Aye. & sth St. was only a
shanty with open sides, hardly an architectural addition to the village, but Long Island City did reap one
important benefit: the railroad contracted to run two steamboats, the "Enoch Dean" and the "Island
City" between Borden Avenueand Fulton Street, N.Y. This was the first regularly scheduled ferry service

Manhattan; the trolleys
The 34th St. ferry and LIRR terminal about 1905. Ferries ran to East 34th St. and James Slip in
are bound for Coronaand Flushing.

in Long Island City and was available to all. The railroad also made arrangements with Stephen Halsey of
Astoria, in 1854, to use his Ravenswood, Hallett's Cove and Williamsburgh Turnpike Co. between Hunter's Point depot and Creenpoint to run stage coaches so that railroad passengers could journey to
Brooklyn or take other ferries.
Unhappily for Long Island City, the new ferry boat service did not last long; in September 1855 the
"Enoch Dean" was withdrawn and the "Island City" was sold in May 1858. As if the loss of the boat
service were not bad enough, the Flushing Railroad itself went bankrupt in April 1859 and was sold to
Oliver Charlick, who would become an important force in Hunter's Point.
In the meantime, however, there were several other developments occurring that were to have farreaching effects. In 1855 Dr. Nott terminated his business agreement with Messrs. Crane and Ely and installed in their place as estate manager his young nephew, Henry Sheldon Anable, the son of his wife's
sister. Although nepotism was certainly a factor in Henry Anable's appointment, the choice of this man
proved a fortunate one for Long Island City. Born in 1815, Anable was now 40 and in the prime of life.
For the next thirty years he managed the financial and day-to-day problems of the Union College property with admirable skill, integrity and ability and profoundly influenced for good the growth of the city.
Jonathan Crane, now free of his responsibilities, moved in 1856 into one of the brick houses he had built
and devoted himself thereafter to private real estate activity.
Another momentous event of the 1850's was the doubling of the land area of Hunter's Point. Between 1852 and 1858 the Van Alst Farm was acquired in stages; this great tract covered all the land
from 21st Avenue to Dutch Kills Creek, and from about 43rd Avenue south to Newtown Creek, in other
words, the eastern half of today's Hunter's Point area. John C. Van Alst died in 1851 and his children
conveyed to Messrs. Crane & Ely 131 acres of land for the sum of $50,000 in May 1853; Crane & Ely
deeded one-third of the premises to Union College in February 1857, while the other two-thirds went to
Leicester X, Ely and William Judson, and ultimately, to Union College in 1860.
On April 14, 1860 the State Legislature set up the "Hunter's Point Trust." By it Union College undertook the control of the two-thirds deeded to Leicester Ely and Judson in 1857. This gave the college
control of all the land in Hunter's Point and the college continued to operate under these two distinct
trusts until 1884. The college now hired Peter C. Van Alst, a descendant of the old family and a civil
engineer, to make a new map of the combined Hunter and Van Alst Farms as of 1861 and began to sell
lots on the basis of this new survey.
The new village still lacked any outlet to New Yorkbut the Farmers Loan & Trust Co., which had a
financial interest in Hunter's Point, took an interest in remedying this deficiency. The Common Council
of New York passed a resolution to establish a ferry from East 34th Street to Hunter's Point on Nov. 26,
1855. The resolution offered a ten-year lease to the highest bidderand required thesuccessful bidder to
operate from a landing place at 53rd Aye. (old First St.) adjacent to the Flushing Railroad station, and to
deed the landing to the City of New York before running the boats. The franchise went to Bartholomew
B. Purdy; to help Purdy comply with the terms of the franchise, Jonathan Crane and Charles Ely, on May
1, 1856, deeded to the City of New York theland and water at the foot of 53rd Aye., on condition that
the ferry should be in operation by May 1, 1857.
As it turned out, Purdy failed to begin operating by the specified date and so the conveyance of the
ferry landing to the City of New York became void. The Common Council then readvertised the lease in
June 1857, and it was bid in this time by Anthony W. Winans, who had just incorporated the East River
Ferry Company as the legal operator of the new ferry. Mr. Winans immediately made application to
Messrs. Crane and Ely for a conveyance of the ferry landing but was at first refused. He pressed his case
and in 1858 he was able to acquire the landing that he needed to begin operating, this time at the foot
of Borden Avenue (old Second St.).
The ferry landing was wholly unusable in its primitive state and Winans had to invest $40,000 in filling in two acres of shore and marsh land and building a firm foundationfor a road on it. After additional
expense for piling, a ferry bridge and a ferry house, Winans opened the 34th Street Ferry to public use
on April 20, 1859.
Seven months later the Common Council of New York took note of the fact that Winans had failed
to deed the improved ferry landing in Hunter's Point to the City of New York and threatened to cancel
the franchise. Winans defended his right to his private property, improved with his own funds, and as to
the threat to cancel the franchise, he asserted that no other bidder would be found to take a franchise

is
The transit hub of L.I. City up to 75 years ago was the 34th St. ferry terminal at the foot of Borden Avenue. This a
busy Sunday scene about 1898. Miller's Hotel at left. (Sid Silleck photo)

Vernon Avenuehorse car in front of Miller's Hotel about 1890. (Ziel photo)

with only the New York landing available. The new ferry had given good service with its new boat, the
"Queens County" and the ferry had proved popular with the residents of the 21st Ward in New York
and especially with the Catholic population who used it as a convenient access to Calvary Cemetery.
The city backed down on its threat, and, in fact, gave Winans the franchise for the James Slip Ferry
which opened on June 13, 1860. Two new boats served this route, the "Suffolk County" and the "Kings
Co."

The year 1861 was a landmark date for Long Island City forit witnessed thearrival of two enduring
institutions: the Jackson Avenue turnpike and the Long Island Rail Road. The need of a good road to
connect the newly-opened ferries with Flushing, six miles distant, was first agitated in 1857. On April 16,
1857, by Chap. 654 of the Laws of 1857, the "Hunter's Point, Newtown and Flushing Turnpike Road
Company" was incorporated at Albany. A public meeting to support the company was held in August
1858 which was addressed by Jonathan Crane. Henry S. Anable, representing Union College, subscribed
heavily toward the construction of the road. By meeting's end four-fifths of the capital required,
$40,000, had been subscribed. The company, organized in December 1858, had some prominent local
names: John C. Jackson, president, a wealthy man who lived at Newtown Avenue & 51st St.; Jonathan
Crane and James M. Waterbury, president of the East River Ferry Company. The new road was to be
100 ft. wide with a 70 foot carriage way, and was to run from a junction with the Astoria Turnpike near
Flushing in a perfectly straight line to Jackson's home at Newtown Aye. and then follow the northern
edge of the Dutch Kills headwaters to Vernon Avenue. The coming of this new road moved the press to
some prophetic utterance:
We know of no improvement that is better calculated to increase the business and population
of Queens County than this. It will be much the shortest route to New York, and if built as it
is contemplated to build it, will be one of the finest and most picturesque carriage drives in
the vicinity of New York. In our opinion it is of vast importance that the new avenue should
be made as perfect as possible at the start. There is not an acre of property within the compass of miles but will be vastly benefited by it and which will rapidly increase in value from
the day of its completion. An avenue upon the principle contemplated by the company is
certain to be built upon largely and to attract a large suburban population. In due time, we
may expect to see rails laid upon it for horse cars.
Flush. Jour. Feb. 22, 1859
The contractors, Messrs. Buckingham & Co. of New York, went to work in April 1859. A stone
bridge, 70 feet long and 20 feet wide, carried the road over Jack's Creek at what is now 21st Avenue.
The whole length of the road was passable by September 1859. Because of the leadership and effort that
John Jackson put into the execution of the road, it was immediately named "Jackson Avenue" in his
honor. Thanks to a light gravel layer, carriages began using the road even before its opening. On July 13,
1860 this great road, destined to be one of the most important in Queens, was thrown open to travel
and the company commenced to collect toll of 9? for single carriages and 12<c for double. Within two
years' time the company was declaring a 4% dividend.
At each of the mile intervals along the road, the company erected stone mileposts in accordance
with old English custom; these were in position and were photographed as late as 1904 but were re-

moved some time before World War I; however, threeof them, the ones at 36th St., 82nd St. and 99th
St. were reset under Borough President Connolly and in 1916 the City History Club conducted commemorative exercises at the sites. The turnpike company maintained a tiny toll house and gate on the
small wooden bridge which carried the road over an arm of Dutch Kills Creek; this was just a few feet
east of the crossing of 44th Drive (old Nott Aye.) with Jackson Aye. No tolls were collected from foot
passengers. The old toll house remained standing years after tolls were no longer collected and the creek
filled in.
The important effect on Hunter's Point of this new through road was incalculable. All the carriage
and wagon traffic from Flushing, Elmhurst and the farms along the way was funneled into Hunter's Point
and the new ferries to lower New York and midtown; conversely, Astoria lost some of its former importance as a terminus and commercial village and slowly declined in prestige. In 1864-65 Henry Anable
undertook at the expense of the college to slightly straighten Jackson Avenue in the Dutch Kills section,
lower the grade and to fill in the meadow land and build embankments.

The other great event of 1861 was the coming of the Long Island Rail Road to Hunter's Point. The
railroad since 1836 had been running from the foot of Atlantic Avenue, Brooklyn, to Jamaica and eastward but over the years resentment had been building up among the merchants and homeowners along
Atlantic Avenue over the noise and soot from the locomotives. After a decade of agitation the opponents of steam prevailed on the Legislature to outlaw the running of locomotives inside the city limits
and the railroad was compelled to terminate its steam runs at East New York and rely on horse cars for
the rest of the journey. The Long Island R.R., deprived of its tidewater outlet, was glad to accept the invitation of Hunter's Point as a substitute terminus. On Sept. 3, 1859 the road incorporated the "New
York and Jamaica Railroad Company" to build a line from Van Wyck Aye., Jamaica, to Hunter's Point.
On July 25, 1859 construction was begun; the new road intersected the Flushing Railroad at Winfield
Junction and then followed the line of the new Jackson Avenue to Hunter's Point. Since Oliver Charlick
was influential on the Long Island Rail Road and had secured ownership of the Flushing Railroad in
1859, it was an easy matter for him to arrange for joint use of the Hunter's Point railroad yard and dock
by both roads. Charlick had already arranged in July 1859 with Henry Anable to buy up all the land on
the south side of Borden Avenue, or Ferry Street as it was then called, between the ferry and Vernon
Avenue on favorable terms. We have good descriptions of the new railroad facilities at Hunter's Point:
Extensive improvements are making at Hunter's Point for the business of theLong Island R.R.
which is to terminate at that place. Some 10 acres of land are to be made by filling in the
docks for the erectionof the car houses, engine houses, machine shops and depot necessary.
Machines are busy driving piles to afford a solid foundation for these structures and a fleet of
sloops and schooners are employed bringing materials from various places to fill in with. The
completion of these works and the accumulation of the Long Island traffic at this point, it is
supposed, will produce important changes in the character of real estate, many believing that
a large and flourishing village will grow up around that locality.
Flushing Journal, Apr. 28, 1860 2:6
The company's plot at Hunter's Point comprises one block or square on the firm ground, 600
feet long and 190 feet wide, bounded by streets on all sides, and another plot west of and
adjoining the above, extending 1000 ft. over low ground, into the East River to the outer line
of docks and 180 feet in width. The whole depot property will be 1600 feet long; upon the
outer portion of this property a permanent dock has been located and is nearly finished and
the space inside of the dock is being rapidly filled up with solid material.
Flushing Journal, May 19, 1860 2:6
The buildings and appurtenances at Hunter's Point are now nearly ready for use. An engine
house has been erected with the necessary turntables and other attachments. A large depot
building about 800 feet long, intended for the use of the passengers, for freight accommodations and offices, is also nearly completed. The frame is constructed of heavy timber and the
whole is covered with slate to render the roof fire-proof. Excavations in front of the wharf on
the same pier with the landing of the 34th Street ferry, have secured the required depth of
water for vessels calling to land and receive freight. At the end of the pier there is natural
depth of 15 feet.
Flushing Journal, Aug. 18, 1860 2:5
On May 6, 1861 the first Long Island R.R. freight train ran into Hunter's Point followed on May 9th
by the first passenger train. On Sept. 30, 1861 the last train pulled out of Brooklyn and thereafter all
trains began and ended their runs at Hunter's Point.
The sudden introduction of the extensive passenger and freight business of the railroad had an immediate and lasting effect in the hitherto quiet and insignificant village. All sorts of supportive services
sprang up at once to meet the changed conditions brought on by the railroad: hotels for passengers and
commercial travelers, saloons for commuters and railroad crews, restaurants, boarding houses, stores,
lumber and coal yards and private houses for persons working at new jobs. Industry now became possible for the first time with the railroad facilities of an island-wide railroad with its own boats to bring in
raw materials and to take out finished products.

The Long Island Railroad depot on Borden Avenue & 2nd Street in 1895. Erected 1891, burned down December 1
rebuilt 1903. Demolished for Midtown Tunnel.

View from the tower of the LIRR station; looking east along Borden

Aye.

in 1895.

Oliver Charlick, being a shrewd businessman as well as a railroad president, lost no time in capitalizing on the prosperity he himself had brought to the village; he bought out the Ravenswood, Hallett's
Cove and Williamsburgh Turnpike Company (Vernon Aye.) and collected toll on every passenger and
vehicle crossing Newtown Creek Bridge until the charter expired in 1868. He also bought from the college the land on Borden Avenue facing the railroad station and erected the hotel on the corner of Borden Avenue & 2nd Street, later Miller's Hotel, along with several other brick buildings and stores.
Hunter's Point is receiving quite an impulse this spring and already quite a number of buildings have been contracted to be put up
by the way, Charlick has been erecting a pile of
brick buildings adjoining the ferry and had the foresight to engage (Charles) Stevens, the popular Little Neck Hotel keeper, as tenant, who proposes to open those buildings as a hotel and
boarding house in the course of a week or two. On the whole Hunter's Point is now being
launched on the way to prosperity.
Flushing Journal, Feb. 23, 1861 2:3
Between 1857, when the grading of the Hunter Farm was completed, and 1860, all the east-west
streets from 54th Avenue (Flushing St.) to 44th Drive (Nott Aye.) had been opened and graded, 14
blocks in all and four north-south streets as well, 2nd Street (Front St.), sth Street (West Aye.), Vernon
Aye. (Central) and 11th Street (East Aye.). Henry Anable who was responsible forall this, also supervised
the construction of two miles of bulkheads and docks along the East River and Newtown Creek north to
44th Drive (Nott Aye.). All this effort at village improvementwas beginning to have an effect:
We may soon expect to see great improvements at Hunter's Point. Lots are now selling quick;
the great public improvements about concentrating there are attracting investments.
Flushing Journal, July 9, 1859 2:3

In 1861 Henry Anable'arranged for the first school in Hunter's Point, #11 of the Newtown District
schools, on 48th Aye. (old 6th St.) and set up Isaac Steams as principal and Freeman Hiscox, a wholesale druggist, as president of the Board of Trustees. In March of 1861 the people of Hunter's Point were
accorded a post office under the name of "Long Island City", one of the earliest occurrences of this
name, with Jonathan Peck appointed postmaster. Benjamin Maillefert, the Hell Gate engineer, is the authority for telling us how the name "Long Island City" came about:
Sir: It may not be uninteresting at this time, nor will it be less so in future history to know to
whom really belongs the honor of giving to Long Island City its name. This high privilege belongs by right to Capt. Levy Hayden, late superintendent of the Marine railway, Hunter's
Point. The history is this: In 1853 or thereabout, a member of the Beebe family of Ravenswood was induced to take quite a number of shares in the Marine railway stock; and inquired from Capt. Hayden what name should be given to the concern and the surrounding
country which at that time was perfectly wild. The captain suggested that the prospect was
that Hunter's Point, Ravenswood and Astoria would before many years become a large united city; thereforehe would propose to give the name "Long Island City" to the place. An immense flag was at once hoisted on the building with the name written in full; this flag must be
yet fresh in the memory of many of your readers and must be sufficient proof that Capt. Levy
Hayden is the true godfather of our new "Long Island City."
Respectfully yours,
B. Maillefert-L.l. Weekly Star, May 14, 1870 3:2
Hardly less important in this memorable year of 1861 was the establishment of the first hospital in
Long Island City, and, in fact, Queens County. Bishop Loughlin, head of the Catholic Archdiocese of
Brooklyn, bought in this year 29 lots fronting on Jackson Avenue, 44th Drive (Nott Aye.) and 45th Aye.
(12th St.) These lots already had small one-family frame houses built on them, and the bishop turned
these over to the Sisters of Saint Joseph for conversion into a hospital. Since there was no fresh construction involved, the Sisters were able to take in their first patient in May 1861. As the years passed and the
population grew, the old wooden buildings became hopelessly inadequate and obsolete, and a new
modern building built for hospital purposes became more and more an imperative necessity. This need
was not met until 1898 after consolidation into New York City had already taken place.

1861 is certainly memorable on the national scene for the outbreak of the Civil War. The conflict
Long Island City hardly at all-if only because the villages of Hunter's Point and Astoria were
both so small. James M. Whitcomb, Astoria livery stable keeper and later harbor master and long time
school trustee, was appointed in 1861 by the Provost Marshall to take the enrollment of all men between 18 and 45 who were eligible for military service. In a reminiscing article published in the "Star" in
1894, Whitcombrecalled that the anti-war sentiment was much stronger in Astoria than pro-Union feeling and that every victory gained by the South was celebrated by residents of the village. He recalled
that the only time in his life that he ever carried a pistol was whenhe served notice on drafted men. The
lack of any Astoria newspaper for theCivil War years prevents us today from determining whether Whitcomb's experience was typical, but lack of sympathy for the Union cause was not unusual on Long Island. In Flushing there was little or no disposition to go to war at first, while in Jamaica the people
burned $3000 worth of uniforms and equipment in a "stop the war" riot in 1863. It is true that in later
years there were active Grand Army veterans posts in Long Island City (Benjamin Ringold Post #283 &
Sheridan Post #62) but we must bear in mind that the vast majority of these men in these organizations
lived in New York City and many other states at the time of the Civil War and had not been natives of
Long Island City in 1861.
We know that Hunter's Point and the banks of Newtown Creek became the scene of commercial
activity as early as the late 1850's; when did the first factory arrive and what did it produce? This is a
difficult question to answer since no one at that day regarded the moving in of the first commercial establishment as an "event" and consequently made no effort to record its arrival. A glass factory is mentioned in July 1859 but this could hardly have been the first. The invasion of heavy industry appears to
have commenced at Penny Bridge at the foot of Old Calvary Cemetery, some of it as an attempt on the
part of heavy industry to escape the denser population and severer regulations of Brooklyn in favor of
the wide-open spaces and absence of restrictions in Queens County. We read of Tower & Bros, distillery
at Penny Bridge in April 1859; their brick storage building collapsed under the weight of grain onto the
Flushing Railroad tracks. The Queens County Oil Works below the cemetery suffered the complete destruction of its kerosene works by fire as early as June 9, 1863. It was very probably the stimulus of the
Civil War that vastly increased the demand for oil, keroseneand lubricants of all kinds, and the plants to
satisfy this demand must have expanded suddenly, for we read this angry protest in 1864:

touched

The people of Hunter's Point are growing excited at the kerosene works which are being
planted this side of Newtown Creek in Queens County. Several fires and destruction of life
have already occurred and legislative action is about being sought for safeguards against any
more petroleum factories being established in our county. If the New York and Kings County
people are for driving such establishments out of their limits, there is no good reason why our
county should suffer from the ejection.
Flushing Journal, Apr. 23, 1864 2:1
Opposition was not too effective for we read of a very destructive oil fire in the Cozzens & Co.'s
kerosene oil factory at Blissville just below Penny Bridge on Nov. 23, 1865. The roaring fire sent flames
300 feet in height and at least 60 feet in circumference, covering the neighborhood with black smoke.
These oil works were reputedly the oldest in the country and had been originally erected for the manufacture of coal oil. We hear also of a tar factory at the foot of 48th Avenue (old 6th St.); in June 1865
Messrs. Kniffin, Macy & Co. opened an iron foundry at the same location. In May 1865 the press reported that
Progress and improvement is

the order of the day at Long Island City. Foundaries, factories,
are going up in all directions notwithstanding the high prices of
material and labor. Some 18 or 20 new buildings are now in process of erection and numerous others are in contemplation. With the fall of material, the forward march of this section
will be rapid.
Flushing Journal, May 13, 1865 2:3
stores and dwellings houses

The old railroad station at the foot of Borden Avenue built on filled ground in 1860; dark and smoky train sheds were

typical of this era.

Anable was busy in 1865 in making Dutch Kills fit for settlement:
The beautiful upland lying on Jackson Avenue to the east of Hunter's Point we understand
has been cut up into building sites and placed in the market by the land company. This very
desirable property, healthy and commanding a fine view of the East River and New York and
its proximity to the city, only 15 minutes from 34th Street, the first-class ferry facilities, will
make it eagerly sought after by businessmen as the most desirable place for residence that
can be found in the neighborhood of the metropolis.
Flushing Journal, Jun. 24, 1865 2:3
The state census of 1865 gave Hunter's Point a population of 1500, an impressive figure for a village
only eight years old. Several social institutions had already sprung up. By May 1865 $800 had been
raised for "an efficient, well-manned fire engine and for the necessary expenses of organization." The
first church, Grace Methodist Episcopal, was built on 48th Avenue just east of Vernon Avenue, and St.
John's Episcopal had already perfected its organization and secured lots on 47th Road. The ferry service
was doing so well that James M. Waterbury, the president, and Oliver Charlick, the Long Island Rail
Road president since 1863, purchased a former Civil War gunboat from the government for $18,500
and had her rebuilt and refitted into a ferryboat which was christened the "Huntington."
The pressing want long experienced of a large and commodious ferry boat for the downtown
route of the Hunter's Point ferries will soon be supplied
every traveler on this line has seen
the overcrowded state of the boats on the morning and afternoon trips and the insufficiency

for the continually increasing traffic The large, beautifully finished cabins, furnished with
gas, and the new-style seats with wide passageways connecting, are a decided improvement
on the accommodation of the old boats and will make the "Huntington" a great favorite with
the traveling public. She will accommodate fully 1000 persons and from 25 to 30 vehicles.
-Flushing Journal, Jan. 13, 1866 2:2
This big boat made her trial run January 10th and in a few days entered service. In May 1865 half hourly
service began on the boats and the fare was reduced to 4s; two boats were already needed to maintain
the 34th St. service. Supt. Ryder of the boat company also doubled as school trustee.
Perhaps the most important event of this mid-decade was the establishment of the first newspaper,
the "Long Island City Star and Newtown Advertiser", the first number of which came out on October
20, 1865. It represented the perilous venture of Thomas H. Todd, a journalist from Flushing who had
worked his way up to general manager on the "Flushing Journal"; the paper was produced on a hand
press and appeared weekly.
There was a dark side to the young village as well, petty crime that the village constable system of
the rural township was ill-fitted to deal with.
On Sunday afternoon last two young men from New York were set upon, beaten and robbed
by a lot ofrowdies near the Creenpoint bridge. One of them lost his watch and $3 in money.
Complaint was made and the Creenpoint police succeeded in arresting one of the assailants.
A few nights since a man was knocked down and beaten insensible by three or four cowardly ruffians in 4th Street near Vernon Avenue. Their object was plunder, but in the melee, the
victim's pocketbook was lost How the man got away after the rough handling, it is impossible to say. The above are only a few evidencesof the dangerous lawlessness prevalent in
this neighborhood and the pressing necessity both as regards the safety of persons and property for an efficient police force for our protection. On Sundays we are pestered with bands
of rowdies from New York who let themselves "perfectly loose" knowing there is nothing to
stop them. Will not the property owners and businessmen take some action in this matter and
make our locality too hot for these scoundrels? You are all immenselyinterested in this matter
as you may find to your sorrow by too long delay. Act quick!
-Flushing Journal, Aug. 19, 1865 2:4

Hunter's Point, regardless of its troubles, continued to grow with the raw vigor of a Western mining
In the space of two years the village added two more churches, St. Raphael's at Blissville in 1867
and St. John's Episcopal, consecrated May 16, 1867; the railroad added two new boats for its own and
town.

The vast LIRR yards in 1915. There are 14 passenger tracks and seven platforms. After the opening of the Perm tunnels
in 1910 and the subway in 1915, traffic to the old depot fell to nothing.

the public's use, the side-wheel double-enders "Ravenswood" (1866) and the "Hudson City" (1867). In
June of 1866 we learn from a list of excise licenses that there were only three legally licensed saloons in
the village, and one license was that of Charles Stevens' hotel, an absurdly small number that showed
justhow ineffective the Newtown enforcement system was.
Hunter's Point was beginning to attract the attention of the outside world; in November 1867 the
"Brooklyn Times" printed the first-known description of the village which is valuable for its interesting
details:
Hunter's Point is known to New Yorkers as the depot of the Long Island R.R., the terminusof
a ferry and an ill-smelling neighborhood through which one should pass holding his nose. A
hasty look displays a street of scattered brick buildings with sundry factory chimneys visible
in the distance. This, however, is but a surface glance, and though for a population of less
than 2500, there are 50 or more barrooms, yet evidence exists of a thriving.and promising
district.
Very indefinite ideas prevail as to the existence of the locality, both among New York
people and the residents there. Much trouble is required to find an inhabitant of the place
who knows whether it is part and parcel of Brooklyn or no, whether it is incorporated as a
separate town or not, or what body passes ordinances for laying out streets and assessing for
sidewalks. But one thoroughfare, West 2nd Street, lately Ferry St., was this latter convenience
and that only in patches.
A dozen yearsago the region was a waste of swamps and wild land, known as a part of
the Hunter and Van Alst Farms in the Township of Newtown. It was soon after bought by the
Union College of Schenectady through the deceased president, Dr. Nott, and incorporated as
a stock company of which shares were sold to different parties. $50,000 was paid for the
Hunter purchase and sixty for the Van Alst. A section of the Griffin Farm was also bought by
the college; this now lies at Creenpoint within the Brooklyn limits.
The land known as Hunter's Point stretches from the East River easterly a mile and a half
to Newtown, and from Newtown Creek dividing it from Creenpoint a mile northerly to
Ravenswood. Ten years ago it remained destitute of houses, but three years after, when the
Long Island R.R. established a depot and the ferry began running, buildings rose and the
whole section, swamps included, was mapped into streets. Its increase since then has been
gradual but steady. It has threeboiler shops and one iron foundry, a large tin and japan ware
shop, three varnish factories, a drain pipe pottery, one factory for saleratus and twenty for
kerosene oil. Three chemical establishments for manures lately existed there but were forced
to emigrate by the outraged noses of the residents. No more will be allowed.
There are two churches, a Methodistand an Episcopal. A large new jail of stone is near
completion on 6th Street, also a new public school on Bth Street. An extensive brick office
with stores below is going up on the corner of West Aye. (late Broadway) and West 2nd
Street (Borden) and a new National Bank is projected on the corner of the latter and Central
Aye. (Vernon). A new reservoir was begun two months ago a mile from the ferry, on Jackson
Avenue. It will be fed from Paynter's Creek nearby and furnish the immediate locality with
water. Next year the rest of thedistrict will be supplied with the Ridgewood water, continued
by pipes from Brooklyn. It already has gas but no sewerage.
Jackson Avenue is a fine broad thoroughfare, running to the Long Island Race Course
and is settled by New Yorkers. A turnpike company owns it. Lots upon it, within the reservoir, may be bought for from $600 to $800; beyond there, for from $400 down to $200.
Upon West and Central Avenues, the leading business streets, lots range from $1500 to
$2000.

The swamps which disfigure the neighborhood are fast filling up. About 50 men are conthe College company in this work. The meadows on the south side of a
short canal at the north of the village, cut for the convenience of the factories, have been
stantly employed by

The original St. John's Hospital, 1861-1895, opposite the Court House. (Pres. Boro of Queens)

drained and filled and the east side will be undertaken in the spring, which will render the entire region suitable for building. A large hill on the northeast, and one which years back existed immediately back of the ferry, has been cut away for filling purposes, and Mr. Peter Halsey of this city has recently bought a hill with which he intends to fill swamps purchased by
him from the company. Cellar earth and street dirt are brought from New York also for filling
purposes.

The ferry conveniences at Hunter's Point are good. Boats leave James Slip every half
hour until 6:30 P.M. and 34th Street every ten minutes until midnight. The latter ferry will
soon run all night. The short canal has a marine railway for hoisting vessels needing repair
and Newtown Creek is navigable for steamers two miles, where it has 12 to 15 feet of water.
The village of Blissville, halfway, is at its junction with the Dutch Kill and has many oil factories and whiskey distilleries.
A horse railroad may be expected next year from Brooklyn to Hunter's Point, running
through Greenpoint and across the bridge over Newtown Creek.
-Brooklyn Times, Nov. 16, 1867

This valuable article, in the main accurate, makes many interesting points. Hunter's Point was already foul-smelling fromoil refining; building was spotty; the city had gained a thousand in population in
two years; the vast majority of bars was unlicensed; the population had no sense of identity; Borden Avenue was the sole street with sidewalks; Henry Anable kept 50 men constantly busy filling in the college
properties; hills and rock outcrops were regularly used as well as street refuse to provide material for filling. The locations of the jail and school have been transposed, the jail being on Bth Street (47th Aye.)
and the school on 6th (48th Aye.) The jail spoken of was a piece of recent construction; surprisingly, it
was built by public subscription with Henry Anable as the sparkplug behind the project. In September
1867 the contract was given out. The building must have been a small one for the total cost was below
$600.
With the beginning of 1868 our knowledge of early Hunter's Point is suddenly greatly augmented
thanks to the preservation of a substantial part of the file of the "Long Island City Star" for that year and
for 1869; the scanty information of earlier years now expands to a comparative flood, giving us a far
fullerand more well-rounded portrait of the village on the eve of its maturation into a city.
The waterfront along both the East River and Newtown Creek became an important concern of
Henry S. Anable in 1868. In April and May Anable financed the excavation of a canal on the line of
45th Road (old 12th St.) from the East River inland to Vernon Avenue so that industrial plants could locate along its banks. The work was finished by the end of May and created something of a sensation because, at a depth of 13 feet and 400 yards from the river, a large mastodon bone was found and subsequently exhibited in a store window. The canal gave industrial firms unsurpassed facilities for bringing
heavy cargoes and raw materials directly to the processing plants and for shipping out manufactured
goods.
In June 1868 Anable turned his attention to the Union College lands fronting Newtown Creek. He
awarded a contract to Frank Pidgeon, the dock builder, to bulkhead 600 feet of creek footage on the
Greenpoint side. In January 1869 he followed this with another contract worth $25,000 for the
bulkheading of 200 feet on the Queens side of the creek west of Vernon Avenue. By May this job was
finished.

The new dock on Newtown Creek just completed is a masterpiece of workmanship and reflects great credit on the builder, Mr. J. J. Pidgeon. It is built in, the most thorough and substantial manner, regardless of expense, and presents a solid front of timber on the creek that
bids fair to last till many a fortune is made by those who are lucky enough to secure it for
business purposes.
Star, May 14, 1869 2:3

1869 Anablegave Pidgeon still another contract to build 300 more feet adjoining the above.
While the bulkheading work was going on, Anable was no less indefatigable in improving the interior
lands. In June 1868 he purchased a thousand dollar's worth ofrailroad iron to lay tracks for the running

In July

St. John's Hospital, facing Jackson Avenue and filling the block between 45 Aye. and 44th Drive. Opened in 1898 as a
replacement for the wooden frame houses of the first hospital. In later years additional wings were added. Closed 1961.

of dirt cars on the uplands north of Jackson Aye. where the terrain elevation ran 30 to 50 feet. By constructing a narrow gauge railway on the property, dirt could be moved from the higher elevations and
moved to fill in the low-lying acreage westward toward the Sunswick marshes. A similar effort was underway on the college lands between the East River and Vernon Avenue where a force of laborers using
carts and horses filled in the tidal marshes with dirt and rock delivered by the boat load. After a yearof
work portions of sth St., Vernon Avenue and 50th and 51st Avenues were raised, leveled and graded for
opening as village streets. (May 1869)
The good example set by Anable was emulated by others with land to improve. James Thomson, a
wealthy New Yorker who had invested in Hunter's Point acreage, bought out two sizeable farms, the
Van Pelt farm on Queens Blvd. east of Van Dam Street and the Peter Hulst farm lying inside the present
railroad yards on the line of 32nd St. with the express intention of using these properties as an inexhaustible source of fill. The Van Pelt farm was purchased in June 1868, consisting of 40 acres for which
$1300 per acre was paid. James Thomson, incidentally, was the man who gave his name to Thomson
Avenue, most of which is now incorporated into Queens Boulevard.
The Highway Commissioners of Newtown, under pressure from the voters of Hunter's Point, made
some efforts to improve Central Avenue, today's Vernon Avenue, an important thoroughfare that was
not only the main business street after Borden Avenue, but the sole link to Creenspoint on thesouth and
Ravenswood on the north.
Central Avenue is in a wretched condition throughout its whole length. Gullies here and gullies there, and after heavy rains, almost impossible mudholes are formed, rendering this
broad thoroughfare a disgrace to the Town. It was thought after the appointment of Stevens
as Road Commissioner (local hotel keeper) we should have our ways mended in the speediest manner possible but Charley seems to have thrown his duty to the dogs.
Sept. 8, 1868 2:2
In February 1869 a bill was introduced at Albany to grade, macadamize, pave, gutter and curb
Vernon Avenue, the sidewalks to be 15 ft. wide, the pavement 12" thick, and street lights installed below 46th Avenue (old 10th St.), the expense to be assessed on the abutting property owners. Predictably, the bill was strongly opposed by the owners of large manufacturing establishments. The "Star"
chided them for their shortsightedness:

Who would be more benefited by the paving or macadamizing of Central Avenue or any or
all of our streets than those same manufacturers? If they would only make a note of the time
lost by delay, damage done to their horses, wagons, trucks, harness, beside the harrassing annoyance to themselvesand their drivers in attempting to pass through our streets with ordinary loads during all seasons of the year and estimate what the same is worth to them in cash,
we will guarantee they will be the strongest advocates of the improvements as they could
well afford their portion of the assessments, and then, with the better facilities afforded for
heavy trucking, would be enabled to pocket several hundred dollars clear gain annually.
Star, Feb. 19, 1869 2:3
With the failure of the Albany bill the Commissioners of Highways of Newtown allotted a scant
$600 for the repair of the road from the Newtown Creek bridge all the way to Astoria.
However backward industrialists seem to have been, Henry Anable was reaping the rewards of his
own efforts in improving the college lands:
At Hunter's Point much activity is continually manifest in real estate and lots are meeting with
ready sales at prices ranging from $800 to $3000 according to location. Manufactories, warehouses, stores and dwellings are being put up with great rapidity and have already given a
large population and quite a business character to this rapidly improving neighborhood.
Hempstead Inquirer, Dec. 8, 1868 2:1
There is great activity in the real estate market in Hunter's Point and neighborhood and lots
are being disposed of by Mr. H. S. Anable, agent of Union College, with a rapidity hitherto
unknown. In almost every direction new buildings are springing up and the present bids fair
to be one of the busiest years ever known to builders and mechanics generally. Small and

neat cottage houses, renting from $300 to $500 seem to be in great demand and the erection
of a number of such buildings would seem to present a good opening to enterprising capitalists.

Star, Apr. 2, 1869 2:4
One of the most severe municipal problems in the growing village was the lack of a water supply.
Residents of the village were wholly dependent on wells of their own or public pumps such as one at the
corner of Vernon Avenue and 50th Avenue. Mr. Anable seems to have organized a Long Island City
Water Co. as early as 1866 which met regularly but accomplished nothing. The idea of connecting up
with the Brooklyn system was repugnant, and the Payntar farm at the headwaters of Dutch Kills (now
Bridge Plaza) was viewed as a preferable source. In Feb. 1869 the Payntarville Water Co. was incorporated as a move in the right direction but again nothing happened. The Water Commissioners of the
Town of Newtown took up the matter for study in the summer of 1869 but months passed in silence. In
the end the problem remained insoluble under the old regime and a water supply loomed up as one of
the most immediate problems to be faced by the new city administration.
Although Hunter's Point probably looked like a western mining town in these remote days, private
efforts were being made to improve the quality of life. The first street light to be installed in the village of
Hunter's Point was erected on Nov. 17, 1869 on the corner of 45th Road & Union Place. It cost $29 to
install and the gas company agreed to supply the gas at an annual cost of $36.
The first move toward a sewer was taken up by the residents of 51st Avenue east of Vernon. A petition was circulated among the homeowners for the improvement and the estimated cost was $25 a lot.
Of course, the village passed into the city before anything was done toward the realization of this pioneer project.
There was a bad side to Hunter's Point that people did not like to talk about and it became more
acute in the next decade. The vast Sunswick meadows to the north and the meadow tracts along Dutch
Kills were potent sources of malaria or the "shakers" as people then called it.
It is hoped that the Health Officer for this Town will before long pay Hunter's Point a visit
and insist on radical sanitary reform in the condition of some of our streets before the extreme hot weather sets in. Some of the gutters on some of our thoroughfares are in a shockingly filthy condition, and in other instances they are entirely choked up with garbage emitting very offensive odors. Now is the time to attend to this matter.
Star, Jun. 25, 1869 3:2
Can we not have a little sanitary reform? These low, marshy and swampy Grounds are always sufficiently unwholesome but should there not be some means of getting rid of the
green, slimy and stagnant water which reeks and swelters around us in the summer sun? An
evil-odored mess it is, giving out constant exhalations, breeding typhoid, ague and cholera
and spreading pestilence far and wide, where else the utmost salubriousness must prevail.
Star, Jun. 11, 1869 2:4

Mr. C. H. Rodgers of Ravenswood (41st Dr.) proposes running a sewer from the swamp lying
between Dutch Kills and Ravenswood to the East River. This is solely for the sanitary improvement of the neighborhood and will cost about $7000. If some of the property holders
of Dutch Kills would do likewise, the "shakers" would soon be routed bag and baggage.
What say you gentlemen of many lots anxiously awaiting customers?
Jun. 11, 1869 2:4
The hot spells we have had have been distinguished in a painful manner, especially at Dutch
Kills, by the outbreak of chills, fevers and other malarious disorders. Skillful medical treatment, however, has occasioned their decrease and asserted its mastery.
Star, July 16, 1869 2:2
Before Hunter's Point passed out of existence as a village in May 1870, two important and enduring
highways were laid out that retain their importance to the present day. Both required several Acts of the
Legislature and both were major pieces of construction. The first to be authorized was the Hunter's Point
and Blissville road, today's Borden Avenue. Difficult as it is for us today to imagine it, Hunter's Point and

Old P.S. #3, built in 1865; thesite is now inside the Sunnyside Yards on the line of 32nd Street; when the Sunnyside
community was absorbed into the yards, the school lost its pupils. (Pres. Boro of Queens)

Blissville were cut off fromeach other before 1869 by the Dutch Kills marshes and Blissville was accessible only by boat through Newtown Creek. To bring these two villages together, a bill was introduced in
the Legislature in May 1868 and passed authorizing the continuation of Second St. or Ferry Street (Borden Avenue) as a 60 foot road from the west bank of Jack's Creek (21st St.) to "D" Street, Blissville
(Bradley Aye.), the expense to be assessed half on the property and half on the Town. The extension
was surveyed in June; the cost was estimated at sixty to seventy thousand dollars. In January 1869, J. D.
Leary, contractor for the bridges over Jack's Creekand Dutch Kills, began work on the $25,000 project.
John Mooreof Creenpoint received the contract for the road building and began work on Jan. 18, 1869.
The new road was not built without opposition. The Jackson Avenue Turnpike officers saw the new
road as a threat to their businessand created difficulties; Union College in the person of Anable opposed
closing
of sth Street across the railroad tracks as provided in the Act because such closing impaired
the
access to the college's creekfront property. Suit was brought but the college lost.
In 1869 a supplemental Act was passed by the Legislature extending the new road from Jack's Creek
to 11th Street (Chap. 483 Laws of 1869); in the meantime Union College was politically powerful
enough to get sth Street reopened across the railroad tracks through to Newtown Creek. On July 1,
1870 the new avenue was thrown open to travel. The road was later named in honor of Col. William
Borden, an owner of extensive real estate, an official in the Fall River Steamship Line and a colonel in
the Seventh Regiment in New York. The new road soon turned out to be one of Queens' earliest contract scandals for as early as November 1870 the bridges were out of repair and the roadbed was sinking
into the muck. As if that were not bad enough, thecommissioners were charging 90<t per yard for grading, about double the cost on the Thomson Avenue project. The commissioners were later indicted for
fraud in 1874. The new road, poor as it was, immediately became a vital link for east-west traffic between Hunter's Point, Blissville, Laurel Hill and Maspeth. Because of its directness it soon became the
standard route for funeral processions to Calvary Cemetery instead of the old roundabout route via
Creenpoint.

The second major road started was Thomson Avenue, the greater part of which is today Queens
Blvd. The Legislature passed the enabling Act in the spring of 1869 for theroad which would branch off
from Jackson Avenue as it still does today and would then continue to Grand Avenue, Elmhurst. The
surveys were made in June by Peter Van Alst. In September 1869 the new Thomson Avenue bridge over
Dutch Kills was near complete. It was 100 ft. wide, solidly built with four-inch yellow pine flooring and
cost $5500. Ten bidders put in for the Thomson Avenue contract but it fell once again to Jonathan
Moore of Creenpoint, who had taken over from his deceased father, John Moore, who had done the
Borden Avenue job. Work was begun On Nov. 15, 1869. It was thought thewhole cost of the highway
would come to $100,000. At the same time the Townships of Newtown and Jamaica issued $60,000
and $30,000 respectively in bonds to continue the 100 foot road all the way to Jamaica. By Sept. 1871
the macadamizing of the road had been finished as far east as Woodside. The whole road was thrown
open to traffic as far as Grand Avenue, Elmhurst, in the spring of 1872.
Hunter's Point is perhaps unique in Queens for having begun almost immediately as a business
center; probably its location on so many waterways and its nearness to Manhattan put a commercial
stamp upon the area from its founding. Although the first oil refineries and storage tanks began on the
Brooklyn side of Newtown Creek, extensive new oil works developed quickly at Hunter's Point until it
became the oil capital of the metropolitan area. In May and June 1868 the Long Island Oil Co., owned
by Josiah Macy & Co., were extending and filling in their East River property and constructing a 700 ft.
dock front. Additional sheds had just been completed on the canal, enlarging their capacity to 35,000
barrels of oil. This company was later sold to the Rockefellers. The ThistleOil Works of B. Harsell occupied a plot 80 X 150 on the canal and 25 X 600 on Vernon Avenue, where Harsell erected a large U.S.bonded warehouse. The Smedley & Co. Lard Oil Works were on 46th Road and were enlarged in
March 1871.
The oil business took a temporary dip in November 1868 with hundreds thrown out of workbut this
did not last long. We read that the Daylight Oil Refinery on Newtown Creek west of Vernon Aye. went
up in flames on May 25, 1869, spreading to the adjacent Devoe-Pratt refinery. The voracious flames devoured three barges, two lightersand a brig, and, had it not been for the heroic efforts of the Brooklyn

fire companies, would have consumed the drawbridges over the creek as well. The Long Island Rail
Road and the oil works had their own separate fire brigades at this early dateand helped to contain the
fire; as it was, the loss was put at $800,000.
The Warren Bros., prominent refiners, lost no time in erecting on the burned site an immense brick
building 200 X 275 for an oil storage warehouse. In February 1869 the newly built Warren Bros, warehouse was leased out on a long-term basis to Bostwick & Tilford (Daylight Oil), the largest oil firm in the
United States at that time. This covered 52 city lots within a rental of $7000 a year. Warren Bros, then
proceeded to erect another mammoth building for their own use. In May 1869 the Daylight Oil Co. erected another large oil shed for storage purposes at the foot of 51st Avenue. Jewett, Pearse & Co. were
erecting large oil sheds 100 feet square in February 1869.
There was a heavy export trade in oil, making Hunter's Point an important shipping port:
The ship "Christel", Capt. Fredericks, from Bremen, which arrived in New York a short time
since with 425 German emigrants and a large quantity of merchandise, is now loading at the
Daylight Oil Yards with 6000 barrels of oil for a return voyage. Also, at the same yards, the
ship "Eva" of Genoa, Italy, is taking on board 2500 barrels. A large number of other vessels
are also taking in cargoes for various parts of the world and the utmost activity is manifest at
this extensive oil depot.
Star, Jun. 11, 1869 2:3
The fine trim-looking brig "Susan Bergen" of Brookhaven, L.I. sailed early the present week
for Beyrouth, Syria, with a cargo of 6000 cases of oil from Devoe's Greenpoint depot. She
had just returned from a voyage to Seville where a similar cargo had been taken.
Star, Jun. 11, 1869 2:5

In the narrow canal at 45th Road a large ship from Bremen, taking on oil at the Long Island Oil Company was struck by a schooner that slipped its tow line. Fortunately, no fire resulted.
Besides the oil works there were a number of other industrial plants mentioned in the press:
47th Road near sth St.
H.W. Johns-Asbestos Roofing Works
Carniola Chemical Works
Jackson Aye. at 33rd St.
Enoch Coe & Co., Phosphate Works
Canal at 4th Avenue
Lynch & Co.-Perfumery factory
foot of 47th Avenue
Steven J. Kavanagh-Marble yards (ex-Ryan & McNulty)
Blissville
foot of 48th Avenue
Warren & Co.-Roofing 35 employees (began 1855)
Wade & Pratt-lnk Works (began Jul.1868)
north of canal
Christian H. Steen & Co.-distillery
Blissville (sold by
government for taxes
Dec. 1870)
William D. Wilson & Co.-Varnish & Printing Inks
Romaine & Co.-Vegetable canning
Jackson Aye. at Diagonal St.
Borden near Vernon
John L. Watson-Steam Feed Mill
Pottery & Terra Cotta Works
footof 48th Aye.
sth St. & 50th Aye.
Hubbs, Bly & Hibbard-Varnish Works
A. C. Mandell & Co.-Varnish Works
50th Avenue
From the press of the day we get a picture of thesmall business activity of Hunter's Point;
Peck & Dodge-Coal Yard
on canal
Edwin F. Akerley-Coal yard
Vernon at 53rd Aye.
Thomas F. Archer-blinds & doors
Jackson & 47th Rd.
William H. Bowron-livery stables
51st Avenue
8 Jackson Aye.
J. Bartrop-house painting
(ex-Brown)
Vernon Aye.
John A. Sopher-watchmaker & jeweler
Brush-feed & produce
Borden & Vernon
Vernon Aye.
J. Clift-boots & shoes forladies
29 Borden Aye.
M. Davis-merchant tailor
cor. Borden & sth
John Feis-liquor saloon

St. Mary's R.C. Church, southeast cor. Vernon & 49th
church built 1894. (Pres. Boro of Queens)

Ayes.

built in 1887 and burned down July 21, 1893. Present

James L. Fransen-saloon & summer garden
A. D. Harlow-fish & oyster saloon
John J. Hannan-restaurant & saloon
Hunter's Point Meat Market
A. E. Herzog-bakery
J. R. Laws-flour & feed
Jewett, Pearse & Co.-kerosene oil
M. Jones-livery stables
T. Kidger & Co-meat, vegetables & fruit
B. Lockwood-tin & hardware
James McMahon-livery stables
Charles Mace-hand bills
Thomas W. Marlon & Co.-hardware & furnish
John F. Munn & Co.-undertakers (began Jun.'6B)
W. F. Overocker-carpenter shop (began Jul.'69)
George H. Payntar-real estate & insurance
Edward Phillips-grocery & provisions
J. C. Provost-coal, brick, lime, lath (began 1865)
John D. Petty-carpenter shop
Henry Rudolph-coal & wood
C. D. Schleher-paints (began May 1869)
Smiths-grocery
Sopher & Pierce-real estate & insurance (began Sept. '68)
William H. Woodill-millinery & fancy goods
John J. Wright-horse shoer
Neubauer's drug store
Cilway-grocer
Singleton's Assembly Rooms
Foster's Liberty Hall

Jackson & Skillman
Jackson & 50th Aye.
BordenAve.
cor. Vernon & 51st Aye.
50th Aye.
Jackson & 11th St.
34th St. ferry
Vernon near 50th Aye.
Jackson & Vernon
sth St.
Vernon
Vernon
Vernon at 47th
Jackson at 41st

Aye.
Aye.

Jackson Aye.

Creenpoint Bridge

51st Aye.
Vernon & 53rd Aye.
Vernon near 51st Aye.
Vernon & 51st St.

Vernon near 51st Aye.
cor. Jackson & 50th Aye.
Vernon Betw. 4th & sth
47th Aye. & Vernon
Vernon Aye.
Vernon Aye.
By 1869 Hunter's Point had grown largeenough to attract the attention of the city directory compilers, Curtis & Co. This first list contained 585 names under 123 job titles and reveals that Hunter's Point
was overwhelmingly a city of blue-collar workers. The compilation, valuable as a supplement to the
newspaper, suffers from several serious faults: vague titles (liquor, wood, oils), duplications (shipsmithshipwright), (cigar-maker, tobacconist), (driver-teamster); omissions (no teacher, tailor or undertaker),
and under-reporting (1 teamster, 2 firemen, 1 druggist, 21 liquor, 9 carmen); despite its faults, the list is
valuable for giving us a profile of the Point on the eve of its becoming a city. (See Appendix)
Hunter's Point location as a great transit terminal made it possible for several hotels to thrive:
Flushing House: Joseph McLaughlin, cor. Jackson & 50th Ayes.
Robinson House: James Robinson, Borden near 53rd Aye.
Hunter's Point Hotel: Charles Schwalenberg, Borden Aye. cor. Vernon. A 3-story building adjoining was erected in Aug. 1869 as a billiard saloon and public hall. Charles
Schwalenberg died Dec. 3, 1876 and his son Fred took over the business (born
1858).

Stevens House: Charles Stevens, Borden Aye. opposite LIRR terminal. Sold to F. Bernhardy in
July 1869 for $9000, who renamed it the Long Island Hotel. In June 1876
Bernhardy sold to Francis H. Ruhe. In 1881, the property owners built a new
hotel on the site and leased it to Tony Miller, who made the place famous as
Miller's Hotel. The building is still standing but has lost the top story.
Revere House: Matthew Smith, Borden Aye. west of 2nd St.He came from Brooklyn in 1881
and started a hotel called the New York House at old 43 Borden. He closed
this in 1865 and built the Revere House. Smith died in 1888.
Gregory & Williams Hotel: 2nd St. foot of 51st Aye.
McNulty's Hotel: George McNulty, on 49th Aye.

The headwaters of Dutch Kills in 1903. If one were to stand in the middle of the present-day viaduct over the Sunnyside
Yards and look east, this is the scene that would meet the eye. (Fullerton photo)

P. O'Rorke's Hotel: location unknown

Jackson Avenue Hotel: Charles

Schwalenberg. Located in Schwalenberg's Park at Jackson
& 41st Aye., now the Bridge Plaza. Schwalenberg bought it in 1865 from
Conrad Diestel.
Schehr's Hotel: Jacob Schehr. Jackson Aye. at 43rd Aye.
New York Hotel: first Farrell Reilley's, then James & Owen Lynam after February 1871. Corner of Borden Aye. & sth St.
Queens County Hotel: later Court Square Hotel, first opened in June 1877 by Louis Roediger;
later bought by Alexander Moran. Moran was a city clerk and leased the upper
floors to L.I. City; the city later took over the whole building. Jackson Aye. adjoining Court House.
National Hotel: John H. Ryan. Creenpoint Aye. & 3rd St.
Sunnyside Hotel: Joseph Cook. Southwest cor. of Jackson Aye. & 38th St. Cook had spent
many years in the circus business. The hotel saw its best days when the Fashion Race Course in Corona drew crowds of racing enthusiasts. The old hotel
was bought by Maria Nentwich about 1873; owned by Perm R. R. 1906. It was
later converted into a residence, then torn down for an auto showroom.
Operating a hotel necessarily involved selling liquor and this involved the proprietors with the Excise
Board. The board had a fee of $250 for a hotel license which was far beyond the abilities of many owners to pay, and if they did, there were a dozen illegal saloons on the side to compete. As a result, most
refused to buy a license and were periodically haled into court. The board, as a gesture of compromise,
refused to lower the rates but offered to forgive all past delinquencies if the proprietors would buy a new
license. The rates were high:
Full license for one year
$250.
for three months
62.50
License to sell ale & beer only, one year
100.
25.
for three months
Again the men balkedand the matter remained unresolved up to incorporation.
We have a little information on the Hunter's Point schools as they were on the eve of consolidation.
District #4, the Skillman Avenue school, the site of which is now in the Sunnyside Yards, was set up as
a free school by a legislative act passed March 27, 1848. In May 1866 this school was empowered by
the Legislature to set up its own Board of Education withpower to levy local taxes, appoint teachers and
operate the school. In the closing years before consolidation Mr. Steams was principal and Miss Hannan
and Miss Bulkly the instructors.
The Hunter's Point school established by act of the Legislature in 1861 and located in a building on
48th Avenue became School District #11. In June 1869 theaverage daily attendance was 500. Mr. C.
H. Dußois was the principal assisted by eight female instructors. Once a year both school districts conducted formal examinations where the pupils demonstrated their proficiency followed by an outing to
some park for games and a picnic.
Two private schools are known: St. John's School in the lecture room of St. John's Protestant Episcopal church, offering instruction in common branches for $10 a quarter-term. There was also Miss Sarah
Johnson's private school on 51st Aye.
In the days just before consolidation Hunter's Point acquired its first Catholic church, St. Mary's, later to be one of the largest in the city. Four lots on the south side of 49th Avenue east of Vernon Aye.
were purchased early in 1868 and several efforts were made to raise money including picnics and a
most unusual raffle: for seven nights' running chances could be bought on a live horse, a six-year old,
iron-grey animal, 15 hands high and clocked at 2:40. The raffle raised $3000 for the building fund. The
church was a woodenframe structure, 100X 60, seating 1200 persons and costing about $18,000. John
Crimmins, the newly appointed pastor, soon became a power in local politics and a prime mover in the
campaign for consolidation. By May 14th the new church was far enoughalong to allow Fr. Crimmins to
preach the first sermon, and in June ex-Covernor Lowe of Maryland spoke at a fund-raising affair. On
Aug. 15th St. Mary's was formally dedicated before an immense throng.
Aye.

Steinway & Hunter's Point Railway open horse car of 1886, bought for the North Beach traffic (called Bowery Bay Beach
till 1891)

Transportation in Hunter's Point developed in these last years of the 1860's as never before. The ferries went on half-hourly schedule beginning Jun. 11, 1868. Even at this early date the papers reported
that as many as 4000 to 5000 people were crossing to Queens on the 34th Street ferry on Sundays,
largelypleasure seekers looking for pleasant retreats in the country. The Long Island R.R. found it necessary to put on two more boats to accommodate the growing traffic over the East River, the first sidewheel iron boat, the "Southampton" in May 1869 and the "Long Island City", a wooden side-wheel,
double-end boat placed in service in November.
More remarkable was the appearance of the first street railways. The first company on the scene
was the Nassau Railroad Company which began laying tracks in Borden Avenue in September 1868 and
opened a shuttle service on Oct. 1 from the ferry house to the Creenpoint Bridge; passengers then
walked across the bridge and boarded a waiting car on the Brooklyn side. On May 11, 1869 through
service was begun over the bridge without change to South Ferry, Brooklyn.
The second street railway to be built was Long Island City's own, the Astoria & Hunter's Point Railroad. Legislative approval for a road linking the villages of Astoria and Hunter's Point had first been
sought in 1863 but the bill failed of passage. In 1867 John C. Jackson, president of the Jackson Avenue
Turnpike, secured the passage of an Act in the Legislature to permit him to build a horse car line over
the new Jackson Avenue from Hunter's Point to Flushing (Chap. 527, Laws of 1867). At almost the same
time three prominent residents of Astoria secured permission from the Legislature on April 3, 1867
(Chap. 662, Laws of 1867) to connect Astoria with Hunter's Point via Jackson Avenue, 29th, 30th and
31st Streets. John C. Jackson dropped his own plans for a Jackson Avenue railroad and withdrew in
favor of the new company. The new railroad began laying track in July 1868 but subscriptions to stock
were slowand the company had to stop. A local service was opened between Dutch Kills and the ferry
in May 1869. Early in June the remaining 3500 feet of track were laid and the through road opened on
June 19, 1869. The road charged a 7c fare but it did have the effect of attracting settlement to the hitherto neglected and sparsely settled inland area of Long Island City along 31st Street.
We have spoken at some length of the physical institutions of the city; what did ordinary people do
for recreation after their day's work was done? The evidence seems to indicate the military guard companies were very popular: There were the C. W. Green Guards, the Horan Guard, the Deegan Guard,
the Robert H. Spears Guard, the Slavin Musketeers (Capt. George McNulty) with 60-70 men, and the
Blissville Guard. All these groups staged annual target excursions and military balls. Next in popularity
were the fraternal and social clubs. We hear of the Island City Lodge #586 of Free & Accepted Masons,
the Banner Chapter of R. A. M., another Masonic group, the Tommy Dodd Social Club of Dutch Kills
and the Blissville Social Club. There was one political club, the Workingman's Democratic Club, and one
athletic, the "Long Island Citys", a baseball group. The volunteers in the three fire companies, the Protection Hose Co. #2, Jackson Engine Company #1 and the Stevens Engine Company (incorp. July 9,
1869) could be depended upon to stage annual balls and to march in parades. For the common man a
visit to one of the many saloons or to a summer garden with his family provided the only social outlet
available.

Rare old view of original LIRR train shed in 1889; first built 1860 and torn down 1891. Woodruff parlor cars at left. (A.
Huneke photo)

CHAPTER XIII
LONG ISLAND CITY BECOMES A CITY
The process by which Hunter's Point, Astoria, Ravenswood and Dutch Kills united to form the new
political entity of Long Island City was a gradual one extending over perhaps two years. There were various pressures for incorporation that became increasingly strong with each passing year. One factor was
the physical distance of the Town government from Long Island City; the Town Hall was located at
Grand Avenue & Queens Boulevard, today's Elmhurst, and in the late 1860's, the Democratic forces
here were in the hands of a well-entrenched ring that manipulated the primaries, tried to hide notices of
the time and place of meetings, regularly hired bully-boys from Brooklyn to intimidate voters and challengers, and who cared nothing for Hunter's Point and Astoria except for the taxes and revenues generated there. Another strong irritant was the necessity to make the journey to Elmhurst for Town meetings,
school district meetings, local courts and primary voting and this in a day when there was no public
transportation available.
The contrast between busy, up-to-date Long Island City with its many buildings, sizable population,
crowded ferries, extensive industry and street railways and sleepy, backward Newtown was ludicrous.
Long Island City chafed at being answerable to and dependent on a rural Town government that was unresponsive to the needs of a developing metropolis, and which had been set up in 1789 to govern rural
hamlets. Astoria had pointed the way to self-government by becoming an incorporated village in 1839
and its obvious prosperity was visible proof of how it had benefited from the move. There were many
now in Hunter's Point who urged a similar struggle for control of their own affairs.
The push for incorporation had several powerful advocates. Henry S. Anable, who represented the
interests of Union College and who worked tirelessly to open streets, grade lands and prepare new areas
for development lent his full support to the drive for independence. Thomas H. Todd, theeditor of the
"Long Island City Star", was another powerful advocate for self-government and used his personal interest and the editorial columns of his paper to plead the cause. Another influential and powerful proponent for independence was Father John Crimmins, pastor of St. Mary's Roman Catholic church on
Vernon Avenue. His congregation was very large, Irish and contained the overwhelming majority of the
workers in the many factories and plants in Hunter's Point.
Outside Hunter's Point sentiment for incorporation was almost non-existent among the people who
counted, but popular with the working class. Astoria especially was opposed to absorption because it already had good streets, good municipal services, and efficient and responsive village government and a
low tax rate. East Astoria, Bowery Bay and Ravenswood were largely in the hands of well-to-do land
owners who liked their large estates and the privacy their way of life afforded, and strongly distrusted
the immigrant Irish with their teeming population and foreign ways. The Steinways had not yet appeared
on the scene in 1870 and Bowery Bay had as yet none of the factoriesand housing and working popula-

tion that would soon mark the area.
The first public meeting to sound out public sentiment for self-government was held on January 4,
1869 in Hunter's Pt. Sentiment was unanimous to take the preliminary steps for an Act of Incorporation;
committee
of seven was appointed to prepare such a petition. Thomas H. Todd remarked in the
a
"Star":

Whatever may be the result of this movement, there is one fact patent

to all and that is there
is a daily increasing demand for some kind of local government, some way in which we may
have our principal streets curbed and guttered, repaired and kept in passable order and
sewered and such other projects as are needed inaugurated and successfully carried out.
Our population is rapidly augmenting, business continually on the increase and every
consideration of local pride, stimulus to growth and our future well-being, demand that we

up and doing and not by our indifference retard the onward march of the place.
Incorporation is a necessity and, we think, if properly managed in the incipient steps, cannot
prove a great blessing to our people.
L.I. Star Jan. 8,1869 2:5

should be
but

On Feb. 16, 1869 there was a public referendum at Farrell Reilley's on Borden Avenue; 449 people
voted and the result was 299 for and 150 against. All the owners of the large manufacturing establishments in Hunter's Point opposed the movement for incorporation out of fear that the taxes would be
greatly increased. The "Star" attacked this idea by pointing out that Ravenswood and Astoria were already

overtaxed:

The assessed valuation of the Town of Newtown in 1868 was $5,829,540 of which the little
village of Astoria, containing little more than one square mile, is assessed at $1,230,000, a little over one-fifth of the entire amount. It has less than a mile of river front while Ravenswood
has a much greater length and Hunter's Point about the same, and the Town a water frontof
about ten miles. A little strip of territory less than half a mile in width along the East River
from Mr. Nelson's in Ravenswood to Mr. Howland's above Hell Gate pays about one-half of
the taxes of the great Town of Newtown, filled with wealthy farmers and retired city
merchants, with its dozen or more populous villages. Why the injustice?
L.I. Star, Feb. 26, 1869 2:3

1869 the committee petitioned the Legislature to set up the "Village of Hunter's Point" but met
defeat. In May 1869 the incorporation committee made application to the Court of Sessions for permission to incorporate the "Village of Hunter's Point", including much of Ravenswood. This time a more
determined effort was made to press the bill.

In April

Nothing daunted by their defeat in the Legislature, the committee who have the charter in
hand, it will be seen by advertisement, are about applying to the Court and with every prospect of success. This is an important move and we have no doubt the great mass of the people will back up the effort for immediate incorporation in the most unanimous and determined manner. A charter is a great necessity. No one attempts to deny this fact. Now let us
see if we cannot have plain, fair and square sailing in this second attempt. Let the opponents
of the wishes of the people who thwarted them in the Legislature come out and show their
hands if they intend continuing their ill-advised opposition to a measure of the greatest moment to our future well-being.
L.I. Star, May 14, 1869 2:3

In June 1869 the committee was surprised to learn that a group of Ravenswood people were having
their neighborhood surveyed preparatory to the making of a map and were engaged in taking a census
with the idea of applying to the court for a village charter. This seemed ridiculous to the Hunter's Point
group since the law required a minimum of a square mile of territory and at least 300 inhabitants.
When the Hunter's Point charter came up before the Supervisors of Queens County for a vote, they
vetoed it, and the committee, in desperation, were beginning to consider the desirability of asking the
Board of Trustees of Astoria to extend their corporate line to Newtown Creek and absorb their village
into a "Greater Astoria."
During the last six months of 1869 the advocates of incorporation in Hunter's Point presented no
new legislation but turned their efforts to cultivating support in the State Legislature for a more ambitious
form of incorporation: the union of Hunter's Point, Astoria, Dutch Kills, Blissville and Ravenswood and
Bowery Bay into a separate city to be known as "Long Island City." A meeting was held in Mr. Anable's
office on Borden Avenue at which 12 or 15 of the leading citizens from all parts of the proposed city
took part. Mr. Anable was authorized to draft a city charter. Several weeks later, when he presented the
text of his draft, it was unanimously approved.
The boldness of creating such a large new municipality caught the popular imagination and interest
ran high. Political rallies were held, addressed by Mr. Anable, Father Crimmins and local politicians. The
proposed charter was turned over to Francis B. Baldwin, assemblyman for the district, with instructions

Three historic headlines in the "Star": celebrating the birth of Long Island City; the ousting of Mayor Debevoise for
electoral fraud in 1883; thedefeat of Gleason by George Petry, 1892.

to introduce it into the Assembly and Senate at Albany. Official notices were published in the paper informing the public that an application would be made to the Legislature "to incorporate so much of the
Town of Newtown as lies between the East River and the Bowery Bay Road into a city."
Long Island City people were exultant when the bill for the new city passed the Assembly; the Senate was slower to pass the bill, but by the end of April 1870, the sole hurdle that remained was winning
the approval of the governor. On May 3, a large delegation left for Albany including Mr. Anable, Father
Crimmins and eleven of the most prominent and influential businessmen in Hunter's Point. The following
morning, May 4th, Governor John T. Hoffman received the delegation and a second smallergroup from
Astoria and Bowery Bay who were opposed to incorporation. The opposition had been slow to take the
incorporation movement seriously, but now that it was almost a reality, they made up for lost time by
raising funds, stirring up public opinion and collecting facts to be used in their arguments.
After receiving both delegations courteously, Governor Hoffman inquired whether both sides were
ready for the hearing. The opposition was the first to speak and made these points:
1. The bill had been rushed through at the end of session.
2. The Bowery Bay district had little notice of the bill and had not been consulted.
3. The estate owners would be liable to a high city rate of taxes.
4. The estates would be subject to being cut up into roads and avenues without their consent
or approval.
5. The district is not needed for the furtheranceof any present need or public good.

The Ravenswood delegate spoke next and echoed many of the same arguments, adding that his people
objected to being taxed for costly improvements in other wards.
Mr. Anable and his counsel then came forward and presented their counter arguments:

1. The utmost publicity had been given the incorporation matter from the very beginning.
2. The great mass of people are heartily in favor of incorporation.
3. The welfare, property and future growth of the place depends on incorporation.
4. The charter has been prepared with the utmost care and has been approved by the residents.
5. Union College would not back a plan that did not have the rights and interests of thepeople in view.
Petitions were then presented from both the Astoriaand the Hunter's Point Boards of Education recommending incorporation and Father Crimmins presented a monster petition that appeared to contain the
signature of every man, woman and child in Hunter's Point.
At the close of the hearing Gov. Hoffman remarked that the proceeding had certainly never been
secret and that Father Crimmins especially had pressed him repeatedly to approve the bill. He felt that
the only argument against the bill of any merit was the threat to therights of the estate owners and suggested they could seek relief from the next session of theLegislature by asking to be set off from the city.
He concluded by stating that he had for some time felt satisfied that the city charter was a public necessity for the people of a thriving territoryand that he would, accordingly, sign the bill. This was done on
the same day, Wednesday, May 4, 1870, to the great joy and satisfaction of the citizens of the hamlets
affected. One hundred guns were fired at Astoria to celebrate the signing and flags were displayed on
many of the houses in Hunter's Point, Ravenswood Dutch Kills and Blissville to celebrate the momentous event. Long Island City was no longer a geographical expression; it was now a political reality.

CHAPTER XIV
THE HARD YEARS OF THE

1870'S

With its existence as an independent municipality assured, Long Island City's first order of business
was to set up a municipal organization complete with mayor, council, officials and political organizations. During June 1870 the wards held meetings to nominate candidates for mayor, recorder, treasurer,
etc. Three political parties began to emerge, the Democratic, theCitizens and the Republican. The Democrats who were well in the majority, nominated Abraham D. Ditmars of Astoria to be mayor, and in the
first election, won thanks to a heavy vote in the Astoria & Bowery Bay Wards. On July 15 the Common
Council met for the first time. Ditmars made a good impression at the outset by donating his two-year
salary to the treasury. In the last months of 1870 the new mayor made a few appointments and set up
committees.
In six months' time the inadequacy of the city charter began to be felt. The charter would have been
adequate for the government of a village, but for a city the size of Long Island City, it was wholly inadequate; the council was limited to raising and spending only $25,000 a year for salaries and all public
works. As early as Jan. 20, 1871 Mayor Ditmars appointed a committee of 20 to revise and prepare
amendments to thecharter. By the end of Feb. 1871 the committee completed its work of making recommendations. The most important provisions were, first of all, full separation from the Town of Newtown in courts, schools, taxing, etc. The city would now be empowered to raise $75,000 for all expenses. Also, the following officials were authorized:
A treasurer & Receiver of Taxes (one man)
An overseer of the Poor
A constable

In each ward there would be elected: one alderman
3 inspectors of election
3 school trustees
5 alderman on general ticket
The mayor had the power to appoint:
1. Commissioner of Public Works at $2500 a year
2. Board of Health Commissioner and a Police Commissioner 3 members at $500 each
3. Two Water Commissioners. These, with the mayor, one city judge and the Commissioner of Public Works, formed a 5-man Water Board
4. Board of 3 Assessors at $500 each
5. Corporation Counsel, $2000
6. Board of Fire Commissioners, 3 members, no salary
7. Board of Education, with one from each ward. The board will hire a Superintendent of
Schools
8. Captain of Police at $1800
9. 30 patrolmen at $800 each
10. Two Sergeants of Police at $1800 each
11. A City Sanitary Inspector & Police Surgeon, $1000
The revised charter became law on March 25, 1871 and Mayor Ditmars immediately appointed to
office several prominent and experienced men. On May 4 the mayor swore in the three Survey Commissionerswho would soon play a very prominent role in the city and in mid-May the police force was
organized. For a city of four square miles in area the original force was laughably small; the newspapers
preserve for us a few details:

Mayor George Petry, cheated out of his first term; served as mayor 1883-1886. He came to L.I. City in 1866 and was for
years

a hardware manufacturer.

Through the courtesy of Sgt. Wood we are able to give our readers some information respecting the police organization of this city. The force consists of one sergeant and 10 patrolmen, five of the latter being on duty during the forenoon and five during the afternoon of
each day. Each patrolman performs six hours of patrol duty and two hours of drilling and 5
men are kept in reserve at the Police hqs. to be sent to any particular point when needed in
emergency. In the morning the first platoon are on their respective beats from 9 AM until 1
PM, the second platoon being at the Police hqs. as reserve and for drill. At 1 PM the first is
relieved, who remain on duty until 7 PM, the first being on reserve or drilling during the after-

noon.
The force is much less than the city requires and will, of course, have to be increased
until the full number of men allowed by the city charter is reached. The seven regular beats
are as follows: First Ward, Borden Avenue; First & Third Wards, Vernon Aye. to 37th Aye.
Fifth Ward, Creenpoint Aye. Third & Fourth Wards, Vernon Aye. from 37th Aye. to Astoria
Blvd. Fourth Ward, Astoria Blvd. (Streets modernized)
Star, May 19, 1871 2:1
One of the immediate problems of the new administration was the lack of municipal buildings in
which city officials could function. It was true that Astoria had a village hall but this was far from downtown Long Island City and too small in any case. The new city cast about for a City hall and briefly considered the stone Stevens House on 30th Road & Vernon Aye. and the James Thomson mansion on
Thomson Avenue, Blissville, but both were turned down as permanent locations because of their inconvenient location. After using the Stevens house for a few months, the Common Council fixed on
Rosener's Hall, a combination saloon and "assembly Hall" of three stories and enough rooms for the
Common Council, City Clerk, Treasurer and a few departments. The Police and Health Depts. and the
Recorders Court had to work out of the old Astoria jail on Broadway. For a permanent site for a City
Hall no less than seven sites were offered by interested parties with three favored. In June 1871 the
mayor selected a site offered by Dr. Radde on Thomson Avenue but it would be years before any building would

be erected.

Of great importance to the new city was a detailed and careful mapping of the incorporated area.
The laying out of streets, the determination of proper grades, the fixing of property lines, and ultimately,
the levying of taxes and assessments all depended on reliable mapping. In the amended charter of 1871
a Survey Commission was set up with three commissioners, General McClellan, General Franklin and
Stevenson Towle. Immediately after the passage of the charter, a quiet but forceful movement was initiated by local interested parties in the First Ward to legislate these men out of office before they could do
any damage to vested interests. Union College and its agent, Henry C. Anable, already had a map of its
own property and it was feared that McClellanwould run streets through it and spoil the existing lot system. James Thomson, a New Yorker who had largereal estate holdings in the city at stake and who never lost an opportunity to milk a profit from a political deal, also had reason to fear the commissioners.
The Legislature was prevailed on to unseat the Survey Commission before it had stretched a single tape
and a new and more "safe" commission was appointedconsisting of Henry C. Anable, the Union College agent; the local surveyor, Peter G. Van Alst; and the Astorian R. M. C. Graham. Mr. Van Alst,
though a commissioner, was immediatelyawarded the contract to make the new map and this first municipal map duly appeared in 1874, showing due allowance for local interests.
Of all the departments of city governments, certainly the Public Works Department and the later
First Ward Improvement Commission made the most lasting mark on the new city. The new city had absolutely no unity. Hunter's Point in 1871 was built up only for seven or eight blocks along Borden Aye.
and very thinly along Jackson Avenue to the present Bridge Plaza area. The vast area of Ravenswood except for themansions on Vernon Aye. fronting the river was wholly empty, much of it a tidal marsh. The
German Settlement was isolated and the Steinway Settlement barely started. Only Astoria was well built
up with streets paved, curbed, and guttered and its sidewalks flagged. To integrate these widely scattered
areas into a master street grid was a formidable problem, to lay out and bring these streets to a uniform
grade and then to pave, curb and gutter them was a work of almost insuperable difficulty. It took a full
forty years to accomplish this task and the vast labor and crushing expense it entailed was for years a

heavy burden on the residents. One of the main reasons that industry was early encouraged and fostered
in Long Island City was the city's crying need for tax revenue to make the municipality a fit place to live

in.

Since the bulk of the industrial plants, the housing, the stores and the political power were concen-

trated in the Hunter's Point area-the First Ward-that area received the firstattention. All the streets and

especially the main ones were in a primitive condition; Borden and Vernon Avenues were only intermittently flagged. No street was paved, so that mud in winter and dust in summer choked travelers to the
34th St. ferry. There were no street lamps, no street signs, no sewers, no car lines and no water supply.
Hunter's Point in 1870, in a word, was no better than a raw frontier town in the mid-West. The newlyappointed city officials, conscious of the vast work to be done, addressed themselves to the deficiencies,
but lack of money and the slowness of bureaucracy hampered them at every turn. All during 1871 the
officials and the Common Council were busy installing oil lamps along Borden, Vernon and Jackson Avenues, laying sidewalks to connect the few laid by private residents and installing and maintaining public

pumps at street corners to furnish water. The sidewalks, we learn, were of bluestoneslabs and four feet
wide. The money to clean the streets gave out early and for long periods, trash, garbage, etc. clogged
gutters. The local newspaper, the "Star" inveighed constantly about conditions and encouraged residents
and officialdom alike to take action.
One of the important advances in the progress of the city was the passage of the Free Road Bill in
March 1871 which abolished some of the old toll roads and bridges and provided for the purchase of
these facilities by the towns. Newtown and Long Island City were authorized to buy out the Jackson Avenue Turnpike for $50,000 and the Flushing Turnpike and bridge for $20,000 and to issue bonds redeemable over a period of years. This closed the toll house on Jackson Avenue at 44th Drive (old Nott
Aye.) and the one on Astoria Blvd. at 49th St. and gave free and unobstructed travel to the residents,
farmers and business people.
The city during 1872 pushed through to completion Thomson Avenue running from Jackson Aye. to
Elmhurst. In September the last 500 ft. were openedgiving the city a highway 3/2 miles long and with a
uniform breadth of 100 ft. The road for its whole length was macadamized and well built; the final bill
was $250,000. The contractors were Moore & Rawson of Creenpoint and the engineer was H. W. Honeywell. The avenue is, of course, named after James Thomson.
In the summers of 1871-72 Italian laborers working under Contractor Frank Pidgeon Jr. completed a
bulkhead 2000 ft. long along Newtown Creek and reclaimed 250 lots between the creek and the railroad tracks at a cost of $40,000. The average depth of fill was 10 feet over an area of 20 acres. The city
spent money on Vernon Aye. in 1870-71 because a portion of the roadway at Ravenswood had washed
away and the road was almost impassable through Hunter's Point. H.S. Anable performed the work
under contract. The Rhinelander Estate paid the cost of 2000 yards of fill and installed a sidewalk. The
first sewer in Long Island City was installed in 1874 on Vernon Avenue between Newtown Creek and
48th Aye. (old 6th St.) A 22" vitrified pipe was laid. Preparations were then made to put in additional
lines in 54th Aye. and 48th Avenues as laterals to the trunk sewer.
The inadequacy of the city moneys in funding the many necessary improvements so badly needed
led very early to the adaption of "Commissions", i.e. the appointment of a special board of three commissioners to undertake a specific improvement and with power to issue bonds. These had to be approved in every case by the Legislature, but Albany was inclined to look kindly on requests that meant
money to contractors, commissionersand politicians. The most effective of these was the First Ward Improvement Commission of 1874, composed of four very prominent citizens, Peter C. Van Alst, the surveyor; Col. R.M.C. Graham and William Bridge, and presided over by Henry S. Anable. The commission
immediately embarked upon a project that profoundly affected the daily life of the city-the raising of the
grades of Jackson Aye. from Vernon Aye. to the Court House from three to eight feet. The effects were
far-reaching; an important highway was closed to public travel for many months; the horse car line from
Astoria to the ferry was cut off from its terminus and forced into bankruptcy. Every one who owned a
house had to raise it; three-fourths of the houses were two-story and owned by persons unable to bear

the

cost

of raising.

The dirt forall this extensive filling in was supplied by James Thomson at 10c per cv. yd. Thomson
had the foresight and the right political connections to foresee that the city would need thousands of
yards of fill for its vast meadowlands and in 1874 he prudentlypurchased the Maria Van Pelt farm of 30

Mayor Patrick Jerome Gleason, boss of Long Island City (top hat) taking a drive with his water and school
commissioners. (Pres. Boro of Queens)

acres, extending for 100 ft. or more on either side of 43rd Avenue from 31st Street to 45th Street, all of
it high ground. Two steam shovels were set to work on the farm and a construction railroad was laid out
parallel to Thomson and Jackson Ayes. Two locomotives, each hauling a train of dirt cars, transported
the earth fill where needed.
Although Jackson Aye. was the first road to be done because of its importance, various side streets,
mapped but never laid out, were also filled and raised to grade. Work began in the fall of 1874 and intensified in 1875; this comprised the grading, sewering, curbing, guttering and flagging of all the streets
in the old downtown Hunter's Point section. The sewering of the western section was all under contract
and the larger portion already completed. The contracts for the eastern section were handed out in
1876.
The disruption and

expense

frightened many of theresidents:

What is to become of Long Island City is a question uppermost in the mind of every man
who has occasion to pass through it. Aside from the immense debt which has already been
piled up against it for water, sewerage, etc., thousands of dollars are being added up every
day for raising streets all the way from sto 15 ft. above existing grades. Nearly every house
in the First Ward of the city must be raised to correspond to the new grade and the cost of
this work, in addition to the new taxes and assessments therefor, must be a burden which
few property owners will care to endure. The young city has truly an unenviable prospect
before it.
Flushing Times, Aug. 31, 1875
Even before the Jackson Avenue project had been completed, the Commission began work on Borden
Aye. from Vernon to the ferry; again the road was raised eight ft. or more and every saloon and hotel
along the line had to be raised to the new grade:
The state of Hunter's Pt. just now is enough to raise the most anxious conjectures regarding
what we are coming to. The improvements certainly progress rapidly but there is no provision made for the inconveniences caused by the sudden changes constantly taking place. To
add to the horrors fast accumulating, we have been deprived of gas for the last few nights.
The streets are almost impassable at night and decidedly dangerous. The almost appalling
darkness is sufficient to deter the most daring from venturing out no matter who calls them.
Who may we blame for the continuance of such reprehensible neglect? Our City Fathers seldom meet and when they do, it is only to indulge vulgar personalities and invectives unworthy of a Billingsgate fish-wife. Such wooden-headed policy is enough to bring things to a crisis
of their so-called protectors
Flushing Times, Oct. 2, 1875
We have no sources for the activities of the Commission during 1876 and 1877 but work went on
as the following accident informs us:
On Thursday evening a train of small cars used by the Long Island City Improvement Commission, driven by a dummy engine and loaded with stone, was rounding quite a sharp curve
at the corner of Jackson Aye. & 50th Aye. when some obstruction was encountered on the
track. One car jumped the track to the left while the two immediatelyfollowing were pitched
down an embankment to the right and against the corner of the "Flushing House" which has
just been raised to conform to the newly established grade. The damage done was triffling
and no one was hurt.
Flushing Journal, Jan. 5, 1876

A new company, Farwell, Sage & Co. were the contractors and the engineers in charge were Col. Sage
and Col. Rexford.
The immense project was finally completed in 1880. It was estimated that in the five years the
steam shovels had been at work on the Van Pelt farm, about one million cv. yds. of earth had been
shaved from the 30 acres of land. While the project had vastly changed Long Island City for the better, it
was also true that much of the financing and management was highly questionable. The contractor who
did the work took pay in city certificates at par which they then sold at a discount of 40 and 50% and

the city had to take them back at par in payment of assessments for the Improvement. Mr. Anable, one
of the Improvement Commissioners and agent for Union College, does not appear in the best light in this
business; he made money for Union College in the purchase of certificates, and in addition, he was in a
position to have all theworthless meadow lands of the college improved at the general expense by filling
them up to grade. James Thomson, the land speculator, did even better. Henry S. Debevoise, the mayor
of Long Island City from November 1875 to 1880, the years of the Improvement, was the legal agent for
Thomson, a situation that today would be regarded as conflict of interest at the least. Thomson, no
doubt kept well-informed of city intentions by Mayor Debevoise, was able to purchase the 30 acres of
the Van Pelt farm for $100,000 and then sold to the municipality the privilege of removing earth at 10<t
per cv. yd. By 1880, after a million cv. yds. had been removed, Mr. Thomson had recovered his
purchase price, and more importantly, had the rocky and hilly surface of his farm smoothed down to the
established grade at city expense. The poor people of Long Island City were doubly oppressed; not only
did they have to pay a tax rate of almost 6% to fund the Improvement, but they were then faced with
the cost of jacking up their houses to the new grade. The low wages of the day and the depression that
followed the Panic of 1873 resulting in a scarcity of jobs, ruined many and depressed the economy of
the new city. In retrospect, it would appear that, since the contractor was able to sell the certificates at
50 to 60% of their face value, the work could have been done on a cash basis for 40% less than the
book cost. The total amount of certificatesissued was $1,501,280 of which $337,843 was paid back in
assessments, leaving $1,163,440 in the hands of speculators and a charge on the treasury.
No less far-reaching and permanent in its effects than the Improvement was the draining of the
Ravenswood Swamp. Before the coming of the white man, the vast inland area of Long Island City east
of Vernon Aye. and south of Broadway was a tidal marsh through which Sunswick Creek and its many
tributaries flowed tranquilly, with an outlet to the East River just south of Broadway. The natural rise and
fall of the tides in the East River served to flood and then drain the meadows daily so that Ravenswood
was a green and healthy place. The first interference with nature came in 1679 when the mouth of the
creek was dammed up to create a mill pond. No harm was done by the damming down to the late 19th
century; by 1870, however, the growth of Hunter's Point and the pollution caused by industry had combined to radically change the picture. The foul sludge acids from the factories and the refuse of the
manure boats and docks and the filth of the slaughter houses washed in over the meadowswhere it became lodged in the sedge and putrefied, occasioning nauseating odors and fouling the ground waters.
The damming of the Sunswick Creek cut off the flushing-out of the meadow lands and the salt water that
used to ebb and flow became stagnant and slimy and filled with mosquitoes. By 1866 chills and fever
were becoming endemic in Hunter's Point and Dutch Kills, especially over the summer months.
Although everyone agreed that the drainage of the Ravenswood Swamp was absolutely necessary if
malaria and fever were to be conquered, the magnitude of the task was beyond the financial means of
the villages. In the meantime, the problem became worse with each passing year.
Drainage in Long Island City is regarded as a public necessity no longer to be delayed. The
miasma arising from the stagnant water between Dutch Kills and Ravenswood gives everybody the chills and empties all the houses in Ravenswood although that is by far the most

beautiful spot for residences in all other respects within 20 miles of New York. A little drainage will stop all this at once. The Common Council or Board of Health can compel owners of
property to do it. Let's have it done.
Hempstead Inquirer, Sept. 23, 1870
The Board of Healthof Long Island City recommend properand efficient drainage of the low
marshy lands and stagnant pools. Draining of the low lands in the 3rd Ward must be done or
nobody can be found to live there rent free, says the L.I. "Star"; also that every man in that

section who has the chills in his house is considered unfashionable. The chills and fever is in
every family, says the "Star". Not a single household on Vernon Aye. has escaped and the
same is true of Dutch Kills.
Flushing Journal, Sept. 24, 1870

One of the first acts of the new Long Island City in 1870was to appropriate $5000 to drain the marshes
ditches. In the summer of 1871 there was an outbreak of the dreaded smallpox and the

by digging

Mayor Horatio S. Sanford, Reform mayor for 1893-1895.

Board of Health in alarm removed the sufferers to hospital tents on the outskirts of the city. In another
section of the city the authorities erected a high board fencearound the plague house, confining 22 inmates. The city provided support but after the siege was over, they filed suit for unlawful detention and
risk to life through confinement with stricken people plus loss of business.
The work of the Improvement Commission, beginning in 1874, started a new drainage problem. The
contractor, in building embankments across the meadows along the line of new streets, blocked off
many of the drainage canals and choked up the culverts installed in 1870. The new streets, high above
the surrounding lands tended to create pockets of swampland where salt water seepage and rain water
easily accumulated. With no natural outlet these pockets of bog became stagnant and disease-breeding.
In the winter of 1875-76 the alarming spread of diphtheria through Long Island City and the reappearance of smallpox in Hunter's Point aroused the Board of Health to the new menace. The diphtheria
death record in Astoria reached five a day. Little or nothing was done and by the fall of 1877 the situation was worse:
Long Island City was never in a worse strait than at present. Hundreds of people in some of
the wards are confined to their homes by malaria disease in one form or another and the
attendance at some of the schools has been decreased by 60%. There is a general outcry for
drainage but it is made too late. The "Star" of Saturday night said of it: Sickness and disease
are widespread and mainly for the want of a little effort and an inconsiderableoutlay of money in looking after the drainage of some of the swamp lands lying in the immediate neighborhood of the river. The present poisoning of our people by swamp miasma must not for another season be suffered if we are to save some of the finest and most promising sections of the
city from utter ruin.
The cause of this physical prostration is in the filling up of the low and marsh lands and
of the destruction of the natural sources of drainage. The highways in nearly every part of the
city have been filled up to a height of 6to 12 feet above the surrounding country, which, because it is owned by individuals, has not been filled in and may never be because the people
cannot afford it. Those who could afford to raise their houses to the street grade did so, putting brick or stone walls between them, allowing the rain which fell there and that which
coursed down the steep embankments to settle and become stagnant all around them. The
salt water which naturally overflowed the marshes adjacent to Newtown Creek was hemmed
in by the filling-in and creation of new streets and thus having become stagnant, is the most
dangerous of all the disease breeding spots in the city. The foul sludge acid from the factories
and the refuse of the manure boats and docks of the creek with the filth of the slaughter
houses used to wash in over these meadows where it became lodged in the sedge and putrefied, occasioning nauseating odors, creating disease. So much sickness has not been known
to prevail in the city in 15 yrs.
Dr. Sanford says that in his practice of ten yrs. he never before knew so much malarial
sickness in Ravenswood. In that ten years he remembers of but one case of fever and ague.
The stopping of the drain on North Aye. by the Improvement Commission is the cause of so
much sickness in the locality, the doctor thinks. Recorder Parsells says he never knew anything to equal the prevalence of chills and fever. Not a man, woman or child has escaped.
His whole family has been prostrate. There are people in the neighborhood 80 yrs. old who
lived there all their lives without ever having a shake before. Major Appleton never knew
such a terrible time in his life.
Several people have died from congestive chills. The horses and cattle seem to be affected in their limbs. Sup. Hunter says there are hundreds of people sick in his ward. He attributes it to the filling in of the North Aye. culvert through which the water used to run. He
thinks the people cannot afford sewerage. Thomas Taylor of Astoria, his family and neighbors, men, women and children have all been down with fevers and many are yet afflicted.
Capt. Woods says half the police force are incapacitated for work by chills and fever. The
prisoners in the jail have it after a night's incarceration. The jailer and his family are down
with it. David Ingram who employs a large number of men says that every one of them has

been sick. In some instances businesses have been suspended on account of the general prostration of the laborers. Although called chillsand fever and ague it differs from that disease in
that it completely prostrates the people and renders themunfit to labor in any capacity. Usually a person afflicted with fever can work on alternate days until his wholesystem becomes
inoculated.
The situation is indeed terrible. There are many people without the means to procure
medicine. This disease will have the effect of ruining a great many worthy people by leaving
them without the means of meeting the interest on the mortgages held over their little homes
or to comply with the demands of the tax gatherers. Taxation is very high in the districts
where these improvements have been made. Last year it was 8% and there is no promise
that it will be less this year. Besides, labor was never so poorly compensated before. The average pay has been a dollar a day and it is obvious that very little could be saved from that.
B'klyn. Eagle, Sept. 25, 1877 4:9
Again the seriousness of the situation stirred even the corrupt administration of Mayor Debevoise to
some action. In the summer of 1879 the draining of the Ravenswood Swamp was at last completed in a
thorough manner and one of the great threats to the public health eliminated.
Another Board of Health problem in these early days was the existence of fat-boiling and manure
manufactories along upper Jackson Avenue and along Newtown Creek. These places received the carcasses of dead horses, cattle and pigs and boiled them down for fat, hair and manure. The odors that
emanated from these plants were so fetid and stomach-turning that no one could live near them; when
the wind was right, the odors wafted into the city and even travelers on the Long Island R.R. were taken
sick from the fumes. The Board of Health, when the city started up in 1870, drafted ordinances to keep
such places isolated. By Chap. 25, Laws of 1870, these establishments were banned from locating near
routes of public travel. They congregated on Newtown Creek thereafter and were a heavy cross to the
neighborhood of Laurel Hill and Maspeth for years thereafter.
The lack of a municipal water supply, a painful handicap in an industrial city, was felt as early as
1865 and sporadic attempts were made to start up private water companies. Henry S. Anable had organized a Long Island City Water Co. with a board of seven directors but this group did little more than
explore the possibilities. Two years later there was talk of tieing into the Brooklyn Water system but
others urged a home source, most probably the Payntar property in Dutch Kills which had springs. In
1869 the Payntarville Water Co. was chartered, but again nothing came of it. The revised charter of
1871 provided for a Water Board made up of the mayor, a city judge, the Public Works commissioner
and two water commissioners appointed by the mayor. This first Water Board made intensive efforts to
start up a municipal water system. Residents were still depending on hand pumps at street corners.
These pumps, maintained by the city, produced good and bad water depending on their location and
nearness to salt water and industrial pollution. The big oil and varnish works dug their own wells which
produced water of indifferent quality. The unregulated disposal of sludge acids and the constant escape
of oil into the river and Newtown Creek were a constant threat to the water supply.
As a result of a thorough investigation, the Board determined that an adequate supply of water could
be procured at Train's Meadow (Jackson Heights) for at least the next 20 years from the innumerable
springs known to exist there. The heirs of the Barclay Estate at Astoria signified their willingness to donate to the city 40 acres of land at Train's Meadow on condition that the city should improve the tract
and use it only for a water supply. Train's Meadow was far from any settled areas and any industries and
promised a supply of pure potable water. However attractive the Jackson Heights source may have
been, it was never tapped. In August 1871 the city printed up the first water bonds for public sale.
At the request of the city the Legislature in Albany passed a bill authorizing a bond issue of
$300,000 to secure a water supply. Mayor Henry S. Debevoise elected in April 1872, came into office
just as themoney became available, and the temptation to pocket part of this windfall became irresistible. The machinations of the city Water Board became one of the most publicized scandals of the
Debevoise administration. Debevoise arranged to buy from his client (he was legal agent for Thomson)
the notorious "Milk Springs", a tract of 110 lots near Pumping Station #1 (Van Dam St.) at the extravagant price of $500 a lot or $55,000, plus six acres of land around Cosman's Pond near Jackson Aye. at
the inflated figure of $5500 an acre or $35,000; of course, the pond also was the property of Thomson.

The old 92nd Street Ferry at the foot of Astoria Blvd. & Ist Street about 1905. The TriboroughBridge put the ferry out
of business.

As if the bilking of the city of $90,000 were not bad enough, for lands derisively referred to as
bog", Mayor Debevoise "discovered" that the land purchased was more than the city really needed for water purposes and offered to sell some of it back to Thomson at a low figure. It required
an enabling act from the Legislature to give authority to the Common Council to sell real estate and this
was quietly obtained. A resolution was then offered in the Board of Alderman to sell the lots to Mr.
Thomson, he agreeing to pay the city in its own bonds rather than hard cash, and for $25 to $30 more
than he had originally charged the city. This looked good on paper, for it seemed to exculpate Mayor
Debevoise, but in fact, since Long Island City bonds were much discounted from their par value, Thomson was unloading city paper of no great value and still getting his land back. Thomson then turned
around and sold the surplus dirt off the land to the city Improvement Commission for use in filling in
lowlands and swamps in the First Ward.
Besides buying Thomson's land, the Debevoise Water Board expended large sums for stations,
pumps, and laying pipes, and $13,000 for a reservoir never used and $133,000 in surveying. When
Abraham Ditmars came back into office in 1875, only $10,000 of the original $300,000 was left. This
was insufficient to secure water and another appropriation of $50,000 was secured. With this amount
the station at Steinway was put in and seven miles of pipe laid.
On Nov. 24, 1874 the Holly machinery, engines and pumps-96 tons-arrived at Long Island City
from Lockport via the Erie Canal. In the spring of 1875 the engine and boiler houses were erected. On
April 24, 1875 the water works were completed and on Sunday, April 25th, the water was turned on for
the first time. There is extent the report of William Worthen, Chief Engineer of the Water Works, for the
year 1877. There were then 15 miles of pipes laid, half of it six-inch; the big mains were on Van Dam
St., Jackson and Thomson Avenues. There were only 200 hydrants. The system was not yet financially
self-sustaining because there were far too few customers but the Common Council adopted Worthen's
suggestion to extend its lines to more residential customers and to lower slightly the rates charged.
During these stressful early years several well-known Long Island City institutions made their first appearance. Perhaps the best known of all was Miller's Hotel which is still standing at the corner of Borden
Avenue & 2nd Street. This institution began as the Stevens House in 1860, named after Charles Stevens,
its proprietor, and one of the commissioners of the notorious Blissville Road fraud. He enlarged the hotel
with upstairs rooms in May 1868, then sold it to F. Bernhardy of New York in July 1869, who renamed
it the Long Island City Hotel. In June 1876 Bernhardy was forced to give up the hotel because of ill
health and sold it to Francis H. Ruhe of New York. In 1881 the property owners, the two daughters of
ex-Long Island R. R. president Oliver Charlick, resolved to tear down the now antiquated hotel and to
replace it with a more modern structure. In October the contract to rebuild was awarded to Reed & McWilliams for $17,000, and in the spring of 1881, the structure that was to become a Long Island City
landmark was erected. The lease of Francis Ruhe was terminated and three persons came forth to enter
bids for the privilege of operating the new premises. Anthony Miller who had conducted the Bayside
Hotel for years and had cultivated the right political connections, was awarded the lease even though his
bid was $1000 below the top bidder.
On Wednesday, May 11, 1881 Tony Miller's Hotel, as it was now called, first opened for business.
It was then the largest and most spacious in the city; the downstairs floor was able to accommodate a
horseshoe bar, a lunch counter, a general dining room and two private dining rooms. The upper floors
contained 30 bedrooms. Tony Miller, with future prosperity now assured, bought a house in Flushing on
thesouthwest corner of 35th Aye. & Linden St. In 1892 Tony Miller bought the hotel after managing it
for years but lost it the following year when he went bankrupt in land speculation. He died on Apr. 27
1897 but the hotel continued to thrive until 1910 when the opening of the Perm Tunnelscut off the flow
of passenger traffic to Long Island City terminal. The hotel closed its doors in Oct. 1915 and the building
was turned into a factory in 1919.
One other prominent hotel opened its doors in the 70s-Louis Roediger's Queens County Hotel at
the corner of Jackson & Thomson Avenues adjoining the Court House in April 1877. In later years it was
bought by Alexander Moran an ex-city clerk who renamed it the "Court Square Hotel" and leased the
upper floors to the Long Island City municipal authorities; gradually, the city departments took over the
whole building.

"Thomson's

Four new churches arose in the 1870's:
1. St. Patrick's Roman Catholic on Crescent St. between 40th and 41st Sts. dedicated on July
1 1, 1875.
2. East Avenue Baptist on the southeast corner of 11th St. & 47th Aye.; dedicated Mar. 8,
1871.
3. Third Methodist Episcopal on 41st Aye. dedicated Mar. 19, 1876.
4. First Reformed, east side of 29th St. between 40th Aye. & 40th Road. Organized Apr. 12,
1875.

Long Island City gained its first "senior citizen" home in 1875 when Mrs. Oswald Ottendorfer, wife
of the wealthy publisher of the "Staats-Zeitung", the leading German-language newspaper in the metropolitan area, established on the east side of 28th St. above Newtown Road a home for aged German
women. The house had formerly been the John Murphy mansion built in the 1850's. The facility was
formally opened on May 15, 1875 and was named the "Isabella Home" in memory of the foundress'
deceased daughter. The property including land and buildings was valued at $35,000 and in 1877 Mrs.
Ottendorferadded a permanent endowmentof $100,000 for support. Mrs. Ottendorfer died not long after on April 1, 1884.
The most prominent of all the buildings in Long Island City and architecturally the most impressive
was certainly the County Court House. From the time that Queens County had been set up by the Legislature in 1789, the County Court House had been fixed at Mineola in the Town of North Hempstead.
The building was on the north side of Jericho Tpk. just east of today's Marcus Avenue. During the late
19th century the three western towns of Newtown, Flushing and Jamaica gained heavily in population
while the three eastern towns of Hempstead, North Hempstead and Oyster Bay remained rural and
lightly populated. A feeling of discontent began to grow as the interests, of the western and eastern
towns diverged more and more and in 1869 the first movement arose to split Queens County in half by
erecting a new Nassau County in the east.
In the 1870's the pull between rival interests focused on the Queens County Court House which
had over 80 years become dilapidated and hopelessly inadequate for the transaction of court and political business. It was also difficult to get to, the roads being unpaved and accessible only from what is today the Merillon Avenue station of the Long Island R.R. Everyone agreed that a new court house was
desirable but the six supervisors from the six towns of Queens County could not agree on thelocation of
a new county seat; latent political rivalries further complicated the problem. There were four rival candidates for the honor of the new site: Hempstead, Mineola, Jamaica and Long Island City. The controversy
raged all through 1870, 1871 and 1872 and centered on two issues: should the county seat be in the
middle of the county central to all, or should it be at the point most quickly and easily reached by all?
The Legislature got the problem when the six supervisors were unable to agree and the lobbying done by
Long Island City carried the day. No one could dispute the fact that all the railroads of the island terminated in Long Island City and that anyone from anywhere in the county could reach Long Island City in
an hour or less. The Legislature, therefore, chose Long Island City as the new county seat in 1872 and
appointed seven prominent men from the six towns to select a site and build a large new building that
would be adequate for years to come.
The commissioners fixed on a very central and prominent site for the new Court House, the junction
of the newly laid out, one hundred footwide Thomson Avenue with Jackson Aye. Although construction
began promptly, progress was slow; in 1874 the building had moved far enough along to be used for its
first court session. In 1876 the building was carried through to completion and the formal dedication
came on Apr. 4, 1877 with appropriate speeches and a banquet. Ironically, the majestic new court
house proved inadequate in less than a decade; the vast increase in political and court business overflowed the limited interior and in a short time the County Clerk's office and the Surrogate's Court had to

be moved to Jamaica.
One of the least attractive but unfortunately common features of life in Long Island City in the
1870's was the high incidence of fires. The city was peculiarly vulnerable because of the concentration
of industries producing highly flammable products like industrial oil, home lamp oil and varnishes. In almost every year there were major fires:

Looking east along Astoria Blvd. from the 92nd Street ferry house about 1920.

1870 Feb.
1871 June

Nassau Oil Works at 92nd St. ferry. Heavy destruction
Long Island Oil Works (Rockefeller). One oil tank burned out
August 3-story tenement house burned down; 74 homeless
Sept. Row of framehouses at Vernon & 46th Rd. burned out
1872 Feb. Sheehan's Saloon on Borden Aye. Whole bldg. & adjoining tenement
May Meyer & Lowenstein's Varnish Wks. Extensive destruction
July
Long Island Oil Works (Rockefeller's Standard Oil) 1100 barrels of oil & Coe's
Phosphate Works burned
Kelty's Cord & Trimming factory
Aug.
1873 Aug. Long Island Oil Works (Standard Oil) Buildings & barrels of oil
Autenrieth's Furniture Co. four large buildings
Aug.
1874 June Edward B. Smith's Varnish Works; 18,000 gals, of varnished burned

A. G. Mandel Varnish Works
Autenrieth's Furniture Co. more buildings
J. Bostwick Oil Works damaged
L. D. Hibbard Lard Oil Works. One building
John Roofing Co.
L. D. Hibbard Lard Oil Works. Totally destroyed
1879 Feb. D. Rosenberg Varnish Works-bad damage
June John Romain's Canning Works in Dutch Kills-destroyed
1880 Dec. Brooklyn Oil Refinery; fire & explosions in oil still
The great diversification of industry that is so characteristic of the Long Island City of our century
had not yet begun in the 1870's. The oil industry predominated over all others, followed closely by varnish production, lumber and the small machine shops & foundries that serviced the oil industry. Some
idea of the paramount importance of oil in Long Island City of the 1870's can be gleaned from press notices of the day:
1875 Jan.

July
July
Aug.
1876 July
1878 Sept.

The sheds of the Standard Oil Co., destroyed by the oil fire in July, have been rebuilt and
were Monday occupied for business purposes. They are two in number: the largest is 350 X
296 in extent and one story high; it is of brick with parapet walls 12 inches thick, rising from
four to six feet above the floor. It has a storage capacity of 35,000 barrels. The other is similarly built and is 175 X 168 in extent with a storage capacity of 20,000 barrels. There are few
openings in either buildings. The doors are all of iron and doubled. The sills are of iron and
filled in with brick andraised eight inches from the floor to prevent oil from running in or out.
Flushing Journal, Sept. 20, 1873 3:1
The Standard Oil Co. also furnish all or nearly all the oil that is used by the companies who
prepare the oil for illumination purposes; to Devoe, Pratt and other manufacturers who export it in cans. The Standard Oil Co. is the largest oil house in the world. They have works
both at Cleveland, O. and here. In this city they have enclosed seven acres of ground which
is used exclusively for their business. Their sheds cover an area of over Vh acres and have
been rebuilt since the fire last fall of brick at a heavy cost. The refining capacity of the works
is 40,000 gallons of oil a day. At present there are 75 men employed but in brisk times this
number is increased to three and four hundred. The work of rebuilding the works of this
company after the great fire last summer was done exclusively by our local contractors and
mechanics. Last year $200,000 was paid in wageswhich is but a portion of the benefits arising to our city on account of the location of their works here, as thousands and thousands of
dollars are spent by the ships in purchasing stores while lying here for their cargo. At one
time last fall 32 vessels were moored at our docks, in large majority of which were full-rigged
ships awaiting cargoes.

The mammoth tank lately completed by O'Hara, the 6th St. boiler maker, and of which
we have before spoken, is the largest oil tank in the world. The next in size is one a trifle
smaller located in Williamsburgh. The capacity of this tank is one million gallons, or will con-

tain four times as much water as can be obtained from the Cosman Farm, the "Water Folly
Fraud", in one day.
Flushing Journal, Apr. 4, 1874 2:5
The daily shipments from the wharves of the Standard Oil Co. average 13,000 barrels, each
barrel containing about 40 gallons which at the present rate of 20<t per gallon, makes their
daily transactions foot up to the enormous sum of $104,000.
Flushing Times, Aug. 25, 1876 2:4

In August 1877 it was reported that the work of laying pipes for the movement of oil from theStandard Works in Long Island City across Newtown Creek, the East River and underground through New
York to the North River had been completed.
The Pratt Astral Oil Works was almost as large with a plant at 44th Road fronting the river. In July
1879 they purchased eight acres of land at Blissville along Newtown Creek to expand their facilities.
Here they built six new tanks of 90 feet in diameter and 30 feet in height in October 1879.
Second in importance to oil came the varnish industry. Several companies had plants in Long Island
City: Edward B. Smith, Meyer & Loewenstein, D. Rosenberg & Co., Emil Caiman and others. Custave
Autenrieth's furniture factory occupied five large buildings on Newtown Creek but was severely burnt
out in 1873-75; refrigerators and sewing machine cases were a specialty. Pottery, tile & ceramics, later a
big industry, had already started with Smith's Long Island City Pottery Works on 48th Aye. & 47th Road.
In 1873 a gas works started in Hunter's Point under the name of the Long Island City Gas Light Co.
There were too few customers and the company went into receivership. In 1875 the company was reorganized as the Citizens Gas Light Company and new and larger works were erected on the Ravenswood
shore. Again the company failed and was reorganized in 1877as the City Gas Light Company; this eventually became the East River Gas Co.
The political situation in Long Island City became turbulent, disorderly and corrupt very early and
constant litigation with respect to elections and taxes marked the political history of the city. Things began harmoniously enough with all parties favoring Abram L. Ditmars, but when Ditmars proved too frugal and honest, opposition quickly arose. Part of the trouble was rooted in the fact that Hunter's Point
and Astoria, the two heavily populated parts of Long Island City, were very much unlike:
It is difficult to conceive of anything more disastrous to our young city than local prejudices
and occasional strife. Yet this is perhaps the danger to which we are most exposed of any
and which at this particular time has assumed a peculiarly threatening aspect. The conditions
for sectional prejudice are abundant and the greatest care ought to be exercised to curb and
restrain it, if it cannot be eradicated entirely, as we believe it may. The character, the pursuits, the financial condition of the mass of the people of the two ends of the city are very
dissimilar in many respects. There is more of the wealth, pride and culture, if you please, of
the old families in the north than in the south. They have acted together as a village corporation for a generation. In their politics they have hitherto presented a compact front. Favored
by nature with a location of unsurpassed beauty for private residences, their wealth, their society and their culture is the product of generations. They are more nearly a compact, homogeneous

community

than the south side.

Here in Hunter's Point everything is new. Our most populous districts can count their
years on the two hands of the youngest child in their midst. Their population is largely of foreign birth or descent. They are bold, enterprising, restless and in many respects undisciplined.
They lack the beautiful scenery and magnificent residences of the north end, but they have
the business center of the city and the great center of travel for the whole island. Theirpopulation and vote is nearly double the north end although their wealth is less. They lack the culture and refinement to be found among those old families and communities where wealth
and education have abounded for generations while they have all the pride and sensitiveness
which the consciousnessof their own strength and an appreciation of their own rights confer.

The municipal ferry boat "Bowery Bay" unloading passengers at the 92nd Street ferry about 1923. Frank Gaudette Photo

That jealousies should arise between two communities so dissimilar yoked together for
the first time by the stringent provisions of our revised charter, was to be expected. That they
should be allowed to ripen into permanent sectional parties would be a terribledisaster to all
concerned.
L.I. Star, Jun. 30, 1871 2:1
Despite the warning of the "Star", positions hardened early. Conservative elements backed the first
and nominated him forre-election in 1872 but the "Ring", as it came to be called, who favored
plenty of patronism, fat contracts and easy-going government, backed Henry S. Debevoise, the city
clerk, who, though an aristocrat of eminent ancestry, became the willing "front" for the Ring. Debevoise
won the election but since he was city clerk, he controlled the legal machinery of the election and was
the final canvasser of the votes. The wealthy and outraged Astorians who had backed Ditmars, one of
their own, raised a fund to dispute theelection in court. An extraordinary circuit was appointed by Gov.
John A. Dix to try the case. Both sides engaged eminent and distinguished counsel. The case lasted two
weeks but ended in a disagreement of the jury and a new trial never took place because of the high
mayor

costs.

In 1875 Abram Ditmars was successfully re-elected as mayor, but when he found that he was unaprevail against a hostile Common Council and saw the widespread corruption in the Water Board
and the Improvement Commission, he resigned abruptly in November 1875, leaving the president of the
Common Council, John Quinn, as acting mayor. In the elections of 1876 & 1878 Henry S. Debevoise
carried the popular vote and would have been elected to a fourth term in 1880 had not the loser,
George Petry, challenged the results and proved fraud. However, it took a jury until December 1882 to
decide this so that Debevoise did serve as mayor all during 1881 and 1882 and Petry was left with only
the last year of the three-year mayoral term. However, Debevoise's troubles were mounting. In the summer of 1882 three indictments had been found against him and he was charged by a Grand Jury with
embezzlement, misappropriation of funds and malfeasance in office. He was also charged with having
appropriated to his own use 49 city bonds amounting to $108,000. A suit was instituted to collect the
money and Debevoise was "jailed" in the Long Island City Court House, where he lived comfortably
and at home among friends.After a long trial, Debevoise was acquitted for lack of evidence but his political career was over.
The long reign of the Ring in Long Island City withalmost no interruption from 1872 to 1882 left the
city burdened with a debt that was almost crushing. The tax rate had crept up annually and weighed especially heavy on the poor. As early as 1872 there had been well-attended public meetings in Astoria
and Blissville demanding that the charter be amended to abolish all special commissions, the most potent source of graft; that the tax be limited to 2% on the valuationand that the Water Bill and City Hall
Bill be repealed, two more sources of jobbery. The move failed, of course; there was too much money
to be made keeping things as they were. In a petition circulated in 1876, it came out that Long Island
City had a bonded indebtedness of $852,500 or at the rate of $54.61 for every man, woman and child,
and the total indebtedness was the staggering sum for that day of $1,199,404.40. The whole state of
New York had an indebtedness of only ten million. This had accumulated as follows:

ble to

Thomson Aye. Bonds, Blissville Rd. Bonds & Hoffman
before May 1875
Additions from May 1875 to March 1876
Water Bonds
Survey Bonds
Fire Bonds for hydrants & apparatus
Astoria Indebtedness
First Ward Improvement

Aye.

Bonds
358,000.

3,000.
50,000.
133,000.
8,500.
1,980.
344,924.
1,199,404.

The almost complete rebuilding of the First Ward (Hunter's Point) had accounted for a full third of this
debt. So heavy a burden did not auger well to begin the 1880's.

Sectional and political tensions were not the only divisive forces in Long Island City. The large Irish
population, particularly in Hunter's Point, submerged politically, economically and culturally by the Protestant Establishment, clung to its historic Catholicism as a national identification symbol and resisted anything perceived as an encroachment. The "Bible War" of 1871 is an example of the immigrant defensiveness that lay just beneath the surface in the new Long Island City of the 70s. The school board in
September 1870 had prescribed the reading of scripture at the beginning of each school day. This ran
counter to Catholic church law which forbade reading of the Protestant Bible by Catholics and
attendance at readings from the King James Bible.
A little girl, no doubt encouraged by adults, protested publicly one day in the classroom against
these readings and created a sensation. A few days later three young 'teenage Irishmen, James Clark,
John Cotton and John Dennen, seized on the incident to demonstrate noisily in front of the school and
to forcibly resist the principal who tried to restore order. The principal in retaliation expelled the three
boys, whereupon they and their parents made impassioned and emotional appeals to the neighborhood
and sought to portray themselves as victims of religious persecution. News of the incident traveled
quickly and a mass meeting was called to protest against the reading of the Protestant Bible in a public
schooland the expulsion of the three boys. Several speakers condemnedthe action of the school board
and demanded the election of Catholics to the board. A committee of ten was formed, all with Irish
names, to call on the school trustees.
The school board and the Protestants in the city saw in theincident a dangerous attack on the public
school system and lawfully constituted authority. The issue threatened to tear apart the community; even
the New York press seized on the event to publish exaggerated and ridiculous reports and to talk about a
"great Bible War." The Long Island "Star" favored abolition of the reading of the Bible since it had become a divisive issue, noting that the State Legislature allowed but did not prescribe such readings; at the
same time, it condemned the current hysteria and censured the threat to the authority of the school
board. On Dec. 9, 1871 the school board had caused the arrest of the three young Irish disturbers of the
peace. The three were later released on condition that they made no further attempts to disrupt the
school; the issue of Bible reading in public schools was left to the courts for later determination.
One of the greatest and most enduring accomplishments of the 1870's was the blowing up of the
reefs in Hell Gate that had been a menace to shipping foralmost three centuries. These rocks and reefs
extending from the peninsula out into the river and in the passage between Astoria and Ward's Island,
were well known to the British Navy in Revolutionary days, and caused the loss of the frigate "Hussar"
in the fall of 1780. It struck Pot Rock, floated to the Bronx shore and sank, carrying with it the pay for
the British Army. So dangerous were these hidden ship-destroyers that on several occasions serious consideration was given to the idea of cutting a ship canal across the Astoria peninsula from Hallett's Cove
to Pot Cove to bypass the reefs in the East River. Some of the reefs were visible at low tide while others
lurked just under the surface ready to tear out thebottom of any vessel that passed overhead. The rocks
were well-marked on marine charts and bore picturesque names like Pot Rock, the Gridiron, the Frying
Pan, Mill Rock, Hog's Back, Shell Drake Reef, Bald-headed Billy, etc. So many ships came to grief in the
dangerouspassage that the State government regularly appointed "wreckmasters" for Hell Gate. Joseph
Brown of Astoria served seven terms of two years each as wreckmaster at Hell Gate during the 1860's
and 70's and during his term rescued 378 vessels from therocks.
In 1848 the United States Government ordered a survey of Hell Gate and Lts. Charles H. Davis and
David Porter to whom the work was entrusted, reported that the Gridiron, Pot Rock, Frying Pan Rock
and Way's and Bread & Cheese Reefs were dangerous to navigation. The government saw no feasible
way of removing these obstructions, until in August 1851 it engaged the French submarine engineer,
Benjamin Sylvester Hyacinth Maillefert, who had had experience in underwater rock removal in the Bahamas, the Red River in Louisiana and the St. Lawrence, Canada. The merchants of New York raised
$14,000 to commence the work. Maillefert began drilling with an iron tripod from the surface of the
water. With this crude equipment he succeeded in 1851-52 in removing enough of Pot Rock, Frying Pan
Rock, Way's Reef, Shell Drake Rock, Bald-headed Billy and Hoist Rock to render them less menacing.
In 1852 Congress appropriated $20,000 and $18,000 of this amount was expended on reducing Pot
Rock. In 1856 a commission appointed by Congress to make another examination of the rocks reported
in favor of removing them by drilling. No action was taken, however, until 1866 when Maj. Gen.
Newton surveyed the Gate and made his report in 1867.
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In June of 1868 when Congress, under heavy pressure from the political representatives of the New
York and Astoria shipping interests, inserted in the 1868 Rivers and Harbors Bill an appropriation of
$300,000 to eliminate the menace to navigation. On Sept. 26, 1868 the lowest bidder with responsible
security was awarded the contract. This proved to be Sidney R. Shelburne, who was required to blast
away enough of frying Pan Reef so that there should be a depth of 25 feet at low water; compensation
was to be $24,307. A second contract covered Pot Rock for which he was to be paid $13,498. This
time Mr. Shelburneand his associate, Mr. Case, used a diamond drill to work underwater; they received
an extension of time from the government but failed to do the work satisfactorily because their drilling
machine, operated first with water and afterwards by steam, was destroyed in collision with a vessel and
work was again suspended. It was becoming obvious that mechanical means would never do the job;
ordinary blasting powder or the newly developed nitroglycerin seemed the only effective means.
In June of 1869 the magazine "Scientific American" ran an article on Hell Gate and printed suggested solutions to deal with the problem. In June 1869 another contract was awarded to Benjamin Maillefert to remove to a depth of 25 ft. below low water mark Way's Reef, Pot Rock and Shell Drake Rock.
Maillefert had, over the years, perfected a new technique of surface blasting which had proved successful. Interestingly, he was now using dynamite, a newly perfected explosive.
More importantly, The Federal Government for the first time commenced its own operationsat Hell
Gate under General John Newton of the Corps of Engineers and his adjutant, Capt. Pierce. The government first surveyed the channel and then began the work of sinking a large coffer dam from which a
shaft could be sunk 30 feet and then extended horizontally in several directions.
On Aug. 5, 1869 Benjamin Maillefert began his operations on Way's Reef. He dropped cans filled
with 130 lbs. of powder on the surface of the rock and connected these with a battery in a boat some
distance off. When the charge was detonated, large chunks of rocks were blasted loose. Crowds
gathered on the shore to witness the jets of water sent 60 feet skyward. By the end of September Maillefert had set off 199 charges and had loaded up seven scows with 75 cv. yds. of rock each and had
leveled the reef to 18 feet below low water. General Newton, meanwhile, was using steam drills in his
coffer dam and had penetrated 15 feet.
In May 1870 Maillefert secured recommendations from the insurance companies, Chambers of
Commerce and Harbor Commissioners to extend his expiring contract. Over the summer an informal
Congressional committee investigated the whole Hell Gate project to check on the large sums of money
being spent. General Newton's work created so many ground-shaking explosions and hurled out so
manyboulders that the Eagle Oil Refining Company which was housed inside the abandoned shell of Ft.
Stevens secured an injunction to stop further bombarding of their plant. It turned out that six tunnels had
already been blasted out from 25 to 100 ft. long.
In December 1870 Benjamin Maillefert, whose cantract had at last run out, secured another to remove obstructions sunk by the rebels during the Civil War in the James River in Virginia. Maillefert never
returned to Hell Gate. After cleaning up the James River, he did further salvage work in the St. Lawrence
River and then worked a gold mine in North Carolina. He died there on Aug. 8, 1884 of typhoid fever at
71 and in Feb. 1886 his body was brought north and buried in St. Michael's Cemetery. No tombstone
marks his resting place and weeds and underbrush cover his grave.
General Newton exhausted his funds in early 1871 and for a while turned his attention to Governor's Island and other reefs. To cut down expenses, he perfected a cheaper blasting technique using nitroglycerine.
During the year 1872 Frying Pan Rock was leveled, the final blast being made in July of that year.
The following month work was commenced on Pot Rock. Forty holes had been bored when work had
to be suspended owing to the number of collisions between the scow used and passing vessels. Work
was recommenced on Way's Reef in 1874 and in that year the reef was reduced to a depth of 26 feet

below mean low tide.
On July 8, 1869 General Newton turned his attention to Hallett's Reef in the east channel of Hell
Gate. To the surprise of Congress, he applied for a new Hell Gate appropriation of $450,000. Work resumed in March 1871 on the coffer dam. The workattracted renewed attention in the "New York Tribune" in March and inspired another article in the "Scientific American" in its May 20th issue, featuring
drawings of the coffer dam, the galleries and scow drilling machines. During the summer of 1871 the

heading advanced farther out in the water and began to be affected by water seepage. Air pumps supplied fresh air to the workmen and every precaution was taken to avoid injuries. In September 1871 The
Secretary of War, General Sherman, came up from Washington to inspect the works.
Because of the extensive scale of the rock galleries, the work proceeded slowly and it was not until
June 1875 that the full plan was completed. At this time there were 35 tunnels radiating from the shaft
and ten transverse galleries 25 feet apart. The tunnels were from 17 to 22 feet high and from 9 to 12/2
feet wide. The galleries varied in height from 22 ft. to 12 ft. according to distance from the center and
theirwidth was 9 ft. Then began the work of drilling holes for the charges of explosive into the roof and
piers. These holes penetrated three inches and 5,375 of them honeycombed the roof and 1,080 the
piers. This laborious work took almost another year being completed in March 1876. Into the cavities
were lodged 13,597 cartridges connecting with 23 batteries, each to energize 160 wires which were divided into eight groups of 20 each. Gen. Newton appointed Sunday, Sept. 24, 1876 for the big blast. At
2:50 P.M. his daughter's hand pressed the button and Hallett's Reef blew up in a tremendous shower of
water and rock.

The task of clearing Hell Gate was not yet done. Flood Rock, a little offshore from Hallett's Reef,
was an even larger obstruction, 1200 ft. long and 600 feet wide composed of 270,717 cv. yds. of rock
or five times the volume of Hallett's Reef. Two great shafts were sunk into the rock this time and again
radiating tunnels were blasted out in all directions, with concentric circles of transverse galleries linking
the tunnels. The final destruction of Flood Rock was timed for Oct. 10, 1885. Astorians were advised to
take down their mirrors and to put their china on the floor. This second event drew great crowds on the
Manhattan and Astoria shores and a detachment of 125 soldiers from Willett's Point was brought out to
guard all approaches to the work. Again, Gen. Newton's little daughter pressed the detonator; at 11:13
A. M.; a colossal explosion shook the neighborhood and columns of water and huge boulders shot high
into theair. When the spray subsided, spectators were amazed to see Flood Rock still seemingly intact
but closer inspection revealed that the former solid rock was now a crumbled mass of loose rubble.
Once this debris was dredged away, commercial craft and pleasure steamers sailed safely and at full
speed through the once-dreaded Hell Gate to the Sound where forbidding rocks and treacherous reefs
had for decades barred their passage.
Although navigation through the Hell Gate passage was fairly safe for ships after the explosions of
1876, a union featherbedding arrangement prevented ship owners from benefiting. The Hell Gate Pilots
Association whose services had for decades been required by law, fought down every effort in the Legislature to end their monopoly; the ship owners fought to rid themselves of an exaction that was costing
them $125,000 a year in operating costs and at last, on June 15, 1881, secured the passage of a bill permitting their own captains to navigate the passage unassisted.
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CHAPTER XV
LONG ISLAND CITY AND PATRICK JEROME GLEASON
As Long Island City moved into the 80's, the hard times that marked the previous decade began to
give way to an improved economy which became visible in terms of an increased population, more
home building and a quickened business life. The growing pains were not entirely behind, however;
some nagging financial and political problems continued to plague the young city down to the turn of
the century.
One of the most persistent was a shortage of municipal revenue. The city for years experienced the
greatest difficulty in getting people to pay their taxes. The poor often did not have the money, and if the
city took title to the delinquent property, there were few buyers. The rich were the most persistent of all
in withholding their taxes and sometimes for years on end; a wealthy man like Edward J. Woolsey owed
$8000 in 1880, and this paled into insignificance beside large-scale defaulters like James Thomson who
was in arrears for $30,000 and Union College for a like amount. Four years later in December 1884
nothing had changed: Union College owed $33,641 for three years, James Thomson $32,774 for four
years, Woolsey $25,885 for three years and the Hoyt estate $10,087 for three years. The debtors maintained that they were victims of over-assessment or false assessment and when threatened with tax sales,
took the city to court.' Defending the suit was a costly process for the city and the wealth of the opponents enabled them to engage the best legal talent and to keep the case in the courts through numerous
re-hearings and adjournments. The tax assessors in 1879-80 in the case of the biggest delinquents once
went so far as to offer to release all claims for back taxes if they would pay promptly into the city treasury one-half the amount due. During several grievance hearings in 1880 the assessors virtually conceded that the valuations they had placed on land and structures were not capable of too close scrutiny
when they voluntarily made extensive tax reductions on hundreds of properties. This reasonableness was
appreciated by the poorer taxpayers for whom a few dollars meant the difference between retaining title
and losing their homes. However, the same action had the effect of confirming in the minds of many
that the tax amount had been improperly assessed in the first place and that continued resistance could
pry out of the city a further abatement. It was also unfair to those individuals who had paid their taxes
promptly and without protest. The newspapers commented on the unfortunate position that Long Island
City had gotten itself into:

Will the valuations placed this year upon the properties be accepted by the owners as sound
any more readily than they have been heretofore? We think not. Valuations on real estate remain the same as in the past with trifling exceptions. Therefore unless something is done to
restore the public confidence, we are as likely to meet with the same difficulties by and by as
we have recently been trying to get out of. In all probability, the number of delinquents next
year will be larger than at present. Many who have paid in the past, seeing the relief obtained
by the delinquents, will hold back expecting similar treatment in the future. Therefore, unless
something is done in the way of restoring confidence by a thorough overhaul and examining
of the assessment rolls all round, by men whosedecision will be regarded on every hand as
fair, just & impartial, and some measures taken in the Legislature to enable the authorities to
collect the tax when due, or to sell the property legally and to dispose of the title therein, we
fear considerable trouble will result. Making assessments on which the tax cannot be collected is a miserable as well as ruinous expedient to raise temporary credit. It is like a bankrupt
merchant returning his assets at 50% more than their worth to balance his debts. That is the
position of this city today and it is likely to continue until the mayor looks the question fairly
in the face and takes steps to have the assessment rolls made out on a basis that cannot be
gone back on.
L. I. Star, Dec. 24, 1880 2:2

Some individuals owed the city to the extent of $10,000 and some of her corporations
$40,000, these amounts accumulating through the several years they have refused, neglected
or dodged paying their taxes, and now they are to be released if they will pay into the city
treasury one-half the amount due. Of course, if their property was legally and justly assessed,
the full amount was collectible and the compromise takes the shape of a gross wrong to
those who have paid their taxes each year fully and promptly, for the reason that a large
amount of the uncollected tax is owing to the County and the County will insist upon payment in full, and whatever of deficiency accrues from the compromise must be paid in part
by the prompt paying taxpayers.
Our contemporary rightly remarks that the full amount was collectible-if their property
was legally and justly assessed. But was it? Those were the very points the three tax commissioners were selected to examine into. In one instance, that of the heaviest delinquent, much
of the property was assessed at about $1000 per acre. This, it should be borne in mind, was
unimproved farmland lying a mile or two from the river and with no special advantage as to
location or attractiveness and with no improvements or buildings going on upon the property
or in its immediate vicinity. As building lots or plots, there has been no market for those lands
and the only possible use they could be put to was in market gardening. Was it just to assess
such property at $1000 an acre? And did not the Tax Commission in reducing the assessment
50% leave the same even then at an exorbitantly high figure? Dozens of other instances of
similar injustice might be cited and the revision which has lately been madeand which is creating so much unfair criticism from a lack of clear understanding of the question is the first
decisive and important step that has to be taken to a practical and business-like solution of
our financial difficulties. The truth is, our assessments have for years been levied in a miserably loose and unsystematic way, and as a result, glaring inequalities and injustices are found
on every hand when a thorough overhauling of the books is made. Our friend of the "Gazette" we think will commend the wisdom of our authorities even at this late date in endeavoring to reach a firm and sure basis where it is possible to collect the public revenue without
bringing ruin upon the landowners by a virtual confiscation of their property.
L.I. Star, Dec. 31, 1880 2:1
The money shortfall in the city budget caused by the non-receipt of taxes forcedcuts in services, the
police and the teachers being the chief sufferers, for they either received no pay at all for weeks at a
time or else were paid in city certificates which could be cashed only at a large discount. By December
of 1882 the police had received no cash wages for two years' running and William Steinway created a
sensation when, as a Christmas gesture of goodwill, he redeemed all the December certificates at full
value so that the men might have money for the holidays or for gifts. During the administration of Mayor
Petry beginning in 1883, tax reform was pursued and thereafter the flow of tax revenue became more
regular and more productive.
The year 1882 proved to be one of the most sensational in the history of Long Island City. In the
summer of the previous year, New York City, in a rare burst of municipal virtue had outlawed gambling
and book-making, and the gamblers in an effort to stay in business, had moved to pool halls and saloons
at the foot of Borden Avenue. Here they were only a ferry ride away from their customers and their old
haunts and operated in an atmosphere of easy tolerance. Faro and roulette tables began to appear; the
rooms were open night and day and attracted a very shady crowd of steerers, confidence men and professionals who preyed on the unsophisticated. Even the Long Island R.R. engaged extra police to protect
their passengers from solicitation. The city police appeared to ignore the gambling dens or made only
faint-hearted attempts to stop the action. On Oct. 1, 1881 ten policemen descended on the four pool
rooms, but three of the four had been tipped off in advance and when the police arrived, the "rouge et
noir" and faro tables had quietly disappeared; at the fourth hall, a few men were caught jumping from
windows and the operators were fined $75.
The winter weather apparently put an end to the gambling business and nothing was heard from
themuntil April 1882, when they returned in full force. The operators had improved their local contacts
over the winter and enlarged their business and it was noticed that the police studiously avoided not only any act of suppression but even official notice of the operation. The "Long Island City Star" and its
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editor, Thomas Todd took up the issue and began a rousing newspaper campaign against the gamblers
with scathing editorials, expressions of moral outrage, and most embarrassing of all, an indictment of the
police and city officials for their strange toleranceand mysterious unwillingness to move against a wideopen gambling hall, too notorious for even New York City to stomach. The "Star" lined up the decent
citizenry, the Astoria Establishment, the ministers and some of the business community to sign a mammoth petition to force some action on the part of the police. Bowing to pressure, Police Captain Woods
marched to the pool halls one morning at 10 A. M. but considerately withdrew his forces by 1 P. M.
when the pool-selling of the day normally began. The "Star" seized on the mock raid and printed editorials and articles asking why Capt. Woods continued to fail to do his duty. Goaded by the drumfire in
the press, Capt. Woods madeanother raid and arrested one pool-seller clerk. The rest pursued their business without police interference.
In Astoria the leading citizens had organized a Law & Order Society embracing almost every one of
any community standing. Questions began to be asked about who in high places could have given the
orders to the police to do nothing and many boldly pointed to Mayor Debevoise himself. On Aug. 15th
a petition signed by 50 prominent men was sent to Mayor Debevoise bidding him enforce the law or resign his office. A week later several hundred additional names were added to the petition. The Law &
Order Society, convinced that the police were under orders to do nothing, appealed to the County Sheriff's office; on Aug. 30th the sheriff pounced on the pool halls and actually routed the pool sellers. Capt.
Woods and Police Commissioner Williams pretended to take credit for the raid.
With the pool sellers dispersed, the "Star" and the responsible citizenry of the city felt relieved; to
their surprise and horror, the gamblers came back and reopened their rooms on Sept. 27th. This time the
sheriff refused to conduct another raid on the ground that the Law & Order Society paid him only $50
of the $200 that he had been promised; Capt. Woods also studiously looked theother way. The Society,
unable to get local action, appealed to its opposite number in Manhattan and Anthony Comstock, their
enforcer, came to Long Island City and raided the dens. The gamblers had been forewarned of his coming and fled, but he seized all of their equipment and impounded it. This seems to have convinced the
gambling fraternity that the atmosphere in Long Island City was not favorable to continued operation and
we hear nothing furtherof them.
As if the pool selling scandal were not eventful enough for one year, the political fortunes of Mayor
Debevoise now rapidly went from bad to worse and created further bad publicity for the city. In the
election of November 1880, George Petry, a prosperous hardware dealer, challenged the Democratic
machine of Mayor Debevoise; Debevoise had managed to win another term with the help of his aides
who carefully supervised the voting and picked the election locations, usually a private home or a friendly saloon. Debevoise had rolled up 1800 votes to Petry's 1505, but Petry, refusing to accept theofficial
totals, brought suit for fraud in May 1881.
No one expected much to come from this suit and for months the challenge dragged its way
through the courts. Before any decision was forthcoming, a group of militant citizens, disgusted with the
corruption of the Debevoise administration, succeeded in having the mayor arrested on a warrant authorized by the State Attorney General for fraud in retaining and converting to his own use $108,936 of
the public moneys in the form of city bonds (April 1882). This was a real political bombshell and a
shock to the Regular Democrats who controlled the party. The party stalwarts managed to round up fifteen moneyed supporters, including some Debevoise relatives, who put up $50,000 bail. Mayor
Debevoise, after a week's silence, made a statement to the press, claiming that the city owed him
$4000; meanwhile, the proceeds for the missing bonds could not be found. The crisis of confidence in
the government of Long Island City attracted much unfavorable newspaper comment in the succeeding
months:
Public affairs in Long Island City, as has been indicated in these columns for months past, are
going on from bad to worse. The city defaulted on Tuesday in the interest due on its bonds
on that day to the extent of $11,000. What action will be taken by the bondholders is not yet
known. It is believed that the more prominent of them will shortly hold a meeting and act in
concert. At present the municipal authoritiesappear to be callous to the deplorable condition
of the city's affairs. The only man having power to effect a prompt reformation is Mayor

Debevoise and he is bound hand and foot by the position in which he has placed himself.
The trial of the suit in which he, as defendant, is virtually charged with embezzling more than
$100,000 of the city's funds is now staring him in the face.
For some unexplained reason, a quorum of the Board of Aldermen cannot be obtained
to transact any business. It is freely said that some of thealdermen have been bribed by the
pool-sellers to prevent an investigation by the Common Council. Of the seven members of
the Common Council, four are now keeping liquor stores. One of them, Reilley, was convicted the other day of violating the Excise law. Alderman Nehrbauer, until recently an engine
driver in the employ of Steinway & Sons, is the latest addition to the ranks of the liquor-sellers. The Police and Health Boards have practically ceased to exist, there being only one
member left. The School Board is split into two factions-the one in the majority being very
generous with the people's money. The Water Department, the Fire Department and, in fact,
all the various bureaus, are accused of being practically useless. Indeed, the entire history of
the City Government from the time of the incorporation of the city, is declared to be a disgraceful record of fraud and mismanagement, and on every hand the citizens are asking,
"How long will it last?"
-New York Evening Post, quoted L.I. Star, Aug. 11, 1882 2:5
Long Island City is a good place to emigrate from. The municipality is bankrupt. The mayor is
bankrupt. The police do not receive their pay. Gambling of the most flagrant kind openly

flourishes without interference from the authorities. And now, to cap the climax, it is announced that the public schools will not be opened in the fall because there is no money to
pay the teachers. Many of the schools, too, are in so bad a sanitary condition as to be
for the reception of children. A sad state of affairs, this, truly.
Our contemporary is correct in all it states with the exception of its assertion about the
public schools. They will all be opened on time with possibly one exception, the Hunter's
Point or First Ward school. In the case of that school there may be a little delay through the
attempt of some unscrupulous ward politicians to secure a job of repairs, to do which it
would be necessary to keep the school closed for a time....The matter of salaries does not
enter into the question of the opening of the schools, albeit it there will be due to the teachers on Sept. 1 two months' salary in three wards and three months in the other two wards.
Aug. 1 1, 1882 2:5-L.I. Star, quoting "Bklyn. Times"
In September 1882 the scandal surrounding the Debevoise administration intensified when the
newspapers reported the discovery of the body of Long Island City treasurer John R. Morris found floating in the East River among the rocks off Sanford's Point. All sorts of rumors floated about the city concerning the suicide of an official so closely identified with the Debevoise administration. Then, a month
later the grand jury handed up an indictment against Mayor Debevoise for embezzlement and malfeasance in office. A week later the indictments were set aside by the judge hearing the case on the
grounds of "informality", but the mayor remained under a cloud.
To the astonishment and pleasure of many of the better element in Long Island City, the Supreme
Court, which had been hearing Petry's charge of electoral fraud, rendered its decision in January 1883
that the 2nd Ward ballot boxes had been stuffed by Debevoise henchmen and that George Petry was
the legitimately elected mayor of Long Island City. The "Star" published an extra, ran portraits and a biography of Petry and hailed the end of the corrupt Debevoise era. Although the decision of the court
upheld Petry's charges of fraud, the fact was that two years during which Petry should have been mayor-1881 and 1882-had passed irretrievably and that only one year of his term was left. Petry lost no time
in assuming the reins of office and in rooting out as much of the corruption as was possible. He fired
Capt. Woods immediately for his failure to act against the pool sellers and nine of his men with him.
Public sympathy for Petry's determination to give Long Island City a clean new image and because he
had been wrongfully deprived of two-thirds of his term in office insured his election to a full term in the
mayoral election in the fall of 1883. A landslide vote of 1946 to 1415 showed that the city was anxious
forreform and a better reputation in the eyes of the country.
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In the next three years 1884-1886 inclusive, Petry and his new treasurer, Frederick W. Bleckwenn,
reformed many of the loose and wasteful practices of the past and Petry was careful to appoint competent and honest men to city posts. It is at this point in Long Island City's history that we must turn to another figure-Patrick Jerome Cleason-a man whose political fortunes were on the rise and who would
soon dominate every aspect of the city's municipal life from 1886 to 1897. He sat twice as alderman in
the Common Council, ran for mayor on four occasions, was elected mayor three times and served a total of 9 yrs. in office. He left behind none of the usual materials for biography like letters & private papers and for his early life we are dependent on his own "biography", a half-hearted attempt begun in
the last year or so of his life and never completed beyond the first chapter.
Cleason was born in the parish of Drum & Inch in County Tipperary, Ireland, on April 25, 1844 and
grew to be 6'l'/4" tall, reputedly the smallest in a family of seven boys and one girl. He migrated to
America in May 1862 to follow some of his brothers who had already come here. He enlisted in the
99th New York Volunteers and was transferred to the 63rd New York Volunteers in which his brother
was an officer. After coming out of the Army, he got into the distillery business in Flushing, but when he
failed to pay the excise taxes, the government shut him down on Aug. 8, 1868. For a brief time he operated a saloon in Williamsburgh but came to Long Island City to edit a newspaper, the "Long Island City
News" beginning in June 1871. His very poor schooling ill fitted him for this post and he failed to survive the ridicule his awkward prose inspired. In 1872 he ran for office in the 7th Assembly District in
Brooklyn but failed.
Determined to put all these failures behind him, Cleason went to join some of his other brothers in
San Francisco, where he arrived in Feb. 1873. Again he started a distillery business, made money and
sold it. After substantially increasing his fortune in the stock market, he reappeared in Long Island City in
November 1873. Cleason was one of the first with the foresight to realize that a fortune could be made
by building a horse car line to Calvary Cemetery for the convenience of New York families who had
their dead buried thereand in 1874 he built the line. For six years he managed his car line quietly; then
in 1880, at the age of 36, he married a Brooklyn girl, Isabelle Bennett, and moved from 112 Front Street
(now 2nd St.), the first building behind Miller's Hotel, to a fancy new row house on 45th Aye. near 23rd
St.
Cleason's political career began in 1881. He was nominated in October by the Democratic convention for the 2nd Assembly District but declined because he was not interested in offices on the State level. He was then nominated for alderman of the First Ward by the Regular and Independent Democrats.
The election was a three-cornered one with the Republicans also fielding a candidate. Cleason won
when the Regular Democrats swept the ticket. When Cleason took office in January 1882, he was elected president of the board by acclamation and he lost no time involving himself in every committee and
area of city government.
We have already described the political turmoil of the year 1882, the fall of Debevoise and the installation of George Petry as mayor. Petry promised reform and economy in the management of the city,
but, to the surprise and disappointment of many, Cleason, as president of the Board of Alderman,
clashed with Petry, intrigued with the dispossessed Democratic machine, and on many occasions not
only opposed the mayor's efforts at reform but even led the board in overriding Petry's vetoes of measures the mayor considered extravagant, wasteful or needless.
In the mayoral campaign of 1883 the Regular Democrats of theold machine, sensing in Cleason a
man after their own hearts, selected him as their candidate while the Independent Democrats and the
Republicans united to support Petry. Petry won theelection but Cleason had emerged as a significant rival who would bide his time until the Reform movement had run its course. In the midst of the campaign, Cleason lost his wife to tuberculosis; not long after, Gleason moved out of his elegant brick-front
house on 45th Avenueand returned to his bachelor flat on 2nd Street with his little daughter Jessie, born
four months before her mother's death. Cleason's term as alderman also expired on Dec. 31, 1883 and
he retired to private life but not for long.
In the next Aldermanic election-1885-Cleason was elected alderman-at-large from the First District
and in November 1886 he put himself up for election as mayor as an independent without being nominated by the Regular Democrats or Independent Democrats, running against George Petry. In the election he won 1436 votes to Petry's 1258. He owed his election to the vote of the working-class Irish of
the First Ward, Hunter's Point & Blissville.

Gleason now occupied two offices at once-alderman and mayor; when asked to resign his council
seat he refused on the ground that there was no statute in the City Charter forbidding dual office holding
which was true. No one in 1871 had foreseen this eventuality. Cleason's dual status gave him unique
power; he could act as a legislator and then pass or veto his own legislation. Gleason held on to his alderman's seat until the term of his office expired.

In the mayoral election of 1889 it was once again a race between Gleason and Petry but Petry then
surprised everyone by withdrawing in favor of Frederick W. Bleckwenn, the Independent and Republican candidate who had been serving as treasurer since the scandal attending his predecessor's suicide.
Bleckwenn was an upper-class, well-educated German who had come to America in 1858 and had long
managed the publishing and book-importing firm of William Radde & Co. which itself had extensive real
estate interests in Astoria. Although Gleason was censured in the press for well-documented corruption,
he managed to win the election by showmanship and publicity. While Bleckwenn decorously stayed
home and disdained to exhibit himself in the streets, Gleason rode about the city in a dog cart on election day and hung up his own campaign posters in the city schools. Gleason won 2890 votes to 2557
for Bleckwenn; in the City Council, three Gleasonites were elected out of a slate of seven.
During Gleason's second term as mayor (1890-1892), his personal conduct in office rapidly lost him
the waning respect he had managed to command up to now. He not only engaged in unbecoming
shouting matches but began to lose his temper in public and to physically assault opponents and employees. This undignified conduct in the top official in the city attracted the attention of the New York
press which portrayed him as a buffoon and a common brawler and an offensive loud-mouth. The responsible men of Long Island City were mortified by their chief magistrate's conduct and pained at the
damage he was doing to the city's image. The better classes in Long Island City had always been embarrassed by Gleason's vulgarity and crudity and the flagrant patronage that marked his conduct of municipal affairs but this was too much. The tide now began to turn.
Gleason's six years in office are a classic study in boss rule and a mirror image of the Tweed era in
New York City. Gleason made himself absolute master of the city government and not only returned the
municipal administration to the corrupt ways of the Debevoise regime, but greatly improved on the former mayor in the scale of his corruption. Gleason made himself the master of the key departments of
the city governments by appointing himself as presiding officer of the Board of Education, The Board of
Water Supply, the Police Board, the Fire Department, etc. In others, he appointed figureheads who
owed their jobs to him. Loyalty to the boss and to the machine came before all else; where he did not
control jobs directly,he wielded power through the awarding of contracts and licenses to do business.
Only the upper classes, chiefly in Astoria and Bowery Bay, whosewealth was inherited or derived from
New York businesses, were independent of Gleason and able to confront him or checkmate his manipulation of the government. The poor were compelled to vote for him because their own or their father's
or brother's livelihood depended on party loyalty, and Gleason saw to it that enough profit filtered down
the line to make loyalty to him worthwhile.
Gleason realized on assuming office in 1887 that the schools in Long Island City were inadequate
and that larger and more modern buildings were needed. Heasked for an appropriation of $75,000 and
it was voted to him without question. In 1889 he applied for an additional sum of $120,000 and again
received the money. In 1890 he requested yet another appropriation of $50,000 and again it was approved by the Common Council. When the mayor demanded an additional appropriation of $175,000
in 1890 to complete the schools on top of the $245,000 already approved, the wealthier land owners
called a halt, appointed a committee of prominent citizens, and, after a hard struggle against Gleason at
Albany, wrested away from the mayor his power to build schools, transferring this function to a School
Commission. Up to this time not a single new school had been completed, though sites had been acquired in the First, Second, Third and Fifth Wards, and a few foundations dug. Meanwhile, the old Sixth
Street school, used since the 60's, had been condemned by the Board of Healthand evacuated; because
of the pressure of pupils, Gleason rented a Ackerly & Gerard factory building at $1333.33 per month
and then secured ownership of the building so that the rent went into his own pocket. Even this was not
enough and a second site, the McGrath building at Vernon & 47th Rd. was pressed into service along
with the basement of the Second Methodist church. In 1890 the building of new school #1 began, but
proceeded at a snail's pace; only after Gleason lost the election Nov. 1892 and the School Commission
took the building in hand did construction resume and it was not ready for use till 1893.

Looking south down 41st Street from Ditmars Avenue in 1918. All these men have been drafted for service in WorldWar
I and are posing for a group picture. (Astoria Hist. Soc.)

Gleason's political domination of the school system affected not just the awarding of contracts but
the staffing of the schools as well. Fewer than 10% of the teachers hired held state certificates; most
were young girls whose only qualification for teaching was that they were the relatives or friends of
Gleason's ward bosses. No licensing system of any kind existed at this period and continued employment depended on the good will of the machine and the good voting record of the family.
The Fire Department was another area that Gleason manipulated to his advantage. When he came
into office, Long Island City had a well-organized and efficient volunteer system. Gleason eventually
won approval from Albany for a paid Fire Department on the plea that $14,000 annually would be sufficient to guarantee a level of personnel and equipment equal to the old system. When thelaw went into
effect, Gleason appointed a chief at $1000 and so many firemen at $800 a year that thewhole $14,000
was used up just for salaries. The volunteer companies were disbanded and their apparatus sold at a sacrifice. Gleason then supervised the lavish purchase of steamers, trucks, horses, etc. so that by 1892 there
was an indebtedness of $20,000 in the Fire Dept. budget. Of course, the appointment of new municipal
firemen and the awarding of contracts for apparatus was carefully supervised by the mayor, who made
himself president of the Board of Fire Commissioners and controlled all appointments to the board.
Gleason also made himself president of the Water Board. Neither he nor his bookkeeper Fiesel was
bonded and the books of the board stayed in Gleason's keeping. In the six years from 1887 to 1892 the
board went from a surplus of $21,000 to a deficit in 1891 and again in 1892. Although the law required
the filing of an annual report, none was ever submitted; neither was there any audit of any expenditure
made by the board.
Gleason controlled all appointments to the Board of Assessors and used the board for patronage and
his own purposes. The board made up lists of names for grand jurors that consisted of personal friends
not qualified to serve. The subservient board punished Gleason's political opponents by unjustly and inequitably raising the assessed valuation of their property while reducing the burdens of the faithful. Securing redress from unjust valuations imposed on his enemies the delays and heavy costs of a court
fight.
Although Gleason in his dealings with individuals could be autocratic and physically brutal if he
sensed opposition or disrespect, he was fond of posing as a friend of the people and champion of the
oppressed. In a bid to attract public attention as a fighter against powerful and "soulless" corporations,
he mounted a carefully orchestrated and theatrically staged raid against the Long Island R.R. in December 1888. The mayor and some of his workmen converged on 2nd Street & Borden Avenue and informed the railroad officials that they had just 30 mins. to remove their fences, tracks and cars from 2nd

Street. When the railroad made no response, Gleason, his Public Works Commissioner and 12 workmen
set to work to chop down the fences and rip up the tracks. Crowds of people flocked to the spot and
silently watched. When a locomotive and train of cars backed down the track, Gleason ordered the engineer arrested. The railroad hauled the mayor to court but in the end quietly removed its tracks. Some
reporters noted that Gleason's own street cars were nightly parked on Borden Aye. blocking the road,
and the mayor some days later quietly rented a vacant lot to store the cars. The raid on the railroad
earned Gleason the nickname "Battle Ax" and he thereafter proudly adopted the ax as his party emblem.
The aldermanic election of 1891 returned no pro-Gleason men at all to office and brought back
Frederick Bleckwenn, a scrupulously honest man, as city treasurer-a sign of things to come. When election time rolled around again in November 1892, Gleason's corrupt administration weighed heavily
against him and the city's most important newspaper, the "Star", printed a devastating account of his
misdeeds and an unsparing attack on his bullying, abrasive personality. Gleason defiantly ran for a third
term as mayor, but the newspaper and verbal attacks on him accelerated and his own treasurer, Frederick Bleckwenn, attacked him during the campaign. As a result, he lost to the Jeffersonian Democratic
candidate, Horatio S. Sanford, in a three cornered election: Sanford tallied 2679, Gleason 2495 and
Manly, the Republican, 1483. Gleason boldly challenged the vote by claiming that 1191 ballots had Sanford's name misspelled and that they should be voided. Gleason's City Clerk Burke obligingly refused to
certify Sanford's election, Sanford submitted his case against Burke to the Grand Jury. To everyone's
amazement, Gleason contrived to be seated as a grand juror and refused to heed the court's remonstrance that he could hardly with propriety sit on a case in which he was vitally interested. The presiding

judge put an end to the farce by ruling that Cleason was incompetent to serve. Gleason, nevertheless,
refused to vacate the mayoral offices and only when a policeman clapped a hand on his shoulder and
made it clear that they were prepared to physically eject him did he yield.
During 1890 and 1891 Cleason had gone to very large expense to extend his cemetery trolley line
from Calvary through to Middle Village, build a power plant near the ferry and electrify some of his
horse cars. He did have the satisfaction of seeing his line open on March 29, 1891 as the first electric
street railroad in Long Island City. He also got into the water business by incorporating the Woodside
Water Company in 1890 and arranged an $80,000 contract between his private company and Long Island City for supplemental water to augment the municipal supply. It was later charged that Cleason's
Commissioner of Public Works had disconnected some of the city's pumping stations to create the
shortage. The litigation and the appeal arising from this scandal went on beyond Cleason's death.
In the election of November 1895 Cleason ran as the Regular candidate and in a three-cornered
election scored his last personal triumph with 2550 votes. John P. Madden, the Jeffersonian Democratic
nominee, had come dangerously close with 2520. Cleason's first act was to fire all the appointees of exMayor Sanford. His political enemies, now numerous, caused the State Attorney General to begin ouster
proceedings on the ground that he had never been properly naturalized as a citizen. Gleason again successfully evaded these attempts to dislodge him but took the precaution of applying for new papers.
Gleason was in office only four months when the Consolidation Act for a Greater New York was signed
into law by the governor in May 1896; the result of this historic piece of legislation was that Gleason became the last mayor of Long Island City and that his term was shortened to two years only instead of the
usual three (1896-1897).
Troubles piled up.for Gleason in these last years. In 1896 he suffered a heart attack, probably induced by financial worriesand political harassment. Although his trolley line was carrying an average of
350,000 passengers a year, the expenses were outrunning the income in each year. The Long Island
Loan & Trust Co., which had capitalized his electrification project, foreclosed in May 1895 and a receiver took over. On May 9, 1896 Cleason's property and franchises were sold at auction and bought in by

William Steinway.

Incredibly, Gleason refused to be beaten and in 1897 he actually announced himself as a candidate
for mayor of Greater New York itself. Though short of funds, he paid for a political extravaganza consisting of a mammoth boat excursion and banquet to launch his candidacy. No one took him seriously
outside of a few party faithful; in the election Cleason trailed in fifth place with a humiliating 881 votes,
only 409 of them from Queens County.
In 1899 Cleason was forced to declare himself a bankrupt; he had started a suit to collect his mayor's salary for 1898, lost by consolidation, and another suit to force the new Queens Borough administration to continue renting the city hall building which he owned. During his last years-1898-1901 he
faded into political obscurity, an object of contempt to his enemies and deserted by the political hangers-on to whom he could no longer dole out patronage. He died on May 20, 1901, the most colorful
figure in Long Island City's history. His passing evoked little comment and even the Long Island City
"Star" which had attacked him for years could bring itself to print only a grudging obituary. No newspaper printed his picture and today his likeness is almost impossible to find. The comment of Peter Ross in
his "History of Long Island" (1902) is fairly representative of history's verdict:

The most famous of all mayors, famous for his vulgarity, his defiance of law and his aptitude
for holding votes was Patrick Jerome Gleason, the last of the city's own rulers, and who, after
a curious career, became a political nonentity, a bankrupt, and died poor and heartbroken
early in 1901." (p. 575)

Steinway Lines trolley on Broadway at Steinway Street in the spring of 1939.

CHAPTER XVI
LONG ISLAND CITY ON THE EVE OF CONSOLIDATION
The new mayor, Horatio S. Sanford, was one of the four sons of Dr. Samuel T. W. Sanford of
Ravenswood. Born in 1853, he was educated at City College and then traveled over the country as a
salesman for his father's patent medicines. In 1878 he became associated with his father and brothers in
the manufacture of the same. His sole contact with public life was a term as commissioner of the
Vernon and Jackson Avenue Improvements, where he attracted the attention of reform-minded Democrats for his business-like, honest management of the public moneys. In his three-year tenure as mayor,
1893-1895, he strove to undo the harm of the Cleason years and to restore public confidence in the
city's institutions and finances. Sanford turned his attention to each of the city's departments in turn and
the Long Island City that emerged as a result of his efficient administration was essentially the mature
city that we shall try to portray here in all its varied aspects on the eve of consolidation.
One of Sanford's first priorities was the Fire Department which he reorganized with funds authorized
by the Legislature. Kelsey, in his "History of Long Island City" summarizes these:
Until January 1893 the force & apparatus of the Fire Dept. were inadequate to the service
required. At that'time the work of thorough reorganization was instituted and continued until
the department reached its present status of equipment. The Legislature appropriated
$35,000 for the purpose and $40,000 annually for its maintenance. The proceeds of the
bonds thus authorized were devoted to the purchase of four new engines, two of the LaFrance pattern and two made by the American Fire Engine Co., two Hay's trucks with extension ladders, two Cleason & Bailey hose wagons, 5000 ft. of new rubber hose and the outfitting of two trucks with six Halloway chemical fire extinguishers. Two former fire houses have
been repaired, five others erected and leased to the city on 5-year terms, while 24 horses
and 38 well-drilled firemen under a competent chief, complete the preparations for efficient
service
in addition there are five fire boats, all owned by the Newtown Creek Towing
Co. in constant readiness for service. Of these the "Protector" is under special contract with
the city to render assistance at any needed point along the water front. She is equipped with
pumps, hose and an 80 HP engine. The effective work done by these boats at various times
is well known to the public, p. 66
The nine fire companies were as follows:
Engine Company No. 1 Jackson Aye. between 48th Aye. & 47th Rd. (old 105 Jackson Aye.)
with a hose tender and 1000 ft. of hose. Later moved to 47th Aye. Became
#158 and still later #258
Engine Company #2 on Gale Aye. between 32nd Place and 34th St. Columbian Eng. with
1000 ft. of hose. Later #159 and later #259.
Engine Company #3 on 28th St. between 39th Aye. and 38th Aye. with hose wagon and
1000 ft. of hose. Became #161 and later #261.
Engine Company #4 on south side of Main St. near junction with Astoria Blvd. Later #162
and still later #262
Engine Company #5 on south side of Astoria Blvd. and east of Steinway street with hose
wagon and 1000 ft. of hose. Became #163 and still later #263
Hook & Ladder & Chemical Engine #1 on east side of Vernon Aye. above 37th Aye.
Changed in 1895 to Engine Company #6. Later #160 and still later #260.
Hook & Ladder & Chemical Engine #2 on west side of 36th St. near Jackson Aye. Sunnyside.
Site absorbed by railroad yards. Became #66.

Hook & Ladder #3 on 47th Road near Jackson Aye.; later moved to 47th Aye. Hays Truck.
Became #65 and still later #115.
Hook & Ladder Company #4 on south side of Astoria Blvd. and east of Steinway St. Hays
truck. Later #67 and still later #117.
These Long Island City companies were the only ones in all Queens to be taken over by New York City
in 1898; all others in "rural" Queens remained as volunteer companies down to 1914. It is worth mentioning here that five pieces of pre-1891 Long Island City fire apparatus (pumpers and hose carriages) are
still preserved in the city's Fire Department Museum at 104 Duane St., N.Y. For many years there were
threeretired firemen's associations in Long Island City: the Exempts at 30th St. & 37th Aye.; theVeteran
Firemen at Astoria Blvd. & Main St.; and the Volunteer Firemen at 27-01 Jackson Aye. at 43rd Aye. The
last survivor of this latter group died in 1961.
The Police Department was another of Mayor Sanford's concerns. Under the amended charter of
1871, Long Island City was allowed to have a police captain, one sergeant and 30 patrolmen, all controlled by a Board of Police Commissioners. Rather remarkably, Capt. Marshal Woods retained his position through the various political changes from 1871 down to 1896. The growth in population of the city
made a tiny police force impractical and on the eve of consolidation the force had grown to a captain, a
sergeant, several acting sergeants and 75 patrolmen. There were only two precincts: Hunter's Point with
two acting sergeants, two roundsmen and 27 patrolmen, and Astoria with two acting sergeants, two
roundsmen and 33 patrolmen. To judge from the roster of names, it would appear that the police force
was 98% Irish.
The school situation, once it was removed from Cleason's control and into the hands of a School
Commission, rapidly improved. The work on the new brick schools in the First, Second, Third and Fifth
Wards was pressed and the First Ward building, the largest and most desperately needed at Jackson Avenue & 46th Road (still standing today and the last survivor of the Gleason era buildings) was particularly
pushed. Many felt that the school was altogether too big and an attempt on Cleason's part to build a
monument to himself, yet as early as 1905, an addition had to be built on the north side to accommodate the ever-growing enrollment. When the funds in the Board of Education ran out in Sept. 1892, all
work on #1 had ceased; the School Commission had to ask the Legislature for an additional $90,000
(Cleason had asked $175,000) to finish the building, and it was finally opened in 1893. The Board of
Education had acquired Steinway's private elementary school on Steinway St. between Ditmars and 23rd
Ayes. (built 1876) by purchase in March 1892 and this became thelater P.S. #8. On Aug. 24, 1893 the
School Commission purchased from the Monson heirs the old stone Halsey mansion on 2nd Street & Astoria Blvd. for $24,360 and converted it into the city high school. The four new schools completed
under Mayor Sanford were as follows:
Ward #1 Jackson Aye. & 46th Road. Today this is no longer used as a school and serves as
an art centre. Modern address is 20-01 46th Rd.
Ward #2 37th Street & 47th Aye., southeast corner. Later, this became an annex of P.S.
#80
Ward #3 between Crescent Street & 27th St. and south of 40th Aye. became school #4
Ward #5 between 21st Street and 22nd Street above Astoria Blvd. became #7.
In 1896 there were 135 classroom teachers and eight principals on the Long Island City payroll.
The Long Island City schools had one distinction that earned them national attention. In 1885 John
H. Thiry, a member of the Board of Education, came up with the idea of encouraging children to practice thrift by opening school bank accounts. The idea caught on and soon Mr. Thiry became nationally
known as the Father of School Savings Banks. By the time of his death several thousand school children
were depositors in the Long Island City Savings Bank. A special Act had to be passed by the Legislature
permitting the teachers to collect the savings of the children and to turn them over to the principal who
opened an account as trustee for the children.
The fourth municipal department was the water supply. There were four commissioners appointed
by the mayor and the mayor was himself an ex-officio member. Under them were a chief clerk and
three clerks, an inspector of water meters, an inspector of plumbing, a draughtsman, two meter inspectors, a city tapper, a hydrant inspector and a stableman. There were three water pumping stations, each
staffed by three engineers and three firemen.
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The public institutions of Long Island City embraced the banks, the hospitals, the newspapers and
the churches. Banks were remarkably few in the days of the old city. The Long Island City Savings Bank
was organized on April 18, 1876. In 1877 it had only 160 depositors and $48,337; by January 1893
there were 6322 depositors with deposits totalling $553,846. In 1912 the bank followed the tide of business from the ferry to Queens Plaza. In 1924 it opened its firstbranch en 30th Aye. The only other Long
Island City bank was the Queens County Bank. This began as the Flushing & Queens County Bank in
1873 but a disagreement on policy led a group of the directors to organize the Queens County Bank in
1888 at the ferry. Here it remained until absorbed by theCorn Exchange Bank in 1899. The old bank
building, erected in 1890, a massive stone and brick edifice, is still standing at the foot of Borden Avenue and is presently a restaurant.
Hospitals in Long Island City were never very numerous. St. John's Hospital, run by Roman Catholic
nuns, opened in 1861 and continued to use the same small quarters despite the ever-increasing demands
made by a growing city. In 1890 Bishop Laughlin of the Brooklyn Diocese deeded to the Sisters of St.
Joseph 27 lots and a brick house that he had just purchased as a site for a complete new St. John's Hospital. Fund raising went on for the next five years and it was not until Nov.l, 1896 that the cornerstone
of the new building was laid with elaborate ceremonies. In 1897 work began on the five-story brick
building, with a four-story wing, on Jackson Aye. and extending 65 ft. along 45th Aye. The ground floor
contained offices and consultation rooms with an operating room and laboratory in the rear. The upper
floors were wholly given over to hospital wards. On Jan. 7, 1899 the completed building was blessed by
the bishop and opened for use.
The Astoria Hospital, organized in 1891, was the brain-child of a wealthy woman of St. George's
church in Astoria, Mrs. F. E. Hagemeyer. Although Steinway and Astoria had a combined population of
10,000 no hospital or dispensary had ever been established: Mrs. Hagemeyer organized the Astoria
Hospital Society. The first building, owned by Mr. Steinway, was on Astoria Blvd. Within three years'
time this building became inadequate and crowded and a new one had to be built on the northeast corner of Crescent Street & 30th Road. The cornerstone was laid on Nov.l, 1895 and on May 1, 1896
opened to the public. The hospital's greatest disadvantage was that it was privately fundedand when the
city refused to contribute to its support, it had to close. The buildings were renovated into apartments
and were sold at foreclosure sale in February 1916.
Long Island City operated a hospital for contagious diseases or "pest House", as it was popularly
called, on Skillman Avenue & 49th St., an indication of how lonely and unsettled Sunnynside was in the
1890's.
The press of Long Island City was another interesting public institution of surpassing vitality and variety. Long Island City forall of its 27 years of independence was overwhelmingly Democratic and splinter
parties that formed from time to time were always careful to retain the word Democratic in their label,
e.g. the Regular, Independent and Jeffersonian Democrats not to mention the Cleason Democrats. The
new parties are part of the explanation for the many short-lived newspapers that appeared. In the order
of their appearance they were as follows:

1852
1863
1865
1871
1871
1872
1873
1874
1875
1877
1878
1880
1881

NAME
Astoria Gazette
Astoria Herald & Newtown Gazette
Long Island City Star
October
Long
Island City News (Gleason's)
June
July
Long Island City Press
Long Island City Review
August
Astoria News
July
Long Island City Chronicle
Long Island City Courier
June
January
Der Long Island Beobachter (German)
Long Island City Herald
October
May
Astoria Chronicle
September Long Island City Tribune; revived
August

Ju1.1883

DURATION
one year
one year
over 75 years
few months
7 years
4 years
unknown
6 months
12yrs. to 1887
22 yrs.
4 yrs. out Nov. 82
1 year
14 yrs.

1882
1890
1888
1892

August
August

Mar.B

Astoria Bulletin

unknown

Weekly Flag
Long Island City News
Long Island City Democrat

4 yrs.

unknown
unknown
May
1895
The Mirror
unknown
Herald
1890 Aug.
5 yrs.
Queens County
Of the nineteenpapers it can be seen that few lasted any length of time; the "Long Island City Star", daily & weekly, was the solidly established newspaper of the city for the whole time and for decades after
consolidation and its only long-term rival was the German-language "Beobachter."
Anotherevidence of growth of Long Island City during the 1880's and 90's is the career of the Post
Office. Hunter's Point opened its post office in March 1861 under the name "Long Island City". Astoria's post office went back to 1834. About 1870a branch was opened in Ravenswood; the German Settlement got its own office in April 1886. In April 1888 the free delivery system began in Hunter's Point,
and on Apr.l, 1889 in Steinway, Dutch Kills Blissville, Sunnyside and Schuetzen Pack, and these formerly independent post offices were abolished, becoming stations of the main Long Island City office at Borden Aye. & sth St. On the eve of consolidation there were five branch offices:
Astoria Branch
old 195 Main St. (Astoria Blvd. west of 27th Aye.)
Blissville Branch
old 132 Greenpoint Aye. (Bradley Aye.)
Dutch Kills Branch Jackson & Skillman Aye. (41st Aye.)
Schuetzen Park
old 500 Broadway (B'way. west of Steinway St.)
Steinway Branch
old 892 Steinway St. (Steinway at 21st Aye.)
The near doubling of the Long Island City population especially after 1890 greatly stimulated the various churches and sparked the founding of several new congregations. The first in this era was
St.Joseph's German Catholic church built in 1878on the north side of 30th Aye. between 43rd and 44th
Sts. This was in the midst of the GermanSettlement which was then developingrapidly. After a ten-year
pause several new churches sprang up in the early 90's: the First German Methodist Episcopal in 1890
on 29th St. between 41st Aye. & 40th Road opposite Bryant High School, and Trinity German Lutheran
in 1890 at 31st Aye. & 37th St. The former has disappeared over the years but Trinity built a new Gothic
edifice in 1927 and is still thriving. In 1891 two more appeared: Ravenswood Presbyterian on 11th St.
between 36th and 37th Ayes. and Steinway German Baptist on 38th St. north of 23rd Aye. Both of these
are no longer in existence. The year 1894 created two additional: St.Rita's Catholic, an offshoot of
St.Patricks's on 11th St. between 36th and 37th Ayes., still flourishing today, and St. Stephen's Colored
Baptist on 31st Drive near 14th St. This church always had a small congregation and died out about
1919. In 1896 the Sunnyside Reformed Church came into existence on 36th St. below Skillman Aye.
The church has maintained a continued existence down to the present day. The last in this era to be organized was the Ravenswood Baptist organized in 1897; the church edifice was on 10th St. just above
36th Aye.. It went out of existence about 1918.
The survival of some churches and the disappearance of others reflected the ethnic changes that
were occurring during the 1880's and 90s. Great numbers of Germans from the German and AustroHungarian Empires were pouring into the country and these swelled the Catholic and Lutheran parishes.
A study of the Long Island City directory for 1895, the last published before consolidation, reveals an
overwhelming German presence, and this is what we would expect since both the Steinway Settlement
and the German Settlement provided a hospitable and familiar environment for the new immigrants.
German was widely spoken and the numerous saloons, singing societies, social clubs and even many
employers like the Steinways offered security and a congenial atmosphere.
The Roman Catholic churches gained additional adherents from two other large ethnic groups, the
Italians and the Irish. In the 1895 Directory there are 162 recognizably Italians surnames and these are
largely distributed in a narrow occupational range; there are 27 barbers and substantial numbers in various aspects of shoemaking; the rest are laborers or in the construction trades; a tiny group are musicians,
teachers or clerks. In August 1892 the more politically aware Italians in the city organized a political action society called the "Independent Political Society for Mutual Benefit." Its charter stated that its purpose was two-fold: to promote good citizenship among Italian residents by making them familiar with
the laws and institutions of their adopted country and to induce them to become naturalized citizens.
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The society also acted as a sickness and death benefit organization. At the time of its founding the new
society numbered 57 members. Regular meetings were held at Dilly's Hall on Broadway near Vernon
Aye. where local national matters were discussed and practical help given in filling out naturalization papers. The society remained active for at least 20 years and by the turn of the century was putting up
candidatesof Italian extraction for local office.
The Irish, probably evenly distributed by the 1890's between immigrants and first-generation Americans, provided every kind of service the city needed, working as laborers, artisans, teamsters, store
clerks, horse car and railroad crews and factory workers. The Long Island City Civil Service was overwhelmingly Irish- the police, firemen and letter carriers more than 90% and the teachers better than
50%. Saloon keeping was evenly divided between the Irish and the Germans.
The Chinese begin to appear in Long Island City in the late 80s. Eight Chinese laundries appear in
the 1889 and 1895 directories and one Chinaman is listed under his own name. The most interesting
and long-lasting group were the Chinese market gardeners. The first Chinaman to cultivate acreage in Astoria was a Manhattan resident named Lue Wah. One day a great idea crossed his mind: why should his
compatriots in Mott St. be dependent on the Pacific slope for the vegetables of their native land? In the
spring of 1886 he rented a plot near Astoria Blvd., arranged to have seed sent from China and started a
vegetablegarden. Thanks to careful tending, the farm prospered and every year Lue Wah rented additional ground. By 1892 he was making $3500 a year and gave full-time employment to eight Chinese
farmers. His success encouraged imitators, and in 1892 five other enterprising Chinese Yu Lee, Lung
"Pork Chop", Yung Gee Chin, Chu Yick and Lum Yeb- were cultivating two or three acres apiece. Lue
Wah hired a 19 year-old Canadian named Willie Colliton to load up a converted laundry wagon with
Chinese vegetables and to drive it to Mott St., New York. On Monday morning Colliton sold the produce, extractedhis pay, and returned the wagon to Astoria. In this humble way began the Chinese farm
business that in a few years became a fixture of Astoria life and which later spread into Trains Meadow
beyond the city line. As residential growth in Astoria increased, the Chinese farms were pushed eastward, but they managed to survive until the development of Jackson Heights in the 1920's finally crowded them out of existence.
The Slavs are difficult to distinguish since so many East Germans from Saxony, Silesia and East Prussia bear Slavic-sounding names; Poland did not officially exist in this period and Poles are submerged
under other nationalities. The Bohemians (Czechs) were the most visibleSlavic group, numerous enough
to support a Citizens Association, a Taxpayer's Association, a gun club and two Sokols (gymnastic clubs).
All these groups had their headquarters at one address, Alois Wokala's saloon at Jackson Avenue &
Skillman St. Czechs appear as cigar makers, piano craftsmen in the Steinway factories, and as tenders of
geese farms in Dutch Kills. By 1909 they were strong enough to build Bohemian Hall on 24th Avenue,
with meeting rooms, schools rooms, a resident Sokol organization and a beer garden. This building still
stands today as the center of Czech culture in Astoria. In December 1887 a man named Daniel Mashen
announced plans to issue a Czech paper from his printing office on Borden Aye. but no evidence survives today to indicate that he ever carried this project into execution.
Blacks continued to be a very small group in Long Island City all during the 1880's and 90's, with a
small long-established group in Astoria and another small group around Broadway. Though most were
laborers, a few blacks made it into the middle class and professional ranks. Capt. Joseph Bounty was a
ship captain in local waters and between 1840 and 1880 owned the large river-front property on Pot
Cove bounded by 12th St., 14thSt. and Baylies St. John F. Quarles was a well-known black lawyer, educated in the South but settled in Astoria. The first black juror ever to be accepted in County Court, a
black man named Volcano Jackson, took his seat in July 1880. By 1886 blacks in Astoria had become
numerous enough to hold their own Sunday services in Crouther's Hall in Astoria; in the same year the
firstannual picnic of the colored residents of the city took place in Schuetzen Park, the largest and most
important social center in the city. The affair was a socialand financial success. Black churches began to
appear around the turn of the century: St. Stephen's Baptists in 1894 on 31st Drive near 14th St.; the
African First Union Methodist Episcopal in 1898 on Broadway between 12th and 21st Sts.; and the All
Souls Colored Episcopal Mission about 1902.
The 1890's witnessed the break-up of the old order in landholding all over Long Island City. The
moderate sized farms and the big estates alike fell one by one to landholding companies expressly organized to speculate in real estate. Many of these companies were fronts for banks, wealthy individuals

and politicians in a position to know in advance where and when public improvementswould be made.
Steinway's Astoria Homestead Company bought sizable tracts like the Lowery and Van Buren Farms in
Sunnyside and Jackson Heights for development and resale to home seekers. Politicians like New York
State Governor Roswell P. Flower, New York City Comptroller Coler, Commissioner of Bridges Shea and
others bought out Thomson Hill farmsand meadowland forattractive prices. John D. Crimmins, thesubway contractor, formed a syndicate and bought out the whole East River front between 21st and 25th
Ayes. in the Ditmars section and acted as purchasing agent for the Astoria Light, Heat & Power Co. in
November 1898 by buying up the 150-acre Casina Farm from the Woolseys. The Woolsey Estate itself
sold off most of its holdings along 23rd Aye. in 1893 to private parties. The various realty companies,
after buying up unimproved tracts, traded with each other and sold to successor syndicates; when the
railroad companies and the rapid transit lines came later, the value of Long Island City land greatly increasedand the last owners of record reaped the profits.
Union College, which had pioneered Long Island City and was for years the largest landowner in
Hunter's Point, liquidated its real estate business in this era. For years the college and the city had wrangled over the amount and the justice of the taxes levied on college property and the long drawn-out litigation had strained the financial resources of both sides. Long Island City's greatest problem in the
1870's and 80's had been to collect the taxes due and its assessors tendered to be severe on the college
as the city's largest and most reluctant taxpayer. The college by the 90's wanted to get out of Long Island City but could not sell its holdings because of the unpaid tax liens. Beginning in 1893 the college
treasurer began negotiations with the city to resolve the long-standing deadlock and eventually a solution
was reached with the help of special legislation in the Legislature. In 1895 about $250,000 was paid
over to Long Island City in full liquidation of all tax claims. With a clear title to its property now assured,
Union College began to look about for a purchaser. In February 1897 the college sold its 1100-oddcity
lots, then valued at over a million dollars, to the Hanover National Bank of New York.
Industry in Long Island City by the 80's and 90's had so greatly diversified that there already seems
little difference between that era and modern times. The City Directory of 1889 listed 52 separate classified titles; the Directory of 1895 expanded this to 209. The city specialized in building materials (lumber,
plaster, etc.), oil refining, varnish making, piano manufacturing, cabinet works, machine shops, metalwork, ink and paints, boot & shoe making and house furnishings. In terms of individuals the job titles
with the greatest number are:
saloon & liquor dealers
342
grocers
191
barbers
69
butchers
63
61
carpenters, masons, builders
confectioners
60
dress makers
56
boot & shoe makers
52
cigars & tobacco
50
florists
44
The overwhelmingly blue-collar nature of Long Island City made it inevitable that some degree of
tension in labor relations should surface sporadically in the form of strikes. The loss of all the city newspapers in the 1870's makes it impossible to discover the earliest disorders; the Steinway piano works
were very strike-prone during the 1880's, walk-outs occurring in February & March 1880 and again in
1882; 1886 was a particularly bad year for strikes, many of these probably inspired by the great street
railway strikes in Manhattan and the emergence of the Knights of Labor as a militant labor force. Strikes
broke out at Preston's Fertilizer Works, Steinway's Piano factory, McCee's Iron Foundry and the Greenpoint Sugar Refinery. The tendency in all these stoppages was to establish the 10-hour day as a standard
everywhere and to raise the daily basic wage rate to $1.75 and $2. This was an advance over the old
12-hour day and the $1 or $1.25 wage rate that had prevailed in the 70s. As a result of the Panic of
1893, there were again some labor disturbances the following year, the most notable being the strike on

The first ad run by the Astoria Theatre, Nov. 1920. Note the symphony orchestra and concert organ; seating prices varied
from 22C to 75<C.

the Steinway Railway Company's trolley system in May 1894. On the whole, however, there was remarkable little worker discontent in the city considering the great number of industries and the great diversity of goods produced.
The public utilities in Long Island City expanded during the 1880-1900 period to meet the population increase. The first telephone system made its appearance in the city in the fall of 1883 when a
"central" office was set up in Astoria on Astoria Blvd. under the management of Walter Muchmore. The
first customers were the wealthy residents of "The Hill" but in January 1884, the First Precint station
house, theWater Department and City Hall itself joined the growing network. In February 1885 the telephone system had expanded so greatly in Astoria that Walter Muchmore had to install an enlarged and
improved switchboard. Similar expansion was going on in Hunter's Point:

A telephone has just been put into the 2nd (Hunter's Point) precint and communication is
now established with all parts of the city. The Astoria station house, the Water Works and
some 65 other points in the city have telephone connection and the convenience in case of
fire or other public peril will be found very great. The telephone calls are: Astoria Precint,
170 Creenpoint and Hunter's Point Precint, 1708 Creenpoint. The public should bear these
A
numbers in mind and when occasion requires, make prompt call for aid.
Star, Jan. 30, 1885 3:1
Electricity came to Long Island City much more slowly because of the determined opposition of the
gas companies which had long-term contracts for street lighting. The first known use of electricity for illumination was in June 1883 when the Warren Chemical Works at the foot of 48th Aye. installed four
arc and 40 incandescent lights to illuminate their plant and storage yards. The company had to run its
own generator, to be sure, but the success of this installation inspired other industries to do the same.
Residential electricity did not become available until 1900 by which time its advantages over gas were
so obvious as to overcome all opposition. The New York & Queens Electric Light & Power Co., organized in July 1900, was an offshoot of the New York & Queens County Railway Co., the operator of the
Long Island City trolley network and was owned by the same Philadelphia capitalists until separated later
by state mandate. The power company, once on its own, began to buy up the numerous suburban utilities in Queens and down to recent times was the dominant energy company throughout Queens. County-

The East River Cas Company which had built big works between 37th & 38th Ayes. along the East
River about 1888 greatly expanded its plant when it was authorized by the Legislature to supply Manhattan with gas. The company amazed everyone by its decision to construct a tunnel under the East River,
the first under-river passage connecting Queens with Manhattan. Interestingly enough, the engineer in
charge was Charles M. Jacobs who would later go on to construct the Pennsylvania R.R. tunnels. Shafts
nine feet square were constructed on both sides of the river, the Ravenswood shaft being 147 feet deep
and the East 71st Street shaft 135 feet deep and the distance between them 2541 feet. All during 1893
the work progressed using the then novel methods of shields inched forward by compressed air. The
task was completed on July 11, 1894. A passage ten feet high by BV2 feet wide was holed through and
the gas company laid two 36 inch pipes and one 48 inch pipe through it. The successful completion of
this great project induced the East River Cas Company to double the size of its plant in later years by
expanding down to 40th Avenue.
A similarly large-scale engineering project was carried out by the Steinway Railway Company in
1892. William Steinway had made the decision to electrify his street railway networkand to build a sufficiently large reserve capacity into his plant to furnish power for his piano factory and sell power to his
workers. The great installation was built on the East River between the water and Ist Street and north of
27th Avenue. A 2200 HP engine was installed for immediate use and with this equipment the trolley
lines were electrified one by one beginning with Vernon Avenue on Sept. 7, 1893. The plant was enlarged in 1895 and 1896 with the installation of boilers with a capacity of 6000 HP and able to give an
engine capacity of 10,000 HP. The four steam engines, two horizontal Corliss and two vertical, were
connected to 14 dynamos. When the Steinways sold their traction interests to a Philadelphia syndicate
in the fall of 1895, the new owners formed the New York & Queens Railway Company to take over the
Steinway street railway network.

In the spring of 1894 the Board of Aldermen of Long Island City made an important change in the
names of the city. For years all the streets had borne the names of individuals, often former landowners or locally prominent persons. Now, for reasons not clear, the legislators decided to use a number system, but in a strangely illogical way. Instead of beginning at the East River and numbering from
that point eastward, they arbitrarily chose Academy Street (now 29th St.) and made that First Avenue.
The new arrangement resulted as follows
street

Academy St.

Debevoise St.
Lathrop St.
Rapalye St.
Briell St.
Bartow St.
Blackwell St.
Pomeroy St.
Kouwenhoven St.
Steinway Aye.

to First Aye.
to Second Aye.
to Third Aye.
to Fourth Aye.
to Fifth Aye.
to Sixth Aye.
to 7th Aye.
to Bth Aye.
to 9th Aye.
to 10th Aye.
to 11 th Aye.

Winans St.
Grace St.
Stemler St.
Luyster St.
Titus St.
Oakley St.
Baldwin St.
CabinetSt.
WallaceSt.
Hobart St.

to 12th Aye.
to 13th Aye.
to 14th Aye.
to 15th Aye.
to 16th Aye.
to 17th Aye.
to 18th Aye.
to 19th Aye.
to 20th Aye.
to 21st Aye.

Albert St.
These new numbers for the older named streets continued in use until New York City adopted the Philadelphia numbering system in 1915, at which time the entire borough was renumbered.
The eighteen years from 1880 to 1898 were years of explosive growth in the population of Long Island City. The State and Federal statistics for the city during these years tell a revealing story:
1875 15,609 inhabitants
1880 17,129 10% increase
1890 30,506 78% increase
1892 35,629 6% increase
1900 48,272 37% increase
If we compare the few maps that have come down to us which show individual houses, the Beers Atlas
of 1873, the Beers Wall Map of 1886, the Wolverton Atlas of 1891 and the Belcher-Hyde Map of 1903,
we can follow the steady and inexorable march of streets and housing displacing the farms and meadows lying between Astoria and Hunter's Point and outward through East Astoria. The rapid growth of industry along the Ravenswood shore and the expansion of big employers like the East River Gas Co., the
Steinway Piano Co., the Astoria Silk Works, the downtown Hunter's Point and Blissville factoriesand refineries provided the employment necessary to support this army of new home owners.
The most spectacular disaster in the history of Long Island City took place in the 90's and was memorable enough to merit notice. A tunnel company called the New York and Long Island Railroad Co. was
incorporated in 1887 with the object of building a tunnel railroad under the East River to connect the
New York Central at Grand Central Station with the Long Island Rail Road in Long Island City. William
Steinway was one of the chief backers of the project. Contracts were finally let in 1892 and digging began on June 7th in the triangle of land formed by Jackson & Vernon Ayes. and 50th Aye. in the heart of
the Hunter's Point section. A large shaft was sunk extending over two city lots, with the intention of then
drilling horizontally towards the East River. Weeks passed in lining the excavation and bringing in boilers
and water pumps. The excavation was done with blasting powder and the depth increased at an average
rate of 8 in. a day. From time to time during the summer blasts shattered windows in nearby buildings.
At 8 A.M. Wednesday morning of Dec. 28, a terrific explosion shook the ground and caused houses to
sway on their foundations all over Hunter's Point. Windows blew out all over the neighborhood; people
were thrown to the sidewalks by the concussion and cut by flying glass from hundreds of shattered windows. Doors and window frames were blown out and plaster from walls and ceilings fell in showers on
the occupants of houses.
When the dust settled and the excitement had died down, it was found that five people had died
and a score injured. Several factories were wrecked and countless buildings suffered varying degrees of
damage. An investigation disclosed that it had been customary to thaw out the frozen dynamite in a
heating box warmed by coils of steel pipe from a boiler. The thawing process usually took two hours.
Somehow, the dynamite- 87 one-pound cartridges- had gotten overheated and blew up. The payments

Loew's Triboro, 28th Aye. & Steinway St., opened Feb. 1931 and demolished Oct. 1974, the biggest movie palace in L.I
City and an architectural showpiece. (Michael R. Miller photo)

for loss of life and damage consumed so much of the Company's resources that all further tunnelling was
abandoned and the excavated shaft lay derelict until 1904, when the Interborough subway company
took over and eventually completed what is today known as the Steinway Tunnel.
The 27-year existence of Long Island City as an independent community came to an end as a result
of the Consolidation or Greater New York movement of the 1890's. The State Legislature by Chap. 311
of the Laws of 1890 created a Commission of Municipal Consolidation Inquiry that was to investigate
the feasibility of uniting the suburban counties into a greater city and to make recommendations. There
were eleven members on the commission, four from Manhattan, three from Brooklyn and one each
from Queens, Richmond, the Bronx and Westchester. The commissioners presented a bill to the State
Legislature of 1893 providing for the submission of the question of consolidation to a vote of the residents in the districtsaffected, but the Legislature went out of session before acting on the bill. The same
bill was re-introduced in the 1894 session, passed by both houses and signed by the governor. This law,
Chap. 64 of the Laws of 1894, merely provided for a public vote; it was essentially an expression of
opinion and actual consolidation could take place only by action of the Legislature.
The historic vote took place on Nov. 6, 1894. New York, part of Queens County and parts of Westchester County voted decisively in favor of consolidation; the City of Brooklyn voted against it but the
Towns of Flatbush, New Utrecht and Cravesend tipped the scales to a tiny margin of only 277 in favor.
In Queens, Long Island City, the Town of Newtown and the Town of Jamaica voted in favor, but the
Town of Flushing turned down the idea by 1407 to 1144. The Long Island City vote, surprisingly, endorsed consolidation in all five wards by margins of from 6 to 1 to 2 to 1; even conservativeAstoria voted in favor. Both Mayor Cleason and William Steinway publicly endorsed consolidation in public appeals, which may have been a factor.
In 1895 the Legislature, encouraged by the vote, quietly annexed Eastchester, Westchester and part
of Pelham in the Bronx to New York City. The Legislature hesitated to move too fast with Brooklyn and
Queens and in January 1896 appointed a sub-committee to sound out political sentiment further and
then to report. The committee made its report in March 1896 and submitted a bill favoring consolidation
which was again passed by both houses. The governor hesitated to sign so important a bill and submitted it to the mayors of New York, Brooklyn and Long Island City. Tammany Hall in New York and the
mayor vetoed the bill; the Republican administration in Brooklyn also vetoed; only Mayor Cleason in
Long Island City approved. The State Assembly repassed the bill over the vetoes of the two mayors and
so did the Senate. In Brooklyn mass meetingsagainst consolidation were held and influential publications
added their warnings. Despite the considerable opposition Governor Morton on May 11, 1896 signed
the bill and it became law. All the Town and local governments were to go out of office on Dec. 31,
1897.
In Long Island City consolidation had the effect of cutting off the last year of Mayor Gleason's mayoral term; he would normally have served till the end of 1898. In Queens County the effect was unhealthy. The officials in the Townships of Newtown, Flushing and Jamaica, knowing that they had no political futureand no accountability locally any more since all power and authority was to shift to New
York, abandoned their usual prudence and fiscal restraint and readily granted all sorts of franchisesand
construction contracts to friends, knowing that the reckoning would be City Hall's problem and not their
own. In this way a heavy debt was created during 1897 for the new city that otherwise would never
have been incurred.

CHAPTER XVII
THE BOOM YEARS- 1898 THROUGH WORLD WAR I
When Long Island City became a part of Greater New York on Jan. 1, 1898, no dramatic instantaneous effect marked the transition in status. Whatever change there was took place on an official level; the
average man in the street was dimly conscious that an era had closed but life went on unchanged and
the working day seemed no different from the many that had passed. The whole population of Long Island City at the time of the transition was only 48,272 and very unevenly distributed. Old Astoria from
the river to 21st St. was thickly settled; Steinway Street from 30th to 34th Avenue, the intersection of
Steinway St. & Astoria Blvd. and old Steinway around 21st Avenue were old pockets of settlement. In
the south Hunter's Point was filled with factories and frame houses and spilled out into Dutch Kills but
by 35th St. the houses trailed off into emptiness. Ravenswood was a long ribbon of factories along the
river's edge and with non-descript housing along Crescent St. but a gulf of emptiness lay in between.
Blissville was densely settled along Creenpoint Aye. from Newtown Creek up to Hunter's Point Avenue.
And that was it! Vast tracts in the Ditmars section, all of eastern Astoria, Thomson Hill, Sunnyside and
the whole of central Ravenswood lay undeveloped and only sparsely settled if at all. There were still
many farms and large estate tracts that had managed to survive intact into the new century, waiting for
the expanding city and a surging tide of population to overrun the old boundaries and to absorb them
into the greater city. The streets were primitive by modern standards; paving was an expensive luxury reserved for important well-traveled roads; all the side streets were dirt surface, always tending to ruts,
dusty in summer and muddy in winter; gas and water lines had come to most streets in the 1880's but
the telephone was still a rarity and sewers a convenience to be found only in the older portions of town.
The Topographical Bureau of the Borough of Queens inherited the official maps and engineering work of
theold Department of Public Works but there were still areas where the grades had not been established
and the street lines were not fully laid down. Installing the amenities of life that we now take for grantedgood streets, curbing, guttering, paving, sewering, better water, gas and telephone service- were all the
work of years, but change came rapidly to Long Island City, too impatient to wait for an ideal environment.
In the Astoria section the first

spectacular and far-reaching change was the transformation of the upper Ditmars area into the largest gas works in the state. This vast tract had all been part of the Woolsey
Estate assembled in the 18th century by John Betts Woolsey. By the 1890's the family had died out and
the lower end along 21st Avenue sold for housing; the upper end, the Casina Farm, almost 400 acres in
extent, where Edward B. Woolsey had enjoyed playing the role of gentleman farmer, was sold in 1898
to the Consolidated Gas Co. Gas manufacturing on Manhattan Island had been gradually crowded out
by business and housing and rural Queens was chosen as a successor site for a large-scale plant that
would meet the need of the whole metropolitan area for years to come; the existing eight plants in Manhattan could then be phased out. Preliminary work on the site began in January 1903. First, a construction railroad was built to permit engines and dump cars to level off hills and fill up hollows over the 400
acre site. The company asked forand won permission to close the old Bowery Bay Road from the East
River to 29th Street and to substitute 20th Avenue (Winthrop) in its place. The new road, unlike the old,
was straight and provided an 80 foot width in place of the old 37 foot lane. The company also won approval to fill in Berrien's Creek and to incorporate the 45 acre Berrien's Island with the mainland.
During 1904 the company secured permission to erect stone and timber bulkheads along the bulkhead line 300 to 400 feet beyond the old shore line all along its newly-acquired property. Dredges were
then set to work deepening the water alongside the bulkheads so that barges loaded with coal could tie
up along shore and discharge their cargoes directly. The muck and stone from the river bottom was
pumped onshore and used to fill in behind the bulkheads and the former wetlands along Berrien's Creek
and Berrien's Island until the terrain reached a height of 10 to 12 feet above the old level. Barges loaded
with ash from the New York gas generating plants brought additional fill to the site which was spread
about with the help of dump cars running on a contractor's railroad.

Interior of the Triboro, showing the ornate Spanish-Baroque decor. Designation as a landmark failed to save this notable
building.

By the end of 1904 the site was ready and in 1905 construction on the gas generating plants began.
There were to be ten units, each consisting of a generating plant, refining unit and a storage tank. Each
unit was capable of producing 20 million cubic feet of gas daily and the whole plant 200 million. The
company in its New York plants was then producing 70 million cv. ft. daily. The Astoria installation was
at that time the largest in the worldand cost $20 million to build. There was an existing gas transmission
tunnel from the foot of 37th Avenue, Long Island City, to East 71st St. Manhattan. Another was now
built under the East River to Ward's Island and on to the Bronx. The Astoria plant went into production
on Dec.3, 1906 and gradually expanded until all the units were built and brought into production.
Hardly less conspicuous in Astoria than the utility plant is the huge overhead structure of the New
York Connecting Railroad. This railroad was organized in 1900as a joint project of the Pennsylvania and
New Haven Railroads. Its avowed purpose was to tap the vast industrial production of Brooklyn and to
make it possible to bring in raw materials cheaply and to ship out manufactured articles. Brooklyn had
always been at a competitive disadvantage because of its dependence on ferries and on the Long Island
Railroad which gave access to Long Island only. The great markets of New England, the South and the
West were cut off from Brooklyn by the high cost of loading and unloading freight imposed by New
York harbor. It was believed that if the Brooklyn waterfront and inland areas had direct rail connection
to the South and West, industry would boom, employment would rise and that a connecting railroad
would enjoy a steady and profitable traffic for years to come. The Brooklyn section of the projected railroad was already in existence as the Manhattan Beach Division of the Long Island R.R. The Pennsylvania
R.R. engineers projected a new route from Clendale through Middle Village, Woodside and Astoria to
and over Ward's Island and Randall's Island to a connection with the New Haven R.R. in the Bronx.
What made this railroad project unique and impressive was that it was to run wholly on private property
and with no grade crossings at all. The bridges from Astoria to Ward's and Randall's Island were highlevel, necessitating a long gradual approach on a high trestle with bridges over every street. The New
York Connecting Railroad was certainly one of the most grandiose and most expensive railroad projects
ever undertaken and a monument to what private enterprise backed withunlimited capital could accomplish.

The Pennsylvania R.R. began buying up property for the right of way in 1904 and hundreds of parcels were purchased throughout Astoria and Woodside during 1905 and 1906. Engineering plans on the
high trestle through Astoriaand for the Hell Gate Bridge began in 1908 and the bridge itself went to contract in 1911. Active construction began all along the line in 1912 and continued for five years because
of the sheer magnitude of the project. The railroad opened in 1917 just in time for the heavy freight and
troop movements of World War I. The completed structure even today is an impressive engineering
marvel. From Steinway Street the railroad is a viaduct of continous retaining walls dirt-filled as far as
29th Street with 70 foot spans crossing the streets at an altitude of 50 feet. From 29th Street to the river
the rails rest on 32 steel piers 80 to 110 ft. apart and from 62 to 71 feet in height above the street.
When the Connecting Railroad came through Astoria, the Ditmars section was almost wholly unsettled. A few saloons and private houses were displaced at the Steinway Street crossing and St. Mark's
Episcopal Church on 38th St. was forced to move. At the East River shore the bridge abutments displaced one old mansion, the Henry Barclay house built in the 1840's. In the 75 years since therailroad
structure was built countless apartments and houses have been built close to the right of way. In modern
times the railroad has lost much of its former traffic and importance with the decline of the Bay Ridge
yards; however, passenger trains from Perm Station bound for Boston still continue to roll over the majestic archesand bridge.
It was in the Ditmars area and in the very shadow of the bridge that the first largeapartment complex in Long Island City was built. In December 1914 John Katzman erected a four-story, block-square
apartment house with 84 apartments of three, fourand five rooms at a rent of $17 to $24 a month. This
pioneer building was on 19th Street and Ditmars Avenue facing East River Park. This group and its 1915built neighbors were the forerunnersof the later massive apartment boom of the 19205.
The Steinway factory which, a generation earlier, had been the direct cause of the settlement of
northeastern Long Island City and the laying out of Steinway village, began to outgrow its old facilities by
the turn of the century and in 1902 erected a large new plant along the south side of Ditmars Avenue
between 45th and 46th Streets. It was one of the "H" type with two wings and a connecting building,
five stories and basement and containing 263,000 feet of floor space. The new plant gave employment

to 620 employees. In June 1909 the Steinways sold their big New York plant on the east side of Park
Avenue between 52nd and 53rd Streets after an occupancy of about 50 years and moved all their operations to Long Island City.
Less noticed by many Astorians than the preceding changes but important nevertheless was the
purchase and subsequent transformation of Riker's Island. The City of New York first expressed an interest in purchasing Riker's Island as a site for a penetentiary and workhouse in 1883 and Long Island City
agreed to sell the island, then a salt marsh at high tide. A bill authorizing Long Island City to sell the island was steered through the State Legislature at Albany in the spring of 1884 and Gov. Cleveland
signed the measure. Long Island City was understandably anxious to obtain a price which, if invested at
6%, would return the amount of taxes heretofore collected annually. The island had been assessed at
$30,000 and the yearly taxes came to about $1600. The New York City comptroller and the Corporation Counsel asserted that the city could legally take the island for nothing under the terms of the enabling act but that the city in its benevolence was prepared to pay $270.96. Treasurer Bleckwennand the
Queens Board of Supervisors were outraged at this figure and claimed $10,000 was closer to the real
value. An agreement being impossible to reach at the time, the dispute was handed over to the lawyers
of both sides to negotiate. In the last days of August 1884 the two cities compromised on a figure of
$2500 and in September 1884, title to Riker's Island passed to New York City.
For a number of years the city appears to have done nothing with its purchase. In order to create an
area sufficiently large for the projected penitentiary and work house, it would first be necessary to enlarge Riker's Island from its original 87Vi acres to about 480 acres and to raise the ground level. After
consolidation the first efforts were made to utilize the island. A few buildings were erected but not adequate enough to transfer the prisoners from Blackwell's Island. In 1903 the Street Cleaning Commissioner conceived the idea of dumping ashes and manure from the city streets there. A crib was constucted
on the west side of the island enclosing 63V2 acres and then filled with refuse to a height of ten feet
above high water. In 1905, 135 acres on the east side were enclosed and again filled. Four sections besides were marked out, giving the island a somewhat triangular form containing 74 million cubic yards of
fill, and over an area of 351 acres, four times the original size. On the new land two dormitories, a dining hall, a bath house, a hospital, a blacksmith shop and keeper's quarters were erected and ten more
buildings for the accommodation of prisoners in 1904 and 1905. The very first prisoners came in 1903;
the island became a small branch penalcolony of the city administered from Blackwell's Island, the main
facility of the Department of Correction.
The Astoria section of Long Island City possessed a scenic and handsome river front and as late as
World War I, this asset survived intact in contrast to Ravenswood whose shore line had been despoiled
by industry. Colonial and later country houses crowned the heights and open lawns sloped down to the
water. On June 17, 1904 the city Board of Estimate notified the East River Land Co., owners of the waterfront from Hoyt Avenue to Ditmars Avenue, of the city's intention to condemn the property for a
park. The condemnation was enacted on Feb. 7, 1905 but later mysteriously rescinded. The city again
moved to take over thewaterfront for a park on July 28, 1913 and the resolution was confirmed on Oct.
9. On December 16, 1913 the city officially named the tract "Astoria Park", but many residents informally referred to it as "East River Park" or "Gaynor Park". The new facility embraced 56.24 acres.
There have been two modern additions. In 1968 Ditmars Boulevard at the river was officially closed
and a long, narrow strip bounded by the East River, Shore Boulevard, Ditmars Boulevard and 20th Avenue, five acres in all, was added on Oct. 22, 1969. As of July 23, 1980 this strip was renamed "Ralph
DeMarco Park". The other small addition, a rhombus containing 4.54 acres under the Triborough
Bridge, was added on May 7, 1937. The chief feature of Astoria Park, the big swimming pool 300 X
165, was opened in 1935.
At roughly the same time that Astoria Park was acquired, the city moved to establish another small
waterfront park in Ravenswood opposite 34th Avenue. The city began an action to acquire the former
Stevens Estate property on June 26, 1903 and acquired title on April 18, 1904, 7.99 acres in all. In
1916, an opportunity presented itself to enlarge the park on the north by acquiring an additional acre of
land from the bend in Vernon Aye. to 33rd Road. This was effected by an exchange of property with a
private owner on September 15, 1916 and became part of the older park on Jan. 12, 1917. The city
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named its Ravenswood purchase "Rainey Park" in honor of the man who had worked tirelessly for over
thirty years to get the Queensborough Bridge built. This little patch of greensward is still a welcome oasis
in industrial Ravenswood.
Andrew Carnegie, the steel king, in his declining years, dispersed a great part of his fortune in the
establishment of foundations devoted to specific ways to improve mankind. One of these was the library
fund; if a municipality provided a site for a public library, the Carnegie Foundation would erect a building at no charge to the district. Many towns and cities took advantage of this offer, among them, Astoria.
In 1902 the city offered a site at the northeast corner of Astoria Blvd. & 14th Street and submitted plans
for a library building there. The Carnegie Foundation approved and in 1904 erected at a cost of $26,200
the still-existing library building on the site.
An interesting move anticipating the later coming of the Astoria elevated on 31st Street occurred in
1905 when the city Bureau of Highways designated the street as a 100 foot highway for no discernible
reason and in August of that year awarded a house moving contract. Between August & December
about 110 houses were moved 10 to 20 feet backward from the existing curb line to widen the street
from 60 to 100 feet. This widening extended from Astoria Blvd. to Northern Blvd.
In the southern sector of Long Island City the most momentous event that took place and the one
with the most lasting effects was the coming of the Perm Tubes and the building of the Sunnyside Yards.
The Pennsylvania R.R. had for years terminated in a train shed in Jersey City and in 1902 its directors
made the momentous decision to build a terminal on Manhattan Island. Since there was no place to turn
the trains around in midtown Manhattan nor room to store them, the railroad resolved to continue tunneling to Long Island and to construct there on cheap land a large storage yard and commissary facility.
The whole undertaking was an enormously expensive one and the Pennsylvania was the only railroad
with the resources to Carry it off. Two tunnels were to pass under the Hudson River to a Perm Station at
7th Aye. & 33rd St. and four tunnels would continue from there to Long Island City, two for its own use
and two for the Long Island R.R. which the Perm R.R. purchased for the sake of its real estate and connections. The East River tubes were to enter Long Island City under the station on Borden Avenue and
then come to the surface at 21st St. & Hunter's Point Aye. Here the yards would begin and fan out as far
east as Woodside Avenue.
Contracts for the work were awarded in March 1904 and on May 17, 1904 the first spadeful of
earth was dug at the corner of Borden Avenue. & 11th St. Work went on for six years and involved
many engineering problems- rockdrilling, ventilating, air compression, seepage, leaks from the river. On
March 18, 1908 the last of the four tubes was holed through and then two more years were spent lining
the tunnels and laying the tracks. The first test train ran through on Apr.l3, 1910 and on Sept.B regular
train operation began. Alongside the old Borden Avenue station the Pennsylvania Railroad had erected a
great power plant to make possible electric operation in the tunnels. The plant was built in the block
bounded by 2nd St., sth St., 50th and 51st Ayes. and still stands, the most solidly built structure in all
Long Island City even today. 9113 piles underlie it and the building rests on a concrete pad eight feet
thick. Four great smokestacks rise above the building, each 23 feet in diameter and 275 ft. high.
We have spoken in the chapter on Dutch Kills about the Sunnyside Yards, built along the swampy
headwaters of historic Dutch Kills. During 1905 and 1906 the railroad bought out the property owners
of Sunnyside and during 1907-1909 leveled out the hills and filled in the marshes. By 1910 the yards
were ready to take the traffic of the new tunnels.
The Pennsylvania Tunnels and yards had a profound effect on Long Island City. The whole topography of the city was markedly altered, thousands of city lots and whole streets were wiped out of existence and the city was effectively cut in two for its whole width; to counteract the effects of this, six viaducts were built to carry traffic across the yards. The little village of Sunnyside was wiped out and the
garden apartment complex along Queens Blvd. and east of 43rd St. is the modern successor that preserves the name. 39th Avenue (old Middleburgh Aye.) the colonial highway bordered with 18th century
farmhouses, was eliminated west of 45th St. and Skillman Avenue had to be relocated to form the southern border of the railroads yards.
An important economic effect of the opening of the tunnels was the decline and gradual deterioration of downtown Hunter's Point. The throngs of summer travelers and year-round commuters that used
to crowd Borden Aye. and fill the ferries now reached New York via the tunnels. The old ferry terminal
and the many saloons, hotels and shops that depended on it for patronage declined gradually after

1910. 6,332,878 passengersused the Long Island City station in 1910; this fell by half in 1911 and 1912
and by 1914 had fallen to 1,471,541. When the Steinway Tunnel opened in 1915, the traffic fell off to
nothing; by July 1918 only 63 commuters were using theold Long Island City terminal. Symptomatic of
the change was the experience of Miller's Hotel opposite the station, the most famous and the best patronized of the bars; it hung on long after the others had gone but succumbed at last in Oct. 1915. The
railroad itself shut down the ferry in 1925 and downtown Hunter's Point thereafter became a ghost town
of shabby and neglected buildings. The new "downtown" became the Queens Plaza Area.
The opening of the Sunnyside yards did have their positive side for Long Island City. The servicing of
the great number of coach and Pullman cars and the operation of the commissary which supplied food
and cooking utensils to the dining cars created a substantial number of new jobs for the city. Train crews
and the men needed to operate the vast yard along with their families added a sizeable influx to the local population and thebusiness they generated forlocal merchantsconstituted an important contribution
to the economic health of Long Island City.
Nothing in the history of Queens County in general and Long Island City in particular has been as
importantand as productive of the most lasting and far reaching benefits as the building of the Queensborough Bridge. The idea of a bridge connecting Queens with Manhattan Island had been talked of for
years and as far back as 1867. The first Co. was incorporated to build the bridge. In July 1872 theLegislature amended the Act and incorporated the New York & Queens Bridge Co. with many distinguished
names as sponsers. The Act was re-amended in 1879; actual construction was undertaken on March 26,
1881 and again in 1894, Dr. Thomas Rainey, an engineer of Ravenswood had been one of the earliest
and most ardent backers of the project. He obtained a franchise for the bridge and promises of funds for
its erection, prepared the foundation for the Long Island City tower and then was notified that he had
not obtained War Dept. permission to cross the East River. While he was attempting to gain this permission, his backers deserted him and his dream of a bridge died.
As soon as Queens County joined New York City in 1898, strong pressure was brought to bear to
give Queens a bridge and within a year plans for a structure were approved and then submitted to the
War Dept. Washington gave its approval on Dec. 2, 1899 and the mayor of New York on Nov. 15,
1900. During 1901 condemnation proceedings for the necessary land for bridge approaches were begun
and in June 1901 the contracts were let for the six piers; these were completed by April 1904. Five more
years were needed to put up the structural steel work which was first installed on Blackwell's Island and
then built out east and west towards the New York and Long Island shores. By March of 1909 the bridge
was completed and on March 30 the structure opened to pedestrian and vehicular traffic. 10.000 persons gathered at the New York end and Mayor McClellan and the engineers drove across the span in an
automobile. On June 12 was celebrated the formal opening of the bridge. The governor of New York
State, the Secretary of War, representatives of the bar, the press and many dignitaries besides 50,000 ordinary citizens gathered for a day of speeches and parades. Floats representing historic moments in the
history of Queens passed in view followed by the Veteran Fireman's Assn. of Long Island City, civic organizations, Long Island City school children, the bridge workers and a very resplendent National Guard.
That night the bridge was outlined by thousands ofred lamps strung along the cables, while searchlights
from the river swept back and forth along the structure. The fireworks display climaxed with an immense
representation of Niagara Falls apparentlypouring over the edge of the bridge on its south side and in all
colors of the rainbow.
The completed bridge was 3725 feet long and with approaches 8617 feet; height above water was
135 feet. The total cost came to $18,131,500. On its two decks there were four trolley tracks, two elevated railroad lanes, two roadways and two footwalks. The bridge originally had a toll gate as did the
Brooklyn and Williamsburgh Bridges but all tolls were abolished by the city on July 18, 1911. The inner
pair of trolley tracks was taken out in 1916.
The bridge experienced heavy use almost immediately and this continued to grow every year. The
Department of Plants & Structures took a one-day count of the bridge traffic over the years with the following

result:

Oct.
Nov.
Oct.
Oct.

24, 1909
11, 1910
29, 1913
29, 1915

25,000
44,320
81,760

persons

459 vehicles
1,810
6,691, (4792 m0t0r,1899
12,352

horse)
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Oct. 25, 1917
93,897
13,431
Oct. 21, 1919
18,801
Dec. 13, 1923
146,052
29,335
35,085
Nov.
1924
Nov.
1926
52,230
1927
59,000
Jan.
Nov.
1928
86,000
The steady and seemingly unending growth in the traffic using the bridge gave the chief engineer of the
City Dept. of Plant & Structures so much concern that as early as 1916 he recommended the construction of the Triborough Bridge and a bill was actually introduced and passed in the State Legislature in
1920 to authorize such a structure.
In Long Island City the opening of the new bridge had some very important local side effects. The
Dutch Kills area, a quiet residential neighborhood before 1909, suddenly found itself the site of Bridge
Plaza. Jane St. (Bridge Plaza North & South) formerly a6O foot residential street now became 150 feet
wide and was transformed into the broad Queens Plaza from 24th St. to Jackson Aye. Multitudes of
small wooden frame buildings had to be demolished and the ground level was raised 10 feet. To provide
an outlet for the traffic which poured off the bridge, a great steel viaduct was built direct from the plaza
across the railroad yards to Thomson Aye. and Van Dam St. This diagonal street viaduct, as it became
to be called, was 100 feet wide and 1830 feet long, supported by 18 concrete piers and two massive
abutments. It was erected by and at the expense of the Pennsylvania Railroad and was thrown open for
use on Dec.29, 1910.
The beautiful open plaza once marked by green malls and the flagpole mast from Sir Thomas Lipton's yacht, lasted only five years. In 1914 the elevated railroad, marching up 23rd St. (Ely), invaded the
plaza with its disfiguring columns and by 1916 the place was a forest of elevated pillars and ramps for
the Astoria and Flushing Rapid Transit. When the 2nd Avenueelevated came to Queens Plaza an 1917,
the bridge walkways were lost and more columns were added.
The sudden transformation of Queens Plaza into a rapid transit hub caused the plaza to blossom into
a banking and commercial centre. Already in 1910 the Brewster Building sprang up on the plaza and still
stands there today. It fronts on the north side of the plaza for 200 ft., 250 ft. on 28th St. and 170 ft. on
27th St. The building is 96 ft. high with an 84 foot clock tower removed in recent years. The building
has seven stories with 50,000 sq. ft. of floor space on each floor; in 1914, 500 men were employed
here. The Brewster Building by its massive size, its marble floors and ornamented foyer easily dominated
the whole plaza. Other tall buildings appeared one by one on the north and east sides especially, almost
all of which still stand today as the familiar landmarks of "downtown" Long Island City. Old
Schwalenberg Park behind the bank buildings on the plaza and lying between 41st Aye. and Jackson
Aye. was overwhelmed by the commercialism and traffic surging around it and its owners sold the famous old landmark in Sept. 1915.
A few other old landmarks in the immediate vicinity of the Plaza were destroyed by the march of
progress. The Civic Club, 70 ft. south of 41st Aye. (Skillman Place) and facing Jackson Aye. was razed in
November 1907 along with the old Hunter homestead adjoining it on the south. Early in 1910 the 150
year old Payntar homestead 65 ft. north of 41st Aye. (Skillman Place) and on the south side of Jackson
Aye. succumbed to the wreckers for a warehouse site.
One of the most important and lasting effects of the building of the bridge was the filling-in of the
long empty Sunswick Meadows beneath and north of the bridge. For decades this extensive tract had no
building on it beyond a few shacks and even the streets had not been carried across it. The arrival of the
bridge stirred life into this long stagnant area where real estate, hitherto unsalable, became valuable
overnight. The close proximity of the tract to the booming Queens Plaza district made it unthinkable to
neglect this strategically located property any longer.
During the fall of 1907 and the spring of 1908 the City Highway Dept. carried 36th Aye. (Washington) and 37th Aye. (Webster), 38th (Beebe) and 40th Aye. (Payntar) across the Sunswick Meadows on
huge embankments of earth and cinders ten to twelve feet high and for the length of half a mile. 40th
Aye. was laid out 60 feet across and the other avenues 80 feet across. The huge amount of fill used was
taken from hills and from contractors' refuse. During 1911 the Dept. of Street Cleaning filled in the line
of Bridge Plaza South under the bridge so that the road could be opened.

During the summer of 1911 the Burden Estate owning the land directly under the bridge from 11th
St. to 23rd St. and almost down to 43rd Aye. was sold for $200,000 to the Bradley Contracting Co.,
contractors for the Manhattan subways, as a place to dump excavated earth. During the fallof 1911, the
company lost no time sending in long lines of teams and wagons laden with subway dirt all over the formerly swampy grounds. A few higher spots, lightly wooded and for years called Burden's Woods, now
disappeared in the general elevation of the area.
To expedite the filling process, the Bradley Co. purchased for $350,000 one of Ravenswood waterfront estates, that of Benjamin B. Babbitt, the soap manufacturer. Docks were built where scows loaded
with subway excavation material could unload. A temporary narrow-gauge elevated road over Vernon
Aye. carried the material from the dock to the swampland where dirt cars distributed and dumped the
fill. In this way the age-old menace of fever and malaria from the stagnant meadows was once and for
all ended and a great tract reclaimed for industrial use. The elevators up to the new Queensborough
Bridge that were then being built at Vernon Aye. made the reclaimed land readily accessible to the big
labor market on the East side of Manhattan. So successful was the Bradley Co. in its filling operations
that the Board of Estimate, in Dec. 1911, contracted with them to fill in the city-owned land all along
old Jane St. (41st Drive) from the Plaza to Vernon Aye. The filling operation went on all during the summer and fall of 1912.
Not quite as spectacular as the Queensborough Bridge but no less important and enduring was the
Steinway Tunnel, begun long before the bridge and finished only long after. A 100 ft. shaft was sunk at
Vernon, Jackson & 50th Aye. in 1892 but careless handling of dynamite caused a terrible explosition or
Dec. 28 1892 and thereafter the work was stopped. August Belmont, president of the Interborough Rapid Transit (IRT) becameinterested in the tunnel's possiblities as a trolley outlet to Grand Central Terminal
for the Long Island City trolley system, ownership of which he had acquired in 1903. A contract was
awarded to the Degnon Construction Co. in 1905 and work was started under the tunnel company's old
franchise. The mayor ordered work stoped in November 1905 on the ground that the old Steinway
franchise had expired. A legal agreement was patched up and work was resumed in 1906. In 1907 the
tunnel was practically completed and on Sept. 23, 1907, a trolley car made four round trips from 50th
Aye. & 21st Street, Long Island City (the tunnel mouth) to 42nd Street just west of Lexington Aye. On
Sept. 27th and 28th free trips were given to all comers and hundreds took advantage of the unique opportunity. The IRT tried to sell the tunnel to the city in 1907 but the mayor balked at the price; in 1909
the company madeanother offer suggesting that the tunnel be used as a branch of the IRT East Side subway. Legal problems intervened but the city accepted the company's third bid on Dec. 9, 1910. It provided that the IRT should operate the tunnel as part of its system for one s<c fare and that the Second
Avenue Elevated should be extended across the Queensborough Bridge to Queens. Equipping the tunnel
for subway operation and connecting it with the Lexington Avenue line proved very slow and difficult
and it was not until June 22, 1915 that the Steinway tunnel opened for passenger service as far as the
Vernon-Jackson station. Successive extensions thereafter brought the tunnel service to Queens Plaza, Astoria and Flushing.
It so happened that during the years 1905, 1906 and 1908 construction was going on simultaneously on both the Steinway Tunnel and the Pennsylvania Railroad tunnels. Although a British engineering
company was doing the Pennsylvania work and the Degnon Construction Co. the Steinway work, relations were very close between the IRT and the Pennsylvania. August Belmont, president of the IRT, was
also a director on the board of the Long Island R.R., owned and controlled by the Pennsylvania. The
companies jointly owned several trolley lines and were planning joint operations in Brooklyn at the
LIRR's Flatbush Aye. terminal. This corporate identity of interests resulted in an important benefit for
Long Island City.
Since the Pennsylvania and the IRT were both engaged in building tunnels that produced tons of excavated material daily, it early occurred to the directors of both companies that, instead of going to the
expense of dumping this debris at sea, it would make better sense to dump it locally in the meadows
that covered large tracts on either side of Dutch Kills adjacent to both tunnels. Although these swampy
tracts had been almost worthless for decades, several politicians like ex-New York State Gov. Roswell
Flower had gotten wind of the tunnel plans early and had bought up sizeable portions of the meadow-

lands for speculations.
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In November of 1905 the Degnon Terminal and Realty Company was incorporated with a capital of
one million dollars. Michael J. Degnon, president of the Degnon Contracting Co. and the contractor on
the Steinway tunnel, was president; associated with him as directors were August Belmont, president of
the IRT, and several Pennsylvania and LIRR directors. The new company came to terms with the Flower
interests and the New York Land & WarehouseCo. nominal owner of other tracts, to buy up all the lowlying meadow land on both sides of Dutch Kills. The new company's plans were both practical and ambitious. This was to fill in all the meadowland around the Dutch Kills waterway with dirt and rock excavated from both the Pennsylvania and Steinway tunnels, bulkhead the two sides of the creek for 2200
feet, widen it to 150 feet, dredge it to a depth of 23 feetand set up a great industrial park. The terminal's
boundaries were the railroad yards on the west, Thomson Avenue on the north and Van Dam St. on the
east, covering roughly 30 city blocks. Three great inducements to locate in Long Island City were held
out by the Degnon Terminal Co. to industry. The first was space; many companies unable to expand in
the limited and expensive real estate on Manhattan Island would find the large and cheap tracts of Long
Island City attractive. The second was railroad facilities. Here is where the Long Island R.R. came in. The
Degnon Co. obtained a franchise from the city for a terminal railroad to be extended from a connection
with the Long Island R.R. to every point on the terminal land. Railroad tracks could run alongside or directly into any industrial plant. This made it possible for freight cars to unload raw material and to ship
out finished products. The third attraction was cheap shipping by water. Dutch Kills, as improved, was
practically an extension of Newtown Creek, already a major waterway; vessels could sail directlyalongside any plant or within a few feet of it and could depart with finished goods to any point on theAtlantic
Coast.
In January 1908 the Degnon Contracting Co. turned over its contract for laying out the Sunnyside
Yards to the Degnon Terminal Improvement & Realty Co. so that the latter could obtain ample fill from
the higher land in Sunnyside for the terminal area, the tunnel excavations alone having proven inadequate. By 1912 most of the Degnon Terminal was completed; the canal was 150 feet wide and the turning basin 500 feet long and 2400 feet of creekhad been bulkheaded. The company now began to solicit
actively industrial companies. Each concern had the privilege of buying the land and erecting its own
plants or of leasing the land from the terminal company which would then erect the building to suit the
requirements of the tenant. The terminal's first big client was the Loose-Wiles Biscuit Co.; Degnon erected a ten-story concrete building with 800,000 sq. ft. of floor space at Skillman and Thomson Avenues. Within a short time a whole row of big buildings sprang up here one by one: the Packard Automobile Co., the American Ever Ready Co. at Van Dam and Thomson, the American Chicle Co. and the
White Motor Co. In the rear of these conspicuous industrial buildings other factories and warehouses
gradually located, particularly during World War I and immediatelyafterwards. In the feverish economy
of the early 19205. Development of the Degnon Terminal was held back for the first few years by the
lack of transportation for workers. Trolley service along Queens Blvd. from 2nd Aye. New York opened
on Jan. 29, 1913 but this was inadequate. When the rapid transit elevated lines opened to Queens Plaza
in 1916, easy access to the terminal became possible for the first time. The new plants attracted great
numbers of workers into an area hitherto almost empty of settlement. In 1915 the Loose-Wiles factory
was the biggest employer in Long Island City with 2500 workers; Everready was a close second with
1500.

While all these spectacular and conspicuous events were changing the face of Long Island City, other smaller changes were occurring in their shadow. The great old Court House on Thomson Aye. that
had dominated the neighborhood since 1876 was set on fire on Nov. 26, 1904 by the hand furnace of a
tinsmith at work on the roof and partly wrecked. The heavy dome of the building fell in and in falling
crashed through the dining halls and kitchens on the top floor, coming to rest in the Supreme Court
chambers. After burning for two hours, the blaze was brought under control. Damage was $300,000,
more than the original cost of the whole building. It tookalmost five years to rebuild the massive structure; two additional stories were added to take care of the great increase in business in the county. Many
more offices, consultation rooms and facilities were added for the judges, attorneys and juries and the
Supreme Court Chamber in particular splendor. Additional court rooms for the Special Terms and County Courts could now be accommodated. The new renovated Court House opened in September 1909.
Although the Newtown Creek bridges were not nearly as spectacular as the Queensborough, they
were just as essential in linking Long Island City with Brooklyn. For many years a rickety swing bridge

had connected the foot of Vernon Aye. with Manhattan Aye. Creenpoint. Buffeted from time to time by
errant barges and poorly repaired, the bridge broke down often and threatened to tumble into the creek.
In January 1903 the old bridge was torn out and a temporary wooden one installed at Oakland Aye. A
new high-level (24 ft.) bridge was planned to carry traffic over the LIRR yards and Borden Avenue, and

because this bridge needed a ramp and plaza on the Queens side, many buildings had to be torn down
on the east side of Vernon Aye. between Borden and 50th Aye. This destroyed old Monitor Square, a
green spot that had been a feature of Hunter's Point since the 1870's. The construction of the bascule
bridge with its counter-balanced arms consumed most of 1904 but the bridge was finally opened to the
public on Oct. 17, 1905. Trolley tracks were installed on the bridge and for many years the Graham
Aye. trolley from Brooklyn came to the Queens side and looped around the northwest corner at 50th
Aye. & Vernon.
Another important though less-well known bridge was the Borden Avenue structure over Dutch
Kills. The old wooden bridge of 1879 had grown hopelessly obsolete and its poor repair madeit dangerous to open; now that the Degnon project promised heavy traffic up and down Dutch Kills, a new
bridge became imperative. The city built a retractable bridge; instead of swinging sideways on a center
pier or moving up and down, the new bridge slid sideways at an angle along steel tracks, leaving a clear
channel the width of the stream. The mayor opened the new bridge with suitable ceremonies on May
25, 1908. A third bridge to carry Hunter's Point Avenue over Dutch Kills was built in 1909-1910; the
two leaves of the bridge had a length of 150 feet and the roadway was 36 feet wide.
In the twenty years from the city's absorption into New York City and the end of World War I,
many new public buildings were constructed. In the area of schools the city's increase in population
from 48,272 to 90,000 forced the enlargement of some old schools and the erection of new ones:
#1 at 20-01 46th Road; enlarged 1906 with 21 new classrooms
#5 at 29th St. below 30th Aye. Totally rebuilt in 1904
#6 on 38th St. near 31st Aye. Greatly enlarged in 1905
#7 on 21st St. at 26th Rd. Doubled in size about 1906
#80 on Greenpoint Aye. near Bradley Aye. Opened 1905
#83 on Vernon Aye. near 25th Aye. Opened 1906
#84 on 41st St. near Ditmars Aye. Opened 1906
#85 on 31st St. near 24th Aye. Opened 1906
Curiously, no new churches other than inconsequential and impermanent missions were founded from
the end of the century till after World War I. Many older congregations grew larger, especially the Catholic, while others declined gradually (Baptists, Presbyterians).
Industrially, Long Island City did very well in the 1898-1918 era. By 1910, the midpoint of this era,
Newtown Creek had become the busiest waterway of its size in the world. The Mississippi River from
New Orleans to St. Paul carried 5,500,000 tons of freight valued at $82 million; little Newtown Creek
carried 5,435,016 tons and with a total value of $225 million. 102,270 boats passed through the Vernon
Avenue bridge in 1914. In 1912 Long Island City was far and away at the head of all communities in
Queens in industry with 297 manufacturing establishments furnishing employment to 16,415 hands. This
was distributed as follows:
sheet iron
18 factories
2612 employees
automobiles
1583
17
8
oil
1524
silk goods
1522
10
sheet metal
3
1422
30
1312
cut stone work
pianos
1259
4
chemicals
10
1128
housing trim
32
1120
Other leading industries were machinery, gas, rubber goods, sugar refining, buttons, hosiery and knit
goods.

Looking east along Queens Boulevard from the 33rd Street station of the elevated in 1917. Note how empty and unsettled

the area is.

The advent of World War I in 1917 was a welcome temporary stimulus to Long Island City. Since
the city already was a flourishing and diversified manufacturing center, it was in a good position to accept the new and sudden flood of government orders for equipment of all kinds for the war effort. The
auto plants and the manyautomotive supply companies turned their plants to the production of military
vehicles. The major new industry to come to the city directly because of the war was that of aviation
supplies, Wright-Martin Aircraft took over a big factory building at Borden, Review and Starr Avenues in
Blissville and began to turn out Hispano-Suiza 300 HP airplane engines. Because there was not a great
deal of space left over in Long Island City by 1917, big assembly plants for armaments, heavy industry,
etc. were out of the question. The local factories were ideally suited to parts manufacture and to satellite
industries and this was the role that the city played in 1917-1918. The shortness of the war- hardly over
18 months- made the whole war effort in Long Island City a short-lived phenomenon that left no lasting
impression. By the time industry overcame production inertias of all kinds and tooled up to a wartime
tempo, the war was over.
The war era brought to the city one welcome and enduring improvement. Catskill water was first
delivered through the new cross-river aqueducts on Feb. 1, 1917 and this was extended to Flushing and
Bayside on Feb. 10. On March 7, the new supply was briefly turned off to check the Manhattan aqueducts, and for the time being, water was substituted from the Ridgewood Reservoir and supplemented
by the Flushing and Bayside pumping stations. The water was turned on again, this time permanently, on
April 1, 1917, and the old pumping stations and wells dating from the 1880's were gradually retired.
A final word about politics in this era is in order. The size and importance of Long Island City made
it so obviously the metropolis of Queens Co. that it surprised no one that the city administration in 1898
made it the seat of the Borough President of Queens County. In the last days of independent Long Island
City Mayor Patrick Cleason had required the Board of Alderman to rent his property as a City Hall.
When the New York City administration took over in 1898, they chose the three-story, red-brick Hackett Building on the southwest corner of Jackson Avenue & 49th St. (now 10-63 Jackson Aye.) then occupied by O. Demarest & Co., dry goods manufacturers, because it was both large and available. Patrick
Cleason brought suit in Sept. 1898 against the city for moving out of his property and into the Hackett
Building on the ground that the wife of Henry Kearney, NYC Commissioner of Buildings, owned a portion of the Hackett Building, and there was therefore a conflict of interest. The suit was dismissed and
the NYC administration continued to occupy the Hackett Building until 1916, when the offices were
moved into the new Stuart Hirschman building in Queens Plaza (now Texaco).
Not surprisingly, Long Island City contributed to Queens Co. its first two borough presidents, Frederick Bowley and Joseph Cassidy. Bowley was a German-born butcher who moved to L.I. City in 1887; he
entered politics and became an alderman-at-large; in 1898 he was elected as first borough president.
Bowley was opposed to profit in politics and so lasted only one term in office, (1898-1902). He died in
September 1916, almost unknown.
Joseph Cassidy was born in Blissville; his father was a florist who kept a greenhouse near the entrance to Calvary Cemetery. For a while he worked in the fur department of Arnold, Constable & Co. in
New York but his father's cemetery business grew so large that the son was summoned back. The father
took the boy into the firm and changed the name to Joseph Cassidy & Son. Mayor Sanford made young
Joe Cassidy Excise Commissioner, granting saloon licenses. Cassidy then became an alderman and a
road contractor. Like Cleason he had a charismatic personality that attracted hosts of friends and the attentionof the powerful. He became Democratic leader of Queens and was easily elected borough president in 1902. He served two terms, 1902-1904 and was re-elected to a second term, 1904-1906. Cassidy made the error of preferring charges against his successor, Lawrence Cresser, an honest man, before
the governor, alleging graft and irregularities in the departments of the District Attorney and Sewers. He
succeeded in getting Lawrence Cresser ousted but the resulting political uproar brought about a close
scrutiny of his own record, something which he could ill afford. It developed that on his salary of $5000
a year he was accustomed to go frequently to the racetrack and make bets of $1000. Records in the
county clerk's office showed that he had real estate interests amounting to over $500,000, including valuable land in the Rockaways where he maintained a handsome summer home. He also owned a stock
farm and race horses in California; a yacht, an automobile (a luxury in 1905) and had money a plenty
for all his needs. Cassidy was convicted of selling a nomination to the Supreme Court bench and was
sentenced to two years in Sing Sing (Feb. 1914). He served a year and a half and emerged a political

non-entity, deserted by his old-time cronies. He died in November 1920. In October 1911 political
power passed from Long Island City to Newtown in the later borough presidencies of Maurice Connolly,

a native of Corona.

The Hackett Building, northwest corner of 49th
1898-1916.

Aye.

& Northern Blvd. in 1935. This was Queens' first borough hall,

CHAPTER XVIII

THE HOUSING EXPLOSION OF THE TWENTIES
Although no one realized it at the time, the World War I experience set in motion local forces that
would in a very few years profoundly change the quality of life in Long Island City. One of the first was
the enactment of the Prohibition law, effective July 1, 1919 and the 18th constitutional amendment enforcing it on Jan. 16, 1920. The amendment forbade the manufacture, sale or transportation of intoxicating liquors which were defined as any beverage containing 1/2 of 1% or more of alcohol. The State of
New York held out the second longest of all the states in the union, ratifying the bill only on July 29,
1919 and even then against the urging of Gov. Smith who pushed for a referendum. Long Island City for
years had supported a very large number of neighborhood saloons, especially along Jackson Avenue,
Broadway and Steinway Street and all of these, along with thebreweries in Brooklyn and New York that
supplied them, were forced to close. The closing of the saloons had a profound social impact as well;
the saloons had served for years as the social center for working-class men and the sudden loss of this

traditional social outlet took away from the men the kind of support that the store and the church provided for women —a place to make men talk with other men and to enjoy camaraderie in drink and
games. Prohibition did not result in popularizing temperance for the saloons were soon replaced by the
speakeasies nor did it.increase church attendance as its advocates fondly hoped; statistics show that in
Long Island City church attendance waned. Although five new churches were founded, this was offset
by the disappearance of several older congregations.
Another far-reaching social effect of World War I was to bring down the price of the private automobile to the point where the average working man could afford to buy one. Automobile prices before
the war ran from $3000 to $8000 depending on the maker and the degree of luxury offered; the auto,
for all practical purposes, was a rich man's toy and a status symbol for the wealthy. The military requirements of World War I vastly stimulated and accelerated production techniques for both cars and trucks
and it remained for Henry Ford to perfect the assembly line and the people's automobile, the famous
Model "A". The lowered price of cars encouraged many manufacturers to enter the field and in the 20's
there were more makes and models turned out than in any other period of the industry. Cars gave the
common man a new freedom never before available unlimited mobility; it suddenly became possible
to leave the old neighborhood and explore new places and resorts at will without irksome restrictions of
timetables, changes, waits, etc. All who could afford it took to the road and a new era of highways, motels and gas stations opened.
In Long Island City and indeed in every city in the land the new wanderlust had the effect of destroying another old-time institution, the amusement park. The most prominent victim in Long Island City
was Schuetzen Park, the seven-acre grove at the southeast corner of Broadway & Steinway St. Founded
in 1870, this park was the scene of thousands of social events down through the yearsreaching the peak
of its fame in the 1890's and the first years of our century. Shooting galleries, dancing pavilions, picnic
tables and plenty of woodland attracted several generations of people from Astoria and the surrounding
villages; in its latest years outdoor movie presentations lured patrons every weekend. The coming of Prohibition and the advent of the automobiles were twin blows that the old park could not withstand and in
1924 the land was sold for stores and apartments. North Beach, no less popular with the pre-War generations, succumbed at the same time and became transformed into Glen Curtis Airport.
World War I with its insatiable military demands, greatly stimulated the growth of factories and light
industrial plants of all kinds, many of which took root in Long Island City and after the war converted to
civilian production. The workers in these plants were forced to live outside Queens at first for the simple
reason that there was very little housing available in Long Island City. Before 1920 what housing there
was consisted mostly of two-story frame detached houses in Dutch Kills, parts of Hunter's Point and in
the older part of Astoria and the "German Settlement." Vast areas of open land lay on all sides awaiting
development. By 1920 several factors together conspired to create a sudden boom in the Long Island

—

City housing market. First was the new availability of money; many new investors who had reaped considerable profit from war work and whose names showed no connections with old families or old money were eager to put their cash into exciting new ventures. A second stimulus was the very large number
of young new families that war always produces that were anxious to purchase affordable housing. A
third pressure was the host of workers in local factories forced to travel daily to New York and Brooklyn
and who greatly preferred to purchase housing near their place of work. Long Island City was particularly attractive because of its low land values; although the area was only two to three miles from Manhattan, most lots could still be purchased for from $3000 to $5000 compared with $8000 to $15,000 in
the Bronx and Brooklyn. In the twenty years that Long Island City had been incorporated into New York
City, just about all of the street pattern had been established, almost every street had been opened, graded, guttered and curbed though not paved. Some had been sewered and a few main streets paved besides. This meant that a builder or developer could come in and build directly, without the delay and
high cost of opening a tract. Long Island City had one major attraction over the Bronx; no rock blasting
was necessary to build; excavation was easy and cheap.
The final and certainly the most powerful inducement that Long Island City offered was its existing
rapid transit network. Housing developers did not have to hold out to home buyers visionary promises
of future extensions; the Astoria and Corona lines were already in full operation and as yet under-utilized. The Queens extension of the IRT had opened during the war years and from a junction at Queens

Plaza had radiated out northward to Astoria and eastward to Corona:

June 22, 1915
Nov. 5, 1916
Feb. 1, 1917
Apr. 21, 1917
Jul. 23, 1917
Aug. 1, 1920

Grand Central Station

to

Vernon-Jackson

Ayes.

Grand Central Station to Queens Plaza
Grand Central Station to Astoria (Ditmars Aye.)
Grand Central Station to Corona (104th St.)
Extension of 2nd Aye. Elevated to Queens
Broadway BMT Subway extended to Queens
The low 5t fare that prevailed in the 1920's made travelling into and out of Queens cheap; the buyer of
a home in Long Island City had the double advantage of nearness to the city (under half an hour) and
minimum cost. When the BMT trains (Brooklyn-Manhattan Transit) came to Queens in 1920, the Long
Island City resident had the choice, then unique in the city, of travelling to any place in the entire city on
either the IRT or BMT subway system for one nickel.
With so many advantages to be said for Long Island City property, it is not difficult to see why builders suddenly converged on the area as soon as the war was over and began a frenzied pace of home
and apartment building that had no equal before or since. Three great areas of Long Island City, neglected for decades and thinly settled, if at all, now came in for sudden and intensive development:

1. The Ditmars area
2. The 30th Avenue area
3. The Thomson Hill-Sunnyside area
About 1919 the Rickert-Brown Co., large development pioneers, bought some 2000 lots along Ditmars Avenue and opposite East River Park at 19th St. In 1921 and 1922 they built and sold over 100
single-family brick houses of six rooms each on Ditmars Aye. They named this development "Arleigh".
The Arleigh Realty Co., formed by William F Chatlos and D. E. McAvoy, bought from Congressman
Kindred land on 27th, 28th and 29th Streets and between Ditmars and 21st Aye. and erected 182 single-famiiy houses of ten rooms each.
In 1925-1926 the Arleigh Realty put up nine four-story apartment buildings with 300 apartments and
10 stores at 31st St. & 21st Aye.; also thirty-two six-family apartments of three rooms each at 27th &
Crescent Streets.
A few blocks inland on 24th St. was the development of the Kindred-McAvoy syndicate, specialists
in twinapartments. Dr. John J. Kindred was the son of John Kindred who in 1896 had taken over the old
Wolcott Mansion between Crescent and Kindred St. from the Wolcott Estate and had turned it into a private sanitorium "Rivercrest" catering to nervous diseases, alcoholism and drug addiction. Dr. Kindred

Mouth of the Steinway Tunnel in 50th Avenue just west of 21st St. in 1907. A trolley car on a temporary track made
several round trips to Lexington Aye. and 42nd Street.

went into politics and became a Congressman for the Astoria district; about 1920 he formed a partnership with D.E. McAvoy, treasurer of the W. D. Bloodgood Co., to develop the unused land on the
sanitorium grounds. The Kindred-McAvoy homes had six rooms each, were 14 ft. apart and featured
decorative tapestry brick fronts.

The Metropolitan Life Insurance Co. beginning in 1922 became one of the biggest developers and
builders in Long Island City. The idea of investing funds derived from insurance premiums was then so
unusual as to require special action by the State Legislature. The insurance company demonstrated the
existence of a serious post-war housing shortage locally and expressed confidence that the investment
would be not only sage but profitable. The Legislature accordingly enacted an amendment to the State
Insurance Law authorizing the company to purchase land and build apartment houses to a limited extent, provided the rents to be charged did not exceed $9 per room per month; the company was permitted to invest up to seven million dollars on the understanding that a return of 8% net would be earned.
The Metropolitan put up 54 apartments between 33rd and 35th Streets and Ditmars and 21st Avenues,
one block from the end of theAstoria elevated line. These apartments furnished housing for 2125 families; the buildings were finished in May 1924 and were rented immediately. The Metropolitan Life, besides developing tracts itself, had already furnished several million dollars in capital to the Rickert-Brown
Co. and to the Queensborough Corp. in Jackson Heights.
Along 37th St. between Ditmars and 21st Ayes. Norman Bros, took title to 200 lots from Louis Gold
& Co. for $300,000 and put up 124 one-family houses in the "Astoria Gardens" section; also two-family
houses on 36th St., 37th and 38th Sts. between Ditmars and 21st Ayes.
In 1922 Louis Gold bought 1100 lots in the neighborhood of the Ditmars Aye. el terminal from the
Ditmars Aye. Improvement Co. of J. A. Dilliard who had in turn bought the land from theAmerican Real
Estate Co. Gold put up one and two-family houses on the blocks between 33rd and 38th Sts. and 21st
and 24th Avenues and called the large tract "Astoria Gardens."
Another development in the general area was the "Crystal Gardens" built by the Crescent Development Co. on land of Samuel Untermeyer. The company directors were Sidney and Hyman Crystal, G.
Gross and F. A. Regan. The development covered five city blocks running from 24th to 29th Sts. and between 24th and 25th Ayes. On this tract 210 apartment houses were put up, each of which accommodated 9 families or a total of 1890 families at a cost of four million dollars. Individual apartments had
suites of 4 to 6 rooms. In all there were 36 buildings, all four-story and basement.
The Potter Avenue Realty Co. in 1922 built 200 single family homes of six rooms each on both sides
of 23rd (Potter) Aye. and on adjoining streets on land bought from the Rickert-Brown Co.; also several
hundred two-family houses. Their first effort extended from 21st St. to Kindred St.; these sold for $8500.
Besides these larger developers and builders, a search of the records reveals a considerable number
of smaller companies active in the Ditmars area:
Claudia Construction Co.: two-family houses on 21st & 23rd Avenues.
Rablo Construction Co.: two-family houses on 21st Aye. and 36th St.
H & S Construction Co.: stores & apartments on Ditmars and along 33rd., 35th and 36th Sts.
between 23rd Aye. and 24th Aye.
United Building Co.: two-family houses on 36th St.
Carvel Holding Co.: stores and apartments on Ditmars Avenue.
Fradko Realty & Construction Co.: two-family houses on 37th St.
TillioseAssociates: stores and apartments on Ditmars Aye.
Herald Home Building Co.: some one-family and 30 two-family houses of 11 rooms each on
35th and 36th Sts. south of Ditmars Aye.
Astoria Land Co.: store and apartments on Ditmars Avenue
Astoria Community Co.: built 86 two-family houses and erected in the Arleigh section 160
brick two-family houses on Crescent, 23rd and 24th Sts. between 23rd and
24th Avenues.
Hoycress Realty Co.: B. Salzman, owner. Erected in 1925 on 24th St. and Crescent St. 60
two-family semi-detached houses of 11 rooms each.
Elstru Building Co.: built on Crescent, Kindred St. and 24th Aye. 62 two-family brick houses
of 11 rooms each.

United Community Corp.: put up on 27th St. north of 23rd Aye. 21 six-family houses and 5
three-room apartments. In 1925-1926 they erected 600 two-family houses on
27-28 th Sts., Crescent and Kindred Sts.
Asor Realty Co.: George Brown, pres. put up the apartment building "Asor Court" at 29th St.
& 21st Aye. with 41 two-, three & four room apartments renting from $50 to
$70; also "Ardmore Court", a four-story building with 37 apartments.
A. Capone Co.: built on the northeast corner of 38th St. & 21st Aye. a 54-family apartment
building with two, three, four & five room apartments; also on the southeast
corner of the same streets a building with five six-family apartments.
Simon Abeles: erected a four-story apartment building on the northeast corner of 38th St. &
Astoria Blvd. with two, three, four & five room apartments.
Hoffberg Construction Co.: erected on Ditmars Aye. from 31st to 33rd Sts. a row of two-story brick stores and apartments.
Saracel Realty Co.: built on the northeast corner of Ditmars Aye. & 38th St. a building with
stores below and two, three, four & five room apartments above.
Weber & Hamilton: built in 1926-27 an apartment for 54 families on Steinway St. between
Ditmars and 21st Avenues.
Frank Vitale: built in 1926-27 three six-story buildings on 31st St. between Ditmars and 21st
Avenues for 292 families. Open Aug. 15, 1928
Rothberg Inc.: built in 1928 a 60-family four-story apartment on the northeast corner of 23rd
Aye. & 35th St.
Enright & O'Neill: built in 1928 a 20-family apartment on 29th St. near Ditmars Avenue.
William F. Chatlos: erected in 1928 a 20-family apartment on 29th St. north of Ditmars Avenue.

Capek & Tamanek: built in 1928 a 40-family apartment house on the west side of 29th St.

near 24th Avenue.
Paul Cazzara: erected in 1928 a four-story 20-family apartment house on 33rd St. near 23rd
Aye. also another four story building for 32 families at 33rd St. near Ditmars
Aye.

Tomenack Realty Co.: built in 1928 a 40-family apartment on 29th St. north of 21st Aye.
Charles Lopinto: built in 1928 an apartment house for 16 families on 29th St. between Ditmars and 21st Ayes.
Universal Realty Co.: built in 1928 at 36th St. & 23rd Aye. six 6-family houses.
Fairview Holding Corp.: Dr. A. C. Brieger, president; built in 1929 on 31st Street near 21st
Avenue three 6-story buildings containing 297 apartments of 2-3-4 rooms renting at $22 a room.
O'Brien & Walsh: in 1928-29 built a group of 61 single, 2-family and 6-family houses on
45th above Ditmars Aye.
The same housing explosion that created such sudden, massive building activity in the Ditmars area
affected theolder "German Settlement" and New Astoria area as well. Since this neighborhood had already been settled and built on over a period of 50 years, there were fewersizeable open areas available to developers. The most pretentious development in this area was "Norwood Gardens" along 35th,
36th, 37th Sts. from 31st Aye. to Broadway. The plans were done by Walter Hopkins of the firm of
Warren & Wetmore.

A few blocks to the east the Link-Mathews Co. put up on 42nd and 43rd Sts., 200 ft. north of Jackson Aye. 42 six-family houses, three stories high with five rooms in each. A.F. Mathews was one of the
Mathews brothers who had built thousands of homes in Ridgewood and Julius Link was the last proprietor of Schuetzen Park before it was closed down in 1924.
Adelphi Homes: erected 48 two-family homes of 13 rooms each on 35th & 38th Sts. between 30th and 31st Ayes. on land purchased from Rickert-Brown Co. in the
"Norwood Gardens" area. The architect was Paul Lubruth and the houses sold

for $19,000.

How the towers of the Queensborough Bridge were built; a temporary construction railroad facilitated the movement of
the heavy granite blocks. (NYC Municipal Archives)

W.S.W. Realty Co.: built stores with apartments on the upper floors along Broadway and
along 30th Avenue.
Bermel Holding Co.: working in the "Norwood Gardens" area put up 68 six-family homes on
both sides of 35th and 36th Sts. between Broadway and 31st Aye.
D.S. Furman Co.: a New Jersey firm, put up two blocks of two-family houses with six rooms
each on 44th and 45th Sts. north of 30th Aye.
Breecher Building Co.: erected a five-story apartment between Broadway and 31st Aye.; also
a five-story 20-family apartment at 30th St. & 31st Avenue.
C. Cenovese & Son: built two five-story apartment houses at 34th St. & 31st Aye. and a
three-story apartment on 34th St. at Broadway; also two three-family houses on
30th St. near 35th Aye.
King Bee Holding Co.: Morris Monacher, pres., the largestbuilder of apartment houses in this
section, put up a group of five-story apartment buildings containing 290 three,
four & five room apartments on the west side of 34th St. between 30th and
31st

Ayes.

Verdune Improvement Co.: put up on the east side of 34th St. between 30th & 31st Ayes. a
group of two-family houses with six rooms each. Price $19,000.
Five-County Realty Co.: Abraham Sachs, pres. put up on 30th Aye. between 35th and 36th
Sts. nine stores with apartments above at a cost of $170,000.
Wolcott Holding Co.: built a large apartment on 31st Aye. between 36th and 37th Sts.
Andrew J. Pipitone: purchased in 1926 a number of lots in old Schuetzen Park and put up
300 twenty-family apartment houses on 41st & 42nd Sts. between Broadway
and 34th Aye. with two, three and four rooms; also five buildings on Steinway
St. between Broadway and 34th Aye. with stores on the ground floor and
apartments upstairs.
Joseph Rose & Co.: furniture dealers, built in 1926 at the former main entrance to Schuetzen
Park a four-story white limestone building.

Durable Construction Co.: built on the northwest corner of 35th Aye. & 30th St. 6 three-story, six-family apartment houses with three and four room suites.
Baumann & Kline: built on 29th St. & 30th Road "Whitney Court" apartments for 60 families
with two, three, four and five rooms.
F.P.K. Realty Co.: built "Academy Arms" on 29th St., a four-story, 48 family apartment
house with two, three and four rooms.
C. Mathews Co.: built on 31st Aye. from 44th to 45th Sts. 80 apartments of three and four
stories.
Ellis Holding Co.: erected on 28th Aye. & 34th St. two five-story buildings with 82 apartments of two to five rooms each.
Rostrou Construction Co.: erected 35 two-family houses on the east side of 45th and 46th
Sts. and north of 28th Aye.
Tricomi-Moschella Realty Co.: built in 1926-27 the "Roman Gardens" apartments at 30-49
Crescent St. offering two, three and four room apartments for 87 families.
Richard P. Weber: built three large apartments in 1927-28:The "Princess Martha", a six-story
building on the east side of 35th St. south of Broadway. Open Sept. 1 (31-15
35th St.)The "Princess Rita" and the "Princess Mary" on the east side of 29th
St. north of Broadway. Open Oct. 1, 1928. (31-75 29th St.)
Boaz Realty Co.: built in 1927-28 three four-story buildings containing 19 stores and 195
apartments on the southeast corner of Broadway and 30th St.; also "Washington Gardens" and "Pierce Gardens" on the square block of 35th & 36th Ayes.
34th & 35th Sts. These were two, three, four and five room apartments for 400
families, charging $15 to $22 per room.
Brecher Building Co.: east side of 29th St. halfway between 31st Aye. and Broadway. 6-story
apartment for 108 families, offering two, three and four room apartments at an
average rent of $21 a room.

Emilnick Bros: built in 1928 "Dreamland Apartments", a four-story building on 34th Street
south of Broadway.
Emil Cayue Construction Co.: built in 1928 "Barrington Hall", a 6-story apartment house on
the west side of 33rd St. between Broadway & 34th Aye. 2-3-4 rooms.
Celson Building Co.: built in 1928 two 6-story elevator apartments, each for 53 families on
32nd Street between Broadway & 31st Aye.
James Calio & Sons: built in 1928 a 33-family apartment house on the west side of 34th Avenue near 31st St.
Anzaroni Realty Co.: built in 1928 ten 6-family apartment houses on 28th St. south of 34th
Avenue.
Universal Realty Co.: built in 1928 at Crescent & 33rd Ayes. near Broadway five 6-family
apartments.

James Breslin: built in 1928 on 32nd St. between 30th & 31st

Ayes. an apartment for 39 families.
Domenic Vocizzo: built in 1928 on 34th St. south of 28th Aye. a six-story apartment for 61
families.
Steinway & Ninth Aye. Corp.: Morris Mannacher, president. Seven 4-story apartment houses
accommodating 300 families on the squareblock bounded by 38th St. & Steinway St. and 25th & 28th Ayes. The group bears the name "Steinway Arms".
24 stores face on Steinway St. Built between May 1928 and March 1929.
Princess Holding Co., Richard P. Weber, president, in 1929 bought the Ehret Brewing Co.
plot on the south side of 36th Aye. between 30th & 31st Sts., 167 X 180 ft.
and erected a group of nine 2- and 3-story buildings with stores and apart-

ments.

Immediately in the rear the co. built a 6-story apartment the "Princess
Helen" with sixty 1-2-3 room apartments.
Morris Rosenwasser built in 1929 several apartments at Broadway & 30th St. and the square
block of 34th & 35th Sts. and 35th & 36th Ayes. known as "Washington Cardens". The group provided housing for about 600 families.
The third area of Long Island City to experience extensive development was the almost virgin Thomson Hill tract, the land on either side of Queens Blvd. from Van Dam Street to Creenpoint Avenue. This
was high ground and commanded a good view of Manhattan and rural Queens to the east. Queens
Boulevard, then called Thomson Avenue, was cut through this section in 1871 but no development east
of the Court House had occurred until the building of the Sunnyside Yards in 1908-1909 and the industrial plants in 1912-1916.
Queens Blvd. Realty Co.: Monroe S. Goldberg, president, built in 1921 "Queens Blvd.
Court" on the south side of the boulevard between 39th Place and 40th Street.
This was six stories with 14 stores at ground level and apartments above for
112 families. Occupancy began Mar. 1, 1922. Later this company built opposite the above between 39th Street and 39th Place.
Metropolitan Life Insurance Co.: became one of the biggest investors and builders on Thomson Hill after carefully considering the advantages of many eligible sites in the
metropolitan area. Besides the Ditmars venture the company erected apartments on two Thomson Hill sites: on 48th & 49th Sts. below 39th Aye. and on
the block bounded by 46th and 47th Sts. and 48th & 50th Ayes. The architects
were Messrs. Andrew J. Thomas and D. Everett Ward. The contractor was
Henry C. Irons & Co. of 101 Park Aye. who erected 50 bldgs. of 39 apartments
each accommodating 1950 families in 8250 rooms. Apartments of four, five
and six rooms were availableat $9 per room per month.
Phipps Houses, Inc.: This was a housing foundation with Clarence E. Stein as architect and
Carden Estates, Inc. as builders. The houses were at 51-01 39th Avenue and
contained 342 apartments, both elevator and non-elevator, VA to s'/2 rooms,
renting at from $15 to $18 per room per month. Built in 1931.

The upper deck of the Queensborough Bridge with the 2nd Avenue elevated tracks. Today automobile roadways have
supplanted the tracks and the promenade. (NYC Municipal Archives)

O'Brien & Walsh: South of Queens Blvd. this company put up in 1926-1927 forty-nine twofamily brick houses in Old English and Colonial styles at a price of $12,500.
These were on 45th Street between 48th and 50th Avenues. There were also
34 six-family houses.
Also:
70 two-family houses on the east and west sides of 44th Street between Laurel
Hill Blvd. and 51st Avenue. Also on the north and south sides of 51st Avenue
between 44th St. & 45th St. and on the west side of 45th St. between 50th and
51st

Ayes.

Also:
46 six-family brick, semi-detached houses on the east and west sides of 40th
Street between Queens Boulevard and 47th Avenue. In 1928 more were added
between Borden and 48th Avenues. These six-family houses sold for $28,000.
City Housing Corp.: was another heavy builder on Thomson Hill. The company was incorporated in 1924 with Alexander M. Bing as president. The company bought 1095
lots of the former William Cosman and Jacob Fitting farmsand put up one and
two-family houses between 45th & 46th Streets and 39th & Skiliman Avenues.
Over the next four years 1200 attached dwelling units, mainly one-, two- and
three family brick houses, many with slate roofs and clustered around common
garden courts, were erected on 12 pre-mapped city blocks (43-49th Streets).
The company called the project "Sunnyside Gardens." 45 lots were dedicated
for park and playground space.
Mathews Company: Completed in 1928 a group of six-family houses in the square block
bounded by 48th and 49th Streets, Skiliman and 43rd Avenues.
Fieldwood Realty: Built in 1928 fourteen six-family houses on 41st Street south of Queens
Boulevard.
Rofrano Construction Co.: Built in 1928 on the northeast corner of 47th Avenue and 38th
Street a four-story apartment for 56 families.
M. Krauss Building Co.: Built in 1928 forty two-family houses on the west side of 38th Street
and the east side of 36th St. south of 47th Avenue.
Davener Realty Co.: Foster Court Corp; Norman Cumbinner. Built in 1928 a dozen or more
six-story apartments, some with stores, on the ground floor along the north side
of Queens Boulevard from 40th Street to 46th Street and extending north to
Skiliman Avenue.
Hanbro Realty Co.: Built in 1929 what was then the largest apartment house in Queens, a six
to seven story building containing 188 apartments of one to four rooms with a
grand total of 544 rooms. On east side of 46th St. and 100 feet north of
Queens Boulevard on a plot 300 X 120. Rental $24-25 per room per month.
Owners: Hanley Brothers.
City & Suburban Homes Co.: founded in the 1890's by R. Fulton Cutting, Bayard Cutting,
Cornelius Vanderbuilt and others as a paternalistic scheme to build housing to
rent at prices that would yield no more than a limited dividend on the invested
capital. The company bought Celtic Park in 1930, long famous as the field of
the Irish-American Athletic Club and the scene of amateur track & field events.
Eight apartment houses erected in the fall of 1930 at 42-44th Streets and 48th50th Avenues. Four with 168 apartments each and four with 140 apartments
each, giving accommodations for 1232 families.
Yorknew Building Corp.: erected in 1930-1931 a six-story, sixty family apartment house on
the northwest corner of 50th St. & 43rd Aye.
Morris Strominger: erected in 1930-1931 a six-story apartment house, 189 X 85 on the
northwest corner of 44th Street & 43rd Avenue.
L. Cenovese & Sons: built in 1930-1931 a six-story, sixty family apartment, 100 X 84 on the
west side of 30th St. north of 30th Drive.

Ember Realty Co.: M. J. Hanover, president; contracted in 1930 with Shampan & Shampan to
build an elevator apartment on the southeast corner of Queens Boulevard &
43 rd Street.
Henry Mendel: hitherto a builder of large office buildings in Manhattan, put up in 1927-28
the first steel construction five-story apartments on the square block bounded
by Queens Boulevard, 47th Avenue, 44th Street and 43rd Street.
Lowery Construction Co.: Built in 1928 forty single-family houses on 40th St. north of 50th
Avenue.
Rubro Realty Co.: Built in 1928 a group on 42nd Street between Borden and 50th Avenues.
Bright Homes Co.: erected in 1928 an entire block of two-family houses on thesouth side of
50th Aye. between 39th Place & 40th Street.
M. H. Blackwell Co.: Built in 1928 a group of four-story apartments on the west side of 41st
Street above Queens Boulevard. Also in 1928 six four-story garden apartments
of 3-4 rooms on the east side of 41st Street.
The "Sunnyside Gardens" complex is worthy of special comment as a unique experiment in urban
housing. It was the first planned community in the United States based on the English "Garden City"
concept. The advocates of planned community development and residential open space formed the Regional Planning Association of America in 1923; its members included Clarence Stein, an architect and
thenchairman of the New York State Commission for Housing; Henry Wright, a landscape artist; Alexander Bing, a wealthy real estate developer; Lewis Mumford, the urban historian, and others. Bing set up
the City Housing Corporation in 1924 as a limited profit company (6%) to build moderate income housing with two-thirds of the land left as open space. The first Board of Directors was studded with the
names of prominent persons like William Sloane Coffin, Douglas Elliman, Eleanor Roosevelt and others.
Sunnyside Gardens was the first creation of City Housing Corp. and it was expressly designed to demonstrate the practicability of social planning in housing. In general, the Gardens combined maximum open
space with low population density (92 families per city block). The project included all varieties of housing: rental and cooperative apartments and private houses.
The Gardens buildings were rowhouses no higher than 2V2 stories, set close to thesidewalk but with
varied setbacks to permit small front gardens. Each house had a 400-500 sq.ft. garden in the rear. To
avoid loss of space to garages and driveways, a 2V2 story garage and a row of garages were located at
the community's edge. A central landscaped court ran down the center of each block, each one named
for a historical figure. These inner courts were designed as common gardens for the use of all the residentsand access to the courts was through public access ways and both were protected by legal covenants. The deeds prohibited fences and sheds in the common gardens and fees for the maintenance of
the courts were included in the monthly mortgage payments. The covenants were to remain in force for
forty years: 1925 to 1965. A Vh acres private park occupied the remaining open space in the complex,
featuring play areas, a baseball field and clay tennis courts; the park was envisioned as a communitywide social center.
Sunnyside Gardens was a success from its beginning in 1925 down to the depression, attracting
many middle-class, professional and entertainment personalities. The depression struck the Gardens very
hard; the residents suffered a 50% loss in income and a 40% unemployment rate and foreclosures and
evictions drove out many families.The renewed prosperity of the 1940'5-1960's period brought the Gardens back to their former prosperity, but by 1970, the original owners were dying off and a new generation moved in. The new group was largely older, living on retirement income, and very diverse in politics, religion, social level and ethnic background, with a lower income level and their indifference to the
ideal behind the original Gardens concept weakened the open land policy. Fences began to encroach on
the open courts; restrictions expired after 1965 and with them, the built-in maintenance funds for the
gardens and trees. The 1970's became another difficult period. The Gardens are, in a sense, the victim
of their own success; they became a home to a broad spectrum of the American democracy but at the
cost of a loss of faith in the common set of values that motivated the founders and first residents. It is
encouraging to note that within the last two or three years the Gardens residents are struggling to re-acquire a new sense of common purpose.
Before leaving the topic of housing, we might mention in passing two substantial developments in
the old part of Astoria, set in the midst of much earlier housing:

Astoria Park & Swimming Pool as seen from the air in 1941

David W. Keen & Henry B. Saltman: builders, put up in 1924 on the land of the Potter Realty
Co. about 170 houses, all single-family and semidetached, on the east side of
31st St. at 30th Aye.; also 100 two-family houses on the square block bounded
by 14th & 21st Streetsand 30th Avenueand 30th Road.
The great explosion in new housing in Long Island City had, as its corollary, the creating of a strong
demand for new neighborhood stores and other service accommodations. In the field of amusement, for
example, several new movie houses sprang up in the 1920's to cater to the new appetite for motion pictures:

1. Plaza Theatre: Al Pechette, proprietor. Jackson Aye. facing Bridge Plaza.
2. Idle Hour: southwest corner of Jackson & 45th Ayes. Remodeled and relocated. Capacity
600.
3. Arena Theatre: NW cor. of Steinway Aye. & Astoria Blvd.
4. Victor: north side of 48th Aye. near Vernon. Ex-Grace Methodist church.
5. Vernon: Vernon Aye. & 50th Aye. Remodeled & reopened Sept. 15, 1926; capacity 600.
6. Arcade: west side of Steinway Aye., five doors north of 31st Aye. (behind Turn Hall)
In a very few years these modest little playhouses became obsolete as the motion picture industry expanded and talkingpictures came in. By the end of the 1920's the newer movie theatres were big, pretentious buildings, accommodating audiences of 1000 and more:
1. Broadway: on northwest corner of Broadway & 32nd St. Built in 1923 by Kneer Amusement Co. Capacity 1230.
2. Astoria Grand: on east side of 31st St. at elevated terminus. Built in 1924. Capacity 2300.
3. Astoria Theatre: Northwest corner of Steinway St. & 30th Aye. Operated by Ward & Glyn
at first and then sold to Loew's on Jan. 23, 1926. Capacity 2900. Opened Nov.
22, 1920.
4. Loew's Triboro: Steinway St. The biggest theater of all, the culmination of the movie "palace" of the 20's and an architectural showpiece, both outside and inside.
Opened Feb. 2, 1931 and demolished October 1974.
One of the biggest developments in connection with motion pictures of the 1920's was thedecision
by Famous Players-Lasky Corp. to build a motion picture studio in Long Island City at 35-1 1 35th Avenue. Built of stone, steel, brick and concrete, it opened as the largest movie studio in the country in September 1920. Between 1921 and 1926, 106 pictures were made here; so large was the studio that four
different pictures were normally in production at any one time and 200 to 350 people regularly employed. Because of disputes the great studio was closed Aug. 1921-May 1922; then, because of continuing labor troubles, Famous Players-Lasky decided to shut the studio down permanently in December
1926, but later changed their minds. Most of the big film production was transferred to Hollywood, but
some work continued to be done in Astoria. During World War II the studios made Army & Navy training films, but in 1970 the Army pulled out and abandoned the studios. The General Services Administration put the site up for auction in 1976 but the studios were saved for film production by the formation
of a non-profit management organization, the Public Development Corp. In 1980 the Astoria Studios
were thriving again thanks to 7.3 million in private funding and 7.6 million in Federal grants. A number
of new films and commercials have been made here in the last 2Vi years and several hundred jobs have
been created.
Hardly less impressive than the movie palaces of the 20's were the temples of finance, built in all
styles and often architecturally imposing:
1. Title Guarantee & Trust Co.
Queens Plaza; built 1922
2. First Mortgage Guaranty
Queens Plaza
Island
Bank
City Savings
3. Long
Queens Plaza; built 1920
Astoria Branch
30th Aye. & 35th St.; 1924
4. Bank of the Manhattan Co.
Queens Plaza; April 1927
(this 14 story bldg. was the first
"skyscraper" in Queens)
Steinway Branch
Steinway St. & B'way.

Ditmars Branch

5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Long Island National Bank
Corn Exchange Bank
National City Bank

Chatham Phoenix Bank & Trust Co.

Central National Bank

10. Manufacturer's Trust Co.

31st & Ditmars; 1926
30th Aye. & 37th; Apr. 1926
Steinway & B'way.; Jan. 1919
Bridge Plaza; Dec. 1928
Bridge Plaza; 1928
Queens Blvd. & 48th; Jan.
1926
Steinway Aye.; 1928

(became Capitol National)

One of the most predictable results of the housing explosion of the 1920'swas a huge influx of children of school age. The old school buildings of the Cleason era were all doubled and tripled in size by
later additions, yet even this new seating space was now inadequate. During the 1920's three large new
elementary schools were built:
School #70: between 42nd and 43rd Sts. and south of 30th Avenue. The building was
started in 1922 and opened in 1925 with accommodations for 2000 children.
School #122: On the north side of Ditmars Aye. between 21st and 23rd Streets. A five-story
brick building with four-story wings, was opened in 1926.
School #126: between 31st Road and 31st Drive on 21st Street. A five-story brick building,
opened in 1926.
The influx of new residents stimulated the churches; the old-line Protestant sects gained a number of
new adherents, but the Roman Catholic, Lutheran and Jewish groups registered the greatest gains. Two
new Catholic churches opened: Immaculate Conception in 1926 on 30th Street between Ditmars and
21st Avenues; and Precious Blood in 1925 on 36th Street between Broadway and 34th Avenue. The
Lutherans who had been represented by one church only up to now -Trinity- now erected two new
houses of worship: St. Mark's in 1926 at 45-10 49th Street and Grace Lutheran in 1927 at 31-16 21st
Avenue. Jews, whose numbers had been small, were able in 1926 to erect a modern stone synagogue
on the site of their old wooden one on the east side of Crescent St. near 29th Avenue and another on
the east side of 21st Street between 45th Road and 45th Avenue. Significantly, the first Creek Orthodox
Church in Long Island City, started in 1927 by the pioneers of the Helleniccommunity, was built at 31st
Street & 30th Drive.
Perhaps one of the most revealing indications of the great influx of new people filling the many
apartment houses and complexes listed in the preceding pages is the increase recorded at the turnstiles
of the rapid-transit stations serving the Ditmars area and the Thomson Hill-Sunnyside area:

1927
1928
1929
1,233,033
1,266,619
1,371,921
36th Avenue
1,968,529
2,155,152
2,588,839
Broadway
4,149,258
4,660,864
5,232,988
30th Aye.
4,229,749
4,699,617
5,112,411
25th Aye.
3,252,158
3,593,881
3,905,837
1,197,000
Ditmars Aye.
5,272,385
5,656,359
6,022,626
FLUSHING LINE:
1920
1927
1928
1929
33rd St. Rawson
655,380
2,101,700
2,057,603
2,220,166
40th St. Lowery
76,860
755,071
1,240,490
1,839,727
46th St. Bliss
341,620
3,305,040
4,085,464
4,754,481
These statistics reflect just about what one would expect: in the two areas where there had been no previous building at all, Ditmars and Sunnyside, the increases are enormous; in the areas where there was
some older pre-existing housing to limit the amount of new construction, the increases are still impressive but more modest.
The twenties were for Long Island City, as they were for every place else, a period of great prosperity, unbounded optimism and an almost unlimited faith. They seemed to prove the American credo of
"onward and upward" was no mere slogan, but an attainable, practical goal. There were a few sceptics
ASTORIA LINE:

39th Avenue

1920
790,360
1,026,600
2,063,800
2,044,800
1,728,300

Aerial view of the Ditmars area in 1923. Photo shows area from 21st
from 21st St. at left to 37th St. at right.

Aye. at top to Astoria

Blvd. on the bottom and

about and some genuinely concerned souls who sensed that the economy was overheated and the confidenceoverblown, but their warnings were scarcely heeded in the face of the visible prosperity on every hand. Even when the bubble collapsed in Oct. of 1929, few believed that the golden twenties had really ended. It took the dark days of 1931 to bring to a stunned America the sobering realization that it
was all over and that the next few years were going to be very different. But that is another story.

CHAPTER XIX
RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION IN LONG ISLAND CITY
THE FIRST HUNDRED YEARS 1828-1930
The study of religious affiliation in a large city can be a rewarding and informative experience for
both the sociologist, and the historian. Religious affiliation or lack of it gives us an indication of the proportion of the population that is settled and family-structured and most likely to affiliate with a church,
and the proportion that is transient and generally unchurched. Even more valuable is the indication of
ethnic origin that church membership reflects, for people in the 19th century especially gravitated to and
felt comfortable with persons of their own national and confessional background.
In Long Island City the oldest churches were in Astoria and this is properly so since Astoria is the
area of oldest settlement. Farming had been continuous here since the 17th century and the village itself
was formally incorporated in 1839; Ravenswood, in comparison, was a late development of the 1850's,
a one-street community along the river, while Hunter's Point was largely a tidal marsh before 1860. The
four pioneer churches,St. George's (1828), Astoria Reformed (1839), Trinity Methodist (1844) and Astoria Presbyterian (1846) represent the two strains in colonial western Long Island: the British Isles (the English and Scotch-Irish) and the Dutch. The Episcopal Church had so completely identified itself with the
Tory cause in the Revolution and had earned so much odium throughout rebel Newtown that 50 years
went by before it was able to shake off the stigma of its past and win acceptability with Americans of
English origin. The Dutch, settled along the East River coast since the 16th century, had their own Dutch
Reformed Church. The Scotch-Irish were generally Presbyterian as were some of the Welsh. The middleclass English and the poor had flocked to the chapels of the Methodist preachers in the late 18th century
and early 19th century and preserved this affiliation in the New World.
For many years the British and Dutch-descended formed almost the whole of the population of
western Long Island. The founding of Astoria as a village with streets, stores, residences and the commercial and social life that developed attracted immediately the first influx of a new group- the Irish.
Within a year's time the first Irish church made its appearance in the tiny village, the Roman Catholic
church of Our Lady of Mt. Carmel (1840).
In the next dozen years the patterns repeated themselves exactly: more new Reformed and Methodist churches, several Episcopal churches representing a renaissance in that denomination; a Baptist
church and two large Catholic churches for the Irish, St. Mary's (1868) that eventually developed the
largest congregation in Long Island City, and St. Raphael's (1867) fronting on the large Irish Catholic
cemetery, Calvary, founded in 1846.
The German emigration from Europe which surged in 1848 and continued at high levels thereafter
was poorly represented in Long Island City. Not till 1878 was a specifically German Catholic church
founded (St. Joseph's). Remarkably, the Protestant Germans, normally outnumbering the Catholics, took
two more years to make a beachhead in Long Island City with the founding of the Trinity Lutheran
Church in 1890. In the same year a German Methodist church, the First German Methodist Episcopal,
was founded, and a year later, the Steinway First Baptist (1891). The Germans, as a large compact ethnic
group, settled heavily in the Williamsburgh section of Brooklyn and on New York's lower East Side. It
seems probable that Long Island City's small German element before 1880 attended Reformed churches
if they attended any at all. The small number of German names in the directories for Long Island City of
the 1860's and 1870's correlate with the absence of German churches before 1880.
The brief but fanatic anti-German feeling during World War I did not kill off any German congregation, although the Teutonic character of these congregations was somewhat muted; at least two went
over to the use of English earlier than had been planned.

River Crest Sanitarium began in 1896 on the Wolcott Estate; the grounds extended from Crescent St. to 27th St. and from
21st Aye. to Ditmars Aye. Mater Christi High School now occupies the site.

The high tide of church founding in Long Island City came in the years just before and justafter the

turn of the century. In the ten new houses of worship established during 1896-1910, two new ethnic elements emerge: the Italians and the Negroes. The few Italians living in Long Island City previously- Ital-

ian names are rare in the directories- probably attended the Irish Catholic churches, but beginning in
1908, the Methodists began to proselytize among them, using Italian Protestant clergymen but with scant
success, only 200 members in 20 years. Italians worked in numbers in Long Island City on the sewers
and on the railroad, but Brooklyn was a more attractive home. Negroes reveal their presence ecclesiastically in the form of Baptist and Episcopal missions during the 1890's and early '00's. St. Stephen's Baptist (1898), the African First Union Methodist Episcopal (1898), and All Souls Colored Mission (Episcopal)
(1902). None of these white-sponsored efforts can be said to have been a success for the congregations
ranged from 15 communicants to a high of 150. Curiously, there are no churches organized and run by
the blacks themselves- no Southern Baptist or Pentecostal groups. It is probable that the few blacks in
Long Island City were scattered too widely to support a church in any one locality.
The presence of a small body of Swedish Lutherans is evident in the existence of Salem Swedish Lutheran Church beginning in 1899. Thereafter, no other national groups appear in a religious context until
the 19205. The Creek element, now so prominent in Astoria, first surfaces in St. Demetrios' Church in
1927.
In summary, church founding in Long Island City has been as follows:
1828-1849
7
1863-1875
1876-1895

10

1896-1910

10

1911-1920

1

7

1921-1930
7
As is evident from the table the founding of new churches was cyclical, a spurt followed by slower intervals and almost nothing at all during the World War I period.
By denomination the picture over 100 years- 1840 to 1930- is as follows:
Roman Catholic
Lutheran
4
8
Episcopal
Presbyterian
3
7
Methodist
6
Christian
1
1
Reformed
6
Bohemian Bretheren
Creek Orthodox
Baptist
5
1
Total:
42
Some of the omissions are as noteworthy as those appearing. There is no Congregational church at all,
yet this group is strong on the east end of Long Island and overwhelming in New England. Jewish congregations are well represented in the Rockaways before 1920 but unknown elsewhere except for one
small temple in Jamaica and one in Flushing. The advance and retreat of religious congregations is another interesting factor in the religious profile of Long Island City. The Catholic church increasingly acquired
huge congregations: St. Mary's in Hunter's Point with its 8000 communicants easily outnumbered all the
other non-Catholic churches combined and some of the other Catholic churches were not far behind:
Our Lady of Mt. Carmel, 6000; St. Joseph's 4000; St. Rita's 5000 and St. Patrick's 3000. The Lutherans,
though starting belatedly with Trinity in 1890, founded new churches in the 19205: St. Mark's (1927),
Grace (1928). Strangely, the Baptists disappeared altogether: Steinway Baptist (gone 1900), First Baptist
(gone 1914or 1916), Ravenswood Baptist (gone 1918) and East Avenue Baptist (gone 1925).
Church distribution geographically through Long Island City appears as follows:
Astoria
Dutch Kills
17
4
Hunter's Point
Blissville
7
1
Steinway
Sunnyside
8
1
4
Ravenswood
We would expect that the Astoria area would lead in the number of churches because of its almost
wholly residential character; what is surprising is the existence of 7 houses of worship in the Hunter's
Point area over the years in the face of heavy industry encroachment, the noise & traffic of the Long Island Rail Road and the general commercial cast of the area.

In studying the tenure of ministers in the various churches over the years, one is struck by the high
mobility of the ministerial calling. In a group of 135 ministers covering all the 42 churches in the city
during the period from 1897 to 1930, the results are as follows:
0-less than 3 yrs.
37
3-5 years
23
6-10 years
23
11-15 years
13
16-20 years
4
21-25 years
3
26-30 years
1
1
over 30 years
Many ministers came and went in a year's time; at the opposite extreme is the Rev. C.D.F. Steinfuhrer of
the Second Reformed German Church whose ministry lasted from 1867 to 1922- 55 years! Undoubtedly, one of the chief reasons for brief tenure was the smallness of many of the Protestant congregations;
nearly all these churches had fewer than 300 communicants and many lasted for yearswith 50 or less.
Under these circumstances few churches could decently support a pastor and his family and there was
little inducement to stay and face yearsof poverty and deprivation if a call came to a more prosperous
post.

How many people in Long Island City attended church at all? There is no data for church membership before the late 1890's; statistics become available with 1898, the beginning of the Greater New
York. In 1900, the population of Long Island City was 48,272 and all the churches then existing reported
a combined membership of 20,487; this gives 42.4% of the population affiliated with some one church.
In 1910, with 61,763 persons and 22,680 enrolled in some congregation, the percentage declines to
36.7%. In 1920, with 78,805 people in the First Assembly District (embracing Long Island City but leaving out a very small part of Northeast Steinway and a few blocks along Queens Blvd.) and 26,610
church-connected persons, the churched population falls to 27.4%. As the population grew, the contributing members of churches steadily declined, about what we might expect in a heavily industrialized city
like Long Island City. Apartment houses began to dominate large parts of Astoriaand industry began to
displace the old one-family residences. A transient apartment house population and the increased demand on workers' time by industry with increasing female employment weakened the former social appeal of the churches. The emergence of home radio in the early 1920's and the coming of the motion
picture palaces further weakened the appeal of the neighborhood church. Nevertheless even in the face
of these negative forces seven new churches made their appearance in the 19205.

The Degnon Terminal was the grandfather of all the "industrial parks" so popular today. James R. Degnon used the dirt
he excavated from the New York subways to fill in L.I. City swamps and provided rail and water access to his buildings.

CHAPTER XX
LONG ISLAND CITY CHURCHES

CHURCHES IN THE ASTORIA AREA

1.

St. Ceorge's Protestant Episcopal: In 1825 Samuel Blackwell donated the land on the northeast corner of Astoria Blvd. & 14th Street. The wooden frame church in the form of a Greek temple was
finished in 1828 and continued to be used until Jan. 10, 1894 when it burned down. About 1855
the old church had been extensively altered and enlarged to twice its original size. After the fire the
congregations met in the ex-seminary. A new church was begun in July 1903, this time facing 27th
Aye., and was dedicated in February 1904. The old seminary was then moved to the east of the
new church & used as a rectory. The ministers have been:
1828
1934-1942 Kermit Castellanos
Dr. Samuel Seabury
Marshall Bacot
-1840 George Shelton
19421840-1849 John Walker Brown
Daniel Welty
Chipman
Thomas
1850-1856
Damien Pitcaithly
R.
1856-1886 Robert W. Harris
Donald Oxford
1887-1901 Charles M. Belden
1969-1973 Wendell Phillips
1902-1921 Herman L. Lonsdale
1975-1980 Richard U. Larom Jr.
William K. Fuller
1922
1980
A.W. Brooks
1923-1934 Aubrey P. Nelson
The congregation reached a peak of 400 in World War I and then leveled off at about 250.

2. First Reformed ofAstoria: Organized Oct. 12, 1835. The cornerstone of the church was laid Oct.
6, 1836; the building was dedicated June 11, 1837. The church burned down to the foundation
walls on Jan. 4, 1888 and was torn down July 23, 1888. On June 25, 1889 a new building was
dedicated and survives to the present day. The ministers have been:
1840-1853 Alexander Bishop
1898-1916 John C. Rauscher
1853-1874 William H. Ten Eyck
1916-1919 Arthur Roosenraad
1874-1885 Matthew L. Haines
1920-1932 GeorgeS. Bolsterle
1885-1893 William S. Cranmer
1932-1936 Charles Brook
1894-1898 Daniel Van Pelt
Alfred R. Winham
1936The church had a membership of about 350 up to about 1910; in later years 170-200.
3. Second Reformed German Protestant: Organized Oct. 8, 1855. Services were at first held in the
village court house on Broadway. A church was finally dedicated on June 23, 1867 on 31st Street
midway between 30th & 31st Ayes. (old 524 Second Aye.) The church was enlarged in 1889. The
ministers are:
1863-1866 John Wenisch
1927-1930 Leonard A. Sibley
1867-1922 Charles D. F. Steinfuhrer
1930-1948 George D. Ceres
(died Feb. 11,1924)
1949-1953 John E. Lucius
1924-1926 Eilert H. Dirks
The size of the congregation varied from 290 to 243 in the 1897-1910 period; thereafter, it remained steady at about 140.
4. Astoria Presbyterian: Organized May 6, 1846. First met in a district school house that stood on the
south side of 27th Aye. just west of 18th St. The cornerstone of the church was laid Nov. 30, 1846;

the building was dedicated June 11, 1847. A new building was built on a new site on the west side
of 33rd street between Broadway and 31st Avenue. The church operated a mission on Broadway
beginning about 1850; in 1869 the mission was still flourishing with 75 members.
The ministers have been:
1847-1852 Frederick G. Clark
1899-1906 A. L. Mershon
1852-1879 Benjamin F. Stead
1908-1911 W. L. Darbey
1879-1881 William A. Barr
1913-1922 D. Wills, Jr.
1881-1890 Clarence Geddes
1924James E. Walker
1890-1898 Charles Park
The size of the congregation was about 250 down to 1924 and thereafter grew rapidly to 769 in
1930.

5 Our Lady of Mount Carmel Roman Catholic: Organized Aug. 20, 1840. First used a small frame
building on the northwest corner of 26th Aye. & 21st St. which was dedicated on Jul. 10, 1842. A
new church building was planned at Newtown Avenue & Crescent St. in 1871 and ground was broken Aug. 17, 1871. The new church was dedicated Aug. 17, 1873. The old site remained as a cemetery. The pastors have been:
1883-1910 P. A. Walsh
1840-1856 Michael Curran
1856-1858 John Brady
1911-1912 James J. Kennedy
1858-1880 James Phelan
1913-1940 Charles Cibney
1880-1881 Patrick F. Sheridan
1941-1949 Patrick J. Rogers
1882-1882 William McCinniss
1950-1965 Peter E. Kelaher
Between 1897 and 1930 the church membership increased from 2500 to 6000.
6 Trinity Methodist Episcopal: Began in 1824 as a mission from the Flushing circuit, the year the
Flushing circuit itself was organized. Services were held in private homes at first. In 1841 the congregation organized and in 1844 the first church building was erected on the south side of Astoria
Blvd. and running through to Welling St. The cornerstone was laid in the fall of 1842 but lack of
funds delayed the building. In 1886 the congregation built a new and larger church on the southwest corner of Crescent St. & 30th Road and the old site was sold to Charles W. Hallett, the undertaker, in 1888. During the mission period the ministers were as follows:
1824-1825 John Luckey
1836-1837 John L. Gilder
1825-1826 Robert Sweeny
1838
William Thatcher or
Fletcher
1827-1829 Richard Seaman
During his pastorate the
1829-1830 Ira Ferris
Joseph
Marshall
church became part of the
1830-1831
D.
1832-1833 Charles Pelton
Newtown circuit.
Alex Hulin
Daniel Wright
1834
1839
1835
David Plumb
1840-1841 George Brown
The ministers of the organized church have been:
Stephen Rushmore
1842-1843 Bradley Siellert
1864
1843-1844 John M. Howe
1865-1866 Seemore Loudon
Edwin S. Stout (first pastor
1867-1868 George Anderson
1845
Philip Bartlett
1869
in church building)
1846
Shaw
&
F.C.
1870-1872 C. W. Fordham
Hill
Jacob
Charles D. Bowdish
1848-1849 George Taylor
1873
William T. Smith
1850
1874-1875 A. C. Bowdish
1851-1852 William Mcßangs & Jos. B.
1876-1878 John Pilkington
Dykman
1879
John W. Simpson
1853-1854 Nathan Tibbetts
1880-1881 James W. Hand
1882-1883 Rufus W. Putney
1855-1856 Isaac W. Hoff
George W. Dykman
1857
1884-1886 A. H. Coodenough
George
Walker
1858
1887-1889 George Stillman
1859-1861 Raphael Gilbert
1890-1894 H. J. Kastendieck
1862-1863 Horace Cook
1895-1899 James A. McMillan
161

Sunshine Biscuit was one of the biggest factories and the largestemployer of workers in L.l. City. This 1920 ad offers
employment to women workers.

1900-1902 Charles E. Barto
1912-1919 William R. McDermott
1903-1905 Cranford J. North
1920-1923 A. J. Smith
1906-1908 William H. Burgwin
1923-1927 S. O. Curtice
1909-1911 J. J. Foust
1928F. W. Poten
The church membership reached the 300 mark in 1908 and 600 in the early 19205.
7. Redeemer Episcopal: Organized Aug. 19, 1866. For a yearand a half the congregation used Lange's
store on Astoria Blvd. Then a stone church was built on the northwest corner of 30th Road and
Crescent St; the corner stone was laid June 27, 1867 and the building was opened in 1868. The
consecration took place Dec. 11, 1879. The ministers have been:
1866-1899 Edmund D. Cooper
1912-1918 Leigh R. Urban
W.C.Charlton
19201899-1902 George W. Davenport
1902-1911 Charles H. Webb
The congregation increased from 300 in 1897 to 500 by 1910 and 800 by 1930.
8. African First Union Methodist Episcopal: Organized in 1898. Members worshipped in a building at
old 147 Broadway on the north side of the street between 12thand 21st Streets. The pastors were:
1898-1909 Louis H. Cook
1914-1918 R. Hazzard
The church appears to have gone out of existence about 1918. Communicants varied in number
from 25 to 95.
9. St. Stephen's Baptist: This church was organized about 1894 as a black congregation. The house of
worship was on 31st Drive near 14th Street. The old address was 131 Camelia St. The ministers
were:

1898-1901 S.P.W. Drew
1903
J.A. Cole
1904-1906 A.M. Harris

1910-1912 M. E. Lynch
1913
W. C. Crooks
1916-1919 T. Murray

1907-1909 A. McKee

The "Star" reported in Sept. 1898 that the church had acquired a new site and needed $10,000 for
a new building. This was never realized; the church appears to have died out about 1919. The numbers were about 150 in 1897 but declined to 32 at the end.

10. First Italian Methodist Episcopal: Organized about 1905. The church was first located at old 78
Academy St., now 29th Street opposite Bryant High School. In October 1910 the church bought the
old building of the Trinity Methodist church and moved it to 31st Street & 31st Road. The pastors
were:

1909-1913 A. M. D. Riggio
1913-1915 A. Ambrosino
The congregation numbered from 55

at the start to

1915-1919 R. Fenili
1920A. Sartorio
about 200 in the 20's.

11. AH Souls Colored Mission (Episcopal): This church was organized about 1902. Between 1904 and
1906 the pastor was H. S. McDuffy who reported a congregation of 15 souls. The address was 134
Camelia, now south side of 31st Drive and four doors east of 14th St.
12. Immaculate Conception Roman Catholic: Organized in 1924. The church is located
between 21st Avenue & Ditmars Blvd.
1926-1933 Michael D. Lopez
1933-1963 Edward J. Higgins
1963-1964 William D. Lyons

at 30th Street

13. Astoria Friendly Chapel (Presbyterian): Organized about 1924. The church was located at old 806
Woolsey St. today 14th St. A woman minister, Edna Holland, presided during the year 1926 and reported a flock of 68. Nothing is known of it thereafter.
14. Grace Lutheran: Organized about 1927. The church is located at 31-16 21st Avenue and is still
flourishing. It began with a congregation in 1927 but is larger today.
1927W. Degenhardt

15. Salem Swedish Lutheran: Organized about 1900 with a small church on the north side of 23rd Aye.
between 35th & 36th Streets. The ministers were:
1900C. Nelsenius
1915-1916 J. E. Nelson
1901 H. Olsen
1917-1922 H. Luther Wilson
1910-1911 F. Bjork
1923-1925 R. Byrenius
1912-1914 C. Nelsenius
1926
C. E. Anderson
In the years before World War I the congregation averaged only 30 to 50 members, but by 1930
this number had risen to 230.
16. Trinity Episcopal: Organized Dec. 25, 1926 as a mission church. The congregation took over the
building of the Salem Swedish Lutheran church at 35-13 23rd Avenue. It is presently a Korean parish.
17. St. Demetrius Creek Orthodox: Organized about 1927. The church building is at 31st Street & 30th
Drive. This was the pioneer church of the many Creek Orthodox parishes that exist in Astoria today.

1927-

C. Polizoides

18. Astoria Center of Israel: on Crescent Street at 29th Avenue. The congregation was founded in 1905
and the synagogue was dedicated in Nov. 1915 by Bor. Pres. Cassidy. A new building was erected
in 1926.

CHURCHES IN THE RAVENSWOOD AREA
1. St. Thomas' Protestant Episcopal: Congregation organized in 1849. The first church was a small
Gothic building on the northeast cor. of 38th Avenue & Vernon Aye. It was enlarged in May 1853.
This original building burned down on Dec. 4, 1867. A new church was begun in 1868 and opened
in 1869. St. Thomas was the fashionable church for the rich who lived in their mansions along the
East River shore. As the area became commercialized after 1875, the church lost its congregation
and was unable to support a resident minister. Services then became intermittent but the church did
reopen on Feb. 24, 1889. The parish limped along until 1918 by which time the area had become
completely industrialized. The second church burned down on June 15, 1922. The congregation
reached a peak of 200 members in 1904 but had dwindled to 75 by 1918. The ministers have
been:
1850-1851 E.R.T. Cooke
1874-1879 William J. Adamson
1851-1856 J.M.W. Waite
1880
Dr. J. O. Drumm
1856-1864 Samuel W. Sayres
1880-1881 Horatio Southgate
1864-1867 John Cornell
1889-1903 W. H. Weeks
1867-1868 W.W. Batteshall
1903-1907 J. W. Gill
1869-1870 Charles H. Vandyne
1909-1912 H. E. Covell
1871-1873 Dr. S. B. Newby
1912-1918 A. C. Roberts
1873
Dr. Osgood
2. Ravenswood Presbyterian: Organized in 1891. A church was erected on the east side of 11th Street
between 36th and 37th Avenues. The ministers have been:
1891-1898 Robert H. Miles
1909-1913 C. M. Powell
1899-1904 R. MacQuesten
1914
J. R. Latham
1905-1906 M. P. Welcher
W.S.Wallace
1915
This was always a small church with 50 to 75 communicants over the years.
3. Ravenswood Baptist: Organized about 1897. The first church was built on the northwest corner of
37th Aye. & Vernon Avenue. A second and larger church was located on the west side of 10th St.
just above 36th Aye. (old 389 Hancock St.) The ministers have been:

Hellmann's Mayonnaise is a home product of L.I. City. The family went commercial in 1915; years later, the General
Food conglomerate bought out the name.

1907-1909 C. M. Jones
1910-1912 A. L. McKee
1913-1918 J. T. Wilkins
The church usually had fewer than 40 members; it

went out of existence about 1918.
4. St. Rita's Roman Catholic: Organized in 1894 as an offshoot of St. Patrick's. A church was erected
about 1903 on the east side of 11th Street between 36th and 37th Avenues. The rectors have been:
1905-1917 James J. Higgins
1932-1940 Pasquale Roberto
1918-1920 Jeremiah J. Kent
1941-1953 John M. Porazzo
Michael
Heffernan
1921-1931
1954-1972 Joseph DiMarco
The church began with about 500 members but this number rose to about 5000 by 1930.

CHURCHES IN THE HUNTER'S POINT AREA
1. St. John's Protestant Episcopal: Organized in 1866. A church building was erected on the south
side of 47th Road between sth St. & Vernon Aye. and was consecrated on May 16, 1867. In December 1891 the church was moved to the northwest corner of 21st Street & 46th Avenue. About
1927 the church building was extensively altered. The ministers have been:
1867-1868 Mr. Appleton
J. A. Denniston
1892
1869-1871 William H. Neilson Jr.
-1898 C. W. West
1871
1899-1900 R. M. Edwards
Mr. Straudenmayer (Feb.Dec.)
1900-1901 J. C. Elliott
1872
1903
R.H.Woodward
Mr. Mulholland
1904
?
Mr. Turner
W.A.B. Holmes
1880-1882 T. S. Cartwright
1906-1907 W. W. Mix
1882-1885 C.S.M. Stewart
1908-1912 T. McKim
1885-1888 John McKinney
1914Edward Heim
The congregation fluctuated over the years from about 125 to 180 members. The building survived
into the 19505.
2. St. Mary's Roman Catholic: Organized Aug. 26, 1865. The first service was celebrated on Christmas Day in 1868. A church was built on the south side of 49th Avenueand east of Vernon and was
opened for worship on Apr. 11, 1869. This first church had a capacity of 1000 and cost $30,000.
Because of the poverty of the congregation it was left unfinished and was dedicated only in 1879. A
new rectory was completed on Nov. 8, 1879 and new curates had to be engaged. A new church
was begun in July 1887 on a new site at the southeast corner of Vernon and 49th Ayes. and the
cornerstone was laid Sept. 18, 1887. The old church was torn down in June 1892 to make way for
a school site. On the night of July 21, 1893 the church & rectory were destroyed in a spectacular
fire. The present or third church was erected on the same site in 1894.
This church has always had a large congregation- about 5000 in 1900 and 8000 by 1930
1869-1878 John Crimmins
1922-1957 John J. Reynolds
1879-1912 John McCuire died May
1957-1961 John L. Fox
1912
1961-1968 John F. Campbell
1912-1917 Patrick J. Cherry
1968-1969 John A. St. John
1917-1922 William J. Dunne
Michael J. Hunt
19703. Grace Methodist Episcopal: Began as a Sunday School mission from Creenpoint on March 27,
1860. Organized as a church in 1863 and a small frame church erected on 47th Road (old 7th)
which was dedicated on Sept.2s, 1864. In 1874 the church was rebuilt on the north side of 48th
Aye. between Vernon Avenue & 11th Street. A school adjoined on the west side. The last service in
the 48th Aye. building was held on Mar. 19, 1899 and the congregation then built a new building

on the southeast corner of 21st St.& 45 Road. In 1908 Grace Methodist merged with the Third
Methodist and both took the new name of "Van Alst Methodist". The Board of Education leased the
old 48th Aye. building for a while as an annex. Later, the building became the Victor Theatre.
Joseph Baird
1863-1864 Benjamin Downing
1892
Benjamin Wilson
1864
1892-1898 Edward Cunningham
1865-1867 Joseph Henson
1899-1900 W. W. Winans
1867-1870 Samuel W. King
1901-1902 G. Balfour Smith
1870-1873 Alexander Graham
1903-1907 Schoonhoven
1873-1874 Nathan Hubbell
1908-1909 Alfred Hodgetts
1874-1877 Henry C. Glover
1909-1911 A. B. Sanford
1877-1880 Alexander Graham
1912-1914 W. C. Blakeman
1881
Edward H. Dutcher
1915-1917 A. P. Corliss
1881-1884 WilliamC. Gillies
1918-1920 A. B. Sanford
1884-1887 Frank G. Howell
1921
D. C. Winship
1887-1892 George Taylor
1922
A. M. Davidson
4. Third Methodist Episcopal: Organized November 1871. A wooden frame church on 41st Avenue
(Hunter) was begun in June 1875 and dedicated on Mar. 19, 1876. During the 1890's a larger structure was built on the corner of 41st Avenue & 28th Street. The old building on 41st Aye. became
the Triangle Theatre.
1871-1872 R. H. Lomas
1898
F.D.Walter
1872-1878 Benjamin Simon
1899-1900 H. E. Hiler
1879
1901-1902 E. A. Burns
A. Nixon
1880-1881 R. H. Lomas
1903
J. A. Swan
1881
1904
J. H. Kirk
J. E. Langlois
Francis H. Smith
1905-1907 J. F. Dunkirke
?
-1897 E. J. Curtis
1908-1911 L. H. Hough
The Third Methodist merged with Grace Methodist in 1908. The membership ranged from 140 in
1903 to 85 in 1908.
5. First Reformed: Organized April 12, 1875. The church was erected on the east side of 29th Street
between 40th Aye. & 40th Road. A new brick facade was erected in front of the old church in
1921. The church is now Korean.
William D. Perry
1875
1885-1915 Alexander Shaw
1875-1877 George R. Garretson
1916-1919 D. P. Doyle
1877-1885 Ernest Gutweiler
1920
F. A. Schofield
Fewer than 100 members belonged to thechurch before 1917, but after World War I membership
about
rose to
300.
6. Crace Reformed Chapel: Organized in 1898. This church had three different addresses: 27th Street
& Bridge Plaza; northeast cor. of 27th Street and 41st Aye. and finally, the northeast corner of Crescent St. & 43rd Aye. The only minister of record was W. W. Oswald and the congregation never
numbered more than 35. The chapel went out of existence about 1921.
7. East Avenue (later First) Baptist Began meeting in Smithsonian Hall every Sunday beginning January
1869. Organized on April 10, 1869 with nine members. In September 1870 construction work began on a site at the southeast corner of 11th Street & 47th Avenue. The church was dedicated on
Mar. 8, 1871 at which time membership had risen to 110. In September 1906, the congregation,
feeling that the neighborhood had become too commercial, moved to a new site on the north side
of 45th Road midway between 21st & 23rd Sts. and the name was changed to First Baptist. The old
1871 building about 1910 became a prize-fighting emporium. Later about 1920 it became a factory
making laundry equipment. The factory closed in 1929 and in 1931 the building was torn down as a
fire hazard.
1869-1872 William B. Smith
1886-1887 E. H. Lovett
1872-1874 W. F. Benedict
1887-1890 N. B. Randall
1874-1885 William A. Granger
1890-1891 J. C. Breaker

The Loose-Wiles Biscuit Co. came to Long Island City in 1914 and built a huge 10-story building furnishing employment
to 2500 workers.

1891-1893 T. L. Griffin
1912
J. S. Heffner
1893-1901 George M. Evans
1913-1915 E. P. Hall
1904-1905 C. M.Jones
1916-1919 A. M. Winsor
1905-1906 Stephen Hancock
1921
C. E. Sumpp
William Wyeth
1909
1923-1925 W. R. Greenwood
1910
C. A. Erickson
Up to 1906 the church had 175-200 members; after the move to the new site, about 50 to 80. The
church went out of existence about 1925.
8. United Christian Church: Organized about 1921 with a chapel on the east side of 27th Street at
42nd Road. The church appears to have lasted only a decade. In 1932 the congregation was using
the former Grace Methodist building in 48th Avenue. The pastor was Charles Nelson who claimed a
membership of 200.

CHURCHES IN THE DUTCH KILLS AREA

1.

St. Patrick's Roman Catholic: About 1869 a small congregation began worshipping in a public structure accommodating about 500. After about six or seven years Fr. Ignatius O'Brien came in November 1874 and inspired the construction of a substantial frame church, 50 X 100, with wings 25 X
25 and seating 1200; this building was at the corner of 24th Street & 42nd Road and was dedicated
on Jul. 11, 1875. The congregation continued to grow and a new church was erected on the present site on the northwest corner of 29th Street & 40th Avenue. The cornerstone was laid Sept. 11,
1898. The new church was brick with terra cotta trimmings, 72 X 120 ft., seated 1000 persons and
cost $45,000. The rectors have been:
1870-1874 Michael M. Marco
1902-1914 Edward F. Hannigan
1874
1915-1921 Joseph P. McGinley
John M. Kiely
1874-1878 Ignatius O'Brien
1923-1930 J. J. Clarke
1878-1894 Lawrence F. Toner
1931-1937 Thomas K. Fenarty
1894-1895 William T. McGuirl
1938-1962 Joseph P. Reilly
Thomas
McGronen
F.
1895-1901
1963-1966 Edwin V. Brosnahan
The parish has had a membership of about 3000 between 1897 and 1930.

2. First German Methodist Episcopal: Organized February 1890. A church was built on the east side
of 29th Street between 41st Aye. & 40th Road, opposite the old Bryant High School. The pastors
have been:
1887-1892 N. F. Boese
1911-1913 W. Hesskamp
1892-1893 J. Flad
1914-1919 M. Dieterle
1893-1896 F. Hausser Jr.
1920-1922 H. R. Houst
1896
Glenk
1923-1924 E. Zimmerman
F.
1900-1903 George H. Mayer
1925
F. Steinkraus
1904-1905 G. R. Kress
1926
H. Gilsen
1906-1910 John H. F. Boese
1927
M. Dieterle
This was always a small church with a membership varying from 30 to 75.
3. Precious Blood Roman Catholic: Organized in 1922. A church was erected on the west side of
36th Street midway between Broadway and 34th Avenue. The rectors have been:
1922-1926 E. E. Holran
1955-1967 James J. Comerford
1927-1954 Edward F. Brophy
1968Kenneth M. Morgan
at 45-10 49th Street. The first minisOrganized
St.
Mark's
Lutheran:
1926.
church
was
erected
4.
in
A
ter was C. W. L. Jacobs who reported a congregation of 45 in 1929. The church closed about 1935.

CHURCHES IN THE SUNNYSIDE AREA
1. Reformed of Sunnyside: Organized July 1896. A church was erected in 1897 on the east side of
36th Street about 200 feet south of Skillman Avenue. The ministers have been:
C. Edwards
1896-1903 D. P. Doyle
1911
1905
1917-1919 Ann J. Allebach
J.J.Hoffman
1906-1907 Lyons
1920-1922 C. M. Severance
1926William M. Norris
1908
J. J. Hoffman
In the years before 1930 the congregation never exceeded 50.

CHURCHES IN THE BLISSVILLE AREA
1. St. Raphael's Roman Catholic Church: The church was organized in 1867 and in the beginning
served primarily as a mortuary chapel for Calvary Cemetery. It has always stood on its present site
on the east side of Creenpoint Avenue between Hunter's Point Avenueand Borden Avenue. As the
Blissville neighborhood became increasingly settled, the church acquired a local congregation which
grew slowly. By 1881 the wooden frame building had become inadequateand the cornerstone for a
new and larger edifice was laid on Aug. 14, 1881. The new church was 130 X 60, boasted a 100 ft.
tower and was able to seat 800. The cost was $12,000. Because funds were limited, the church had
to be finished gradually, the congregation worshipping in the basement. The upstairs church was finally opened in 1885. The rectors have been:
1871-1879 Theodore Coetz
1909
John J. Farrell
1910-1912 Patrick J. Cherry
1881-1891 Matthias J. Farreley
1891-1895 Richard S. Foley
1913-1926 Edward A. Holley
1895-1908 Peter Kearney
1927-1931 John J. Patterson

CHURCHES IN THE STEINWAY AREA
1. Reformed Church of Steinway: This church began as a Protestant Union church in 1879 and a
small building was erected on the southeast corner of 20th Road & 41st Street. The building was
built with contributions from persons of all denominations and the last dollar of debt was paid
before dedication which took place on Nov. 30, 1879. The building was soon found to be too small
and a new edifice was put up on the northeast corner of 41st Street & Ditmars Blvd. in 1891. William Steinway contributed a pipe organ from Steinway Hall in New York and Mrs. Emily Woolsey a
church bell. In late 1891 the Union Church was made over into a Reformed church. The ministers
have been:
1891-1900 Uriah D. Culick
1925-1950 John A. Deßoer
1901-1905 Calvin W. Lauffer
1951-1955 Henry Kreutzer
Charles
Collins
1906-1908
1956-1960 Eugene Vanderwell
M.
1909-1913 W. Cordon Lang
1960-1963 George M. Flikkema
1914-1925 Preston F. Strauss
1964Herman D. Dejong
Before World War I the congregation numbered 175-200 but by 1930 had increased to 350.

National Sugar Refining Co. plant on the tongue of land where Newtown Creek meets the East River. Built in 1897, this
great sprawling plant operated until World War 11.

2. St. Joseph's German Catholic: This church was organized in 1877 and a wooden frame church was
built in 1878 on the north side of 30th Avenue between 43rd and 44th Streets and was completed
in July 1880. A parish school was opened in the orphanage in 1880 and a new school was built in
1888. First rectory built 1882 and first convent 1889. New church built 1906-7. Newer and larger
structures have been erected
new rectory 1928, new convent 1937, new school 1918 and 19545, church modernized 1955.
1879-1881 F. X. Pauletigi
1938-1945 Sylvester J. Higgins
1881-1914 Cyprian Eisele
1946-1951 Ulick Buckley
1915-1937 Peter J. Henn
1952-1966 Richard B. McHugh
This church has maintained an average of 4000 members over the years.

—

3. Trinity German Lutheran: Organized in 1890. A frame Gothic church seating 700 was built on the
southwest corner of 31st Avenue & 37th Street and the cornerstone was laid on May 4, 1890. The
church opened for worship on Sept. 7, 1890. The congregation outgrew the frame church by the
end of World War I and in 1927 a handsome new granite edifice in the English Gothic style was erected alongside the old church at 31-18 37th Street. On March 22, 1927 the cornerstone was laid
and the church opened for worship in November 1927. The new building is 127 X 40 and cost
$150,000. The ministers have been:
1890-1896 William Schoenfeld
1922-1939 Fred H. Lindemann
1896-1897 Adolph T. Siecker
1939-1966 Herman J. Rippe
1897-1922 Christian Merkel
1967-1976 George H. Sommermeyer
The membership over the years has fluctuated between 400 and 800 (1897-1930)
4. Steinway German Baptist: Organized in the summer of 1891. A church building opened for worship in November 1891 which cost $10,000. The building was on 38th Street north of 23rd Avenue. The ministers were:
1891William Yon Berge
-1897 Albert Brant
1897-1900 William Pappenhausen
The church reported 46 members in 1900 and thereafter disappears
5. St. Andrew's Mission (Episcopal): Organized supposedly on Jan. 10, 1901 but the small one-story
frame building on the south side of Newtown Road between 43rd and 44th Streets (old 126 Newtown Rd.) seems not to have opened until 1910. Soon after the mission moved to another site on
the east side of 47th Street just north of 31st Avenue. After 1927 St. Andrew's became a formal parish for a few years. The ministers were:
1910-1911 C. H. Webb
1913-1918 L. K. Urban
W. J. Ehehard
19201925L. B. Rule
At first the mission attracted fewer than 50 but by 1930 had grown to 200
6. St. Matthew's Protestant Episcopal: Organized in 1892 as a mission from St. Thomas' in Ravenswood. There was only one rector, A. J. D. Kuehn from 1893 to 1897; the church thereafter went
out of existence.
7. St. Mark's Protestant Episcopal: Organized 1900. The church was built on the west side of 38th
Street and south of 23rd Avenue but had to be torn down for the right-of-way of the New York
Connecting R.R. in 1905. The church moved to a new site and continued in existence to about
1912.
1904-1906 D. T. Weidner
Benjamin Mottram
1907
1909-1912 H. E. Covell
church
The
was a mission out of St. Thomas' in Ravenswood; the congregation varied from 60 to
130 members.

8. Bohemian Brothers Friendly Chapel: Organized about 1906. The chapel was located on the north
side of 23rd Aye. between 24th & Crescent Sts. (old 149 Potter). There was only one minister, V.
Ziegler, from 1921-1924 and he reported a membership of 68. For several yrs. previous to 1894 the
Bohemian Brothers had the use of the Sabbath School of the Ist Reformed of Dutch Kills.

The "Star", founded in 1865, was for years the major newspaper in Long Island City; in 1938 it merged with the
Flushing "Journal" to become the L.I. "Star-Journal." It was the first daily on Long Island-1876.

CHAPTER XXI
A CAPSULE HISTORY OF TRANSPORTATION
IN LONG ISLAND CITY
One of the most essential keys to the success of any municipality has always been good transportation. Long Island City had a special problem from its very inception because it was a widely-scattered
collection of hamlets separated from one another by swamps or farms; of these hamlets only Astoria and
Hunter's Point could boast of a substantial population. The first transportation artery arose, logically
enough, to connect these two separated villages. In 1867 three prominent men, Henry S. Anable, Cornelius Trafford of the 92nd Street ferry and Frederick Bleckwenn, manager of the Radde real estate interests, secured a charter from the village of Astoria for a horse railroad from the92nd Street ferry over Astoria Boulevard, Newtown Avenue, 29th, 30th and 31st Streets and Jackson Avenue to the 34th Street
ferry. The line served Hunter's Point, Dutch Kills, the inland property of William Radde and Astoria.
Raising the money to build the four mile road proved unexpectedly difficult; the line opened as far as
Dutch Kills in late April 1869 and through to Astoria on June 19, 1869. The road was single-tracked with
passing sidings and charged a 7<t fare; the car barn was on Ist Street above the ferry.
Business was only fair and the fare went up to 10c or 20 tickets for a dollar. In June 1875 the company went into bankruptcy partly because the raising of Jackson Avenue by the Improvement Commission prevented the operation of cars through to the 34th Street ferry. At the foreclosure sale in 1876 the
road was leased by its bondholders to Patrick Cleason, owner of the Calvary Cemetery horse car line.
The second transit line to be built in Long Island City was the Long Island City Shore Railroad along
Vernon Avenue, financed by Pliny Freeman of Ravenswood and his sons, James N. and John C. The
road opened on April 8, 1875 and connected the two ferries by a shore line route all along Vernon Avenue. About June 15, 1875 the company extended a branch along Astoria Boulevard, 38th Street, 23rd
Avenue and Steinway Street to 19th Road. On June 22, 1875 the Freemans extended their horse car line
along Broadway to Schuetzen Park at 41st Street. The park was the scene of many crowded social affairs
and generated a heavy traffic. Not content with this, the Freemans organized a subsidiary, the Jackson &
Steinway Avenues Railroad, to build all along these two avenues to 19th Road. Rails were laid in August
& September 1876 and the cars began running on Aug. 1, 1879. The new direct road on Jackson and
Steinway Avenues cut into the revenues of the old horse car line, the Astoria & Hunter's Point leased to
Patrick Cleason. Cleason went to court, and on a technicality, succeeded in forcing the Freemans to
stop operating on August 1, 1881. The Freemans were unable to survive financially on the receipts of
their Vernon, Astoria Blvd. and Broadway lines and went into receivership in July 1882. In April 1883,
William Steinway, the piano manufacturer, bought out the road.
The third early horse car system was the brainchild of Patrick J. Cleason who realized very early the
gold mine that awaited anyone whobuilt a horse car line from the 34th Street ferry over Borden Avenue
direct to Calvary Cemetery. He organized the Long Island City & Calvary Cemetery Railroad in 1871 to
build from the ferry to the cemetery and then to Winfield. It then occurred to Cleason that a better terminus for the Calvary road would be the Lutheran Cemetery in Middle Village, passing Mt. Olivet Cemetery en route. To this end he petitioned to organize the Long Island City and Maspeth Railroad Co. in
1873. In the spring of 1873 the rails were laid down from the ferry to Calvary Cemetery and the road
opened on Mar. 29, 1874. Cleason ran into a great deal of legal and financial trouble and was unable to
get his road to the Lutheran Cemetery built until 1889. In the meantime, he took on the Astoria & Hunter's Point lease in 1876 and operated that company's Astoria (31st Street) and Broadway lines besides
his own on Borden Aye.
Gleason had a flexible fare policy: 10$ for Sunday visitors to the cemetery; 7e on weekdays; 5c for
workmen in rush hours. In 1885 the lease given to Gleason by the bondholders of the Astoria & Hunter's Point R.R. expired and the owners sold out to William Steinway. With Steinway in full ownership of
both the Astoria & Hunter's Point and the Freeman system, Gleason was left with only the single Borden

Avenue route to the cemetery. The road steadily lost money over the years and on May 9, 1896 the
property and franchises were auctioned off to William Steinway who by this purchase was now owner
of all three original systems and in control of the whole street railway network in Long Island City.
To manage his street railway properties, Steinway first set up the Steinway & Hunter's Point Railroad
in 1882. Sometime in 1885 or 1886 Steinway extended the Astoria Blvd. line from Steinway Street to
49th St. to serve St. Michael's Cemetery; also the Jackson Avenue line from Steinway Street east to
Woodside Avenue, then the city line.
In 1886, William Steinway, together with his friends George Ehret, the wealthy beer manufacturer,
and Henry Cassebeer, the patent medicine manufacturer, decided to build a pleasure resort on the
shores of Bowery Bay. The park opened in 1887 as Bowery Bay Beach; in 1891 the name was changed
to North Beach. On June 1, 1887 Steinway opened a branch horse car line along 19th Avenue, Astoria,
from Steinway Aye. to North Beach.
Steinway reorganized his company in 1892 as the Steinway Railway Co. Electrification began with
the Vernon Avenue line on Sept. 7, 1893 and was gradually extended to the other lines. In 1893 also,
the Broadway line was extended from Steinway Street to Newtown Avenue and down Newtown Aye. to
Jackson Avenue. New electric trolleys were ordered in quantity in 1895 and superseded the old horse
cars. Two other large improvements were the building of a big power house on Ist Street, Astoria, north
of Astoria Blvd. and the building of a large new carbarn just over the city line at Jackson & Woodside
Avenues (still standing 1984). A largeamount of new steel rail was put down as replacement for the light
and worn-out horse car track and double tracks were installed wherever single track remained. In the
summer of 1896 the Astoria Blvd. line was extended east to 79th Street and then over a private road
called Ehret Avenue to North Beach. This was done to give additional transit access to the beach; the
summer crowding on this heavily-used line had become more than the trolleys on 19th Avenue could
handle. The last new piece of trolley construction was a lengthy branch from the car barn at Woodside
through Woodside and Corona to Flushing; this opened on April 21, 1895.
The trolley network in Long Island City as of 1898 was a large one:
1. Red Line. 34th St. ferry via Jackson and Steinway Ayes. to North Beach.
2. White Line. 92nd St. ferry to St. Michael's Cemetery and North Beach.
3. Blue Line. 34th St. ferry via Jackson Aye. & 31st St. to 92nd St. ferry.
4. Yellow Line. From ferry to ferry via Vernon Avenue.
5. Green Line. 34th St. ferry via Borden Aye. to Lutheran Cemetery.
In 1896 the Long Island City trolley system was bought out by a Philadelphia syndicate who
renamed the company the New York & Queens County Railway. This well-financed company upgraded
much of the old Long Island City track and in 1899 built a trolley line between Flushing and Jamaica and
in 1901 another on Jackson Aye. from Woodside direct to Flushing.
The Interborough Rapid Transit Co., builder and operator of the Lexington and 7th Avenue subways
in Manhattan, began to develop an interest in the suburbs and in August 1903 bought out the New York
& Queens County trolley system. Beginning in 1904 and continuing until 1907, the IRT took over the
Steinway Tunnel between 42nd St. New York and Long Island City that had lain abandoned since 1893
and brought it to completion with the express purpose of running Long Island City trolleys under the river to a terminal on 42nd Street at Lexington Aye. On September 22, 1907one trolley car actually made
a trial trip through the tunnel but the city began to raise many legal objections and the project fell
through.

The building of the Queensborough Bridge completely changed the pattern of Long Island City transportation for it made possible a gradual shift from complete dependence on street car operation to rapid
transit. On Mar. 30, 1909 the bridge was opened to pedestrians and vehicular traffic. On Sept. 1 7, 1909
the first trolley made a trial trip across the bridge to test clearances and on Oct. 4, a regular shuttle service began. On Feb. 5, 1910 through trolley service began on the Steinway, Dutch Kills, Corona, Flushing and College Point lines over the bridge to 2nd Avenue, New York. During 1914 the trolley company
put in much new rail along Vernon Aye., Astoria Boulevard, Steinway Street and Borden Avenue and
Broadway while the city was repaying these Long Island City streets.
Another important and convenient trolley facility that came to Long Island City at this time was the
extension of the 42nd Street Crosstown cars to and across the Queensborough Bridge to Queens Plaza.

The Phipps Garden Apartments at 51-01 39th Aye. represented an attempt to transplant the English Garden village to
America. Theidea proved popular and successful.

The Third Avenue Railway System in Manhattan began the legal and political preparations for this service in the spring of 1910 and through service opened between 42nd Street and the Hudson River and
Bridge Plaza on Jan. 24, 1912. Since Manhattan cars operated by taking power from a center slot rather
than by overhead wire, it was necessary to lay expensive conduit track on the bridge and all through
Queens Plaza. This through trolley service continued until July 3, 1919.
An even more important trolley service in Long Island City was the opening of the Manhattan &
Queens Traction Company's line from 2nd Avenue, New York, over the Queensborough Bridge and
along Queens Boulevard all the way to South Jamaica. This service began on Jan. 29, 1913 as far as
Winfield and reached Jamaica on Jan. 31, 1914. The great importance of this road was that it extended
public transportation to Sunnyside and the Degnon Terminal region for the first time, a hitherto neglected area.
Beginning in 1915 the monopoly that the trolley cars had enjoyed in transportation in Long Island
City began to break up. The old Steinway Tunnel, unused since the trolley experiment of 1907, was purchased by the city after years of court fights and leased to the Interborough Rapid Transit Co. The IRT
began track laying in the tunnel and in 1914 constructed an elevated road on Ely Aye. (23rd St.) from
the tunnel mouth in the Sunnyside Yards to Queens Plaza, and two branches: one along Jackson Avenue
and 31st Street to Ditmars Aye., Astoria, and another along Queens Blvd. and the viaduct over the Sunnyside Yards to Corona and eventually to Flushing. Service opened from Grand Central Terminal to
Vernon-Jackson Ayes. on June 22, 1915, to Hunter's Point Avenue on Feb. 15, 1916, and to Court
House Square and Queens Plaza on Nov. 5, 1916. Service on the Astorialine was inaugurated on February 1, 1917 and to 104th St., Corona, on Apr. 27, 1917. The Queensborough subway was extended on
its Manhattan end from Grand Central to Fifth Avenue on Mar. 22, 1926 and to Times Square on Mar.
14, 1927.
The huge Queens Plaza station, still in service today, is 480 ft. long and has two levels. The Astoria
line has six stations: 39th Aye., 36th Aye., Broadway, 30th Aye., 25th Aye. and Ditmars Avenue. The
Flushing line has stations at 33rd St., 40th Street and 46th Street within Long Island City with additional
stops in Woodside, Corona and Flushing. The opening of these elevated lines offering through service to
New York had the effect of booming real estate all through the previously empty areas of Long Island
City. This was accelerated by two additional transit lines to Long Island City: the extension of the 2nd
Avenue Elevated from Manhattan to Queens Plaza on July 13, 1917 and the extension of the BMT
Broadway subway from 49th Street New York, through the 60th Street tunnel to Queens Plaza on Aug.
1, 1920. The construction of three different rapid transitlines into Long Island City in the short space of
five years made the place one of the most favored areas in New York City; for a single 5c fare it became
possible to travel anywhere in the city from the Bronx to Coney Island and over either the IRT or BMT
systems.

As the rapid transit systems expanded, traffic on the street railways in Long Island City declined. The
New York & Queens County Railway went into receivership on Apr. 27, 1922, and the court split the
system into the Steinway Lines embracing the old pre-1896 built lines, and the newer New York &
Queens built lines outside Long Island City. The Steinway Lines were taken over by the Third Avenue
Railway System of New York and operated with their own cars. Steinway Street, the best-paying line received large, double-truck cars; the lighter, poorer-paying lines on Vernon and Jackson Avenues, Astoria
Boulevard and 31st Street got smaller, four-wheel cars. Service to North Beach was abandoned altogether at the end of the 1924 season since Prohibition had largely killed off that resort. In 1927 the old park
became Curtis Airport. The Steinway Lines began to lose money badly as the Great Depression settled
over Long Island City in the 19305. On Dec. 6, 1935 the Astoria Boulevard line was abandoned because the Triborough Bridge & Tunnel Authority needed Astoria Boulevard for the right-of-way of the
new parkway. On Sept. 29, 1939, the Vernon, Jackson and 31st Street lines were replaced by buses and
on Nov. 1, 1939 buses took over on Steinway Street. This put an end to all trolley operation in Long Island City except for the Queensborough Bridge Shuttle. This too succumbed to buses on Apr. 7, 1957.
Exactly a week later the elevators and staircases in the Long Island City tower of the Queensborough
Bridge shut down on the ground that cessation of trolley operation ended the justification for operating
the elevators.
Even while the Great Depression stalked the business world and extended its chilling paralysis over
much of the business life of Long Island City, a whole new transit system was coming into existence. The

Independent Subway system, built as a rival to the IRT and BMT, opened its first route on Bth Avenue,
Manhattan, on Sept. 10, 1932. Additional lines to Brooklyn and the Bronx followed rapidly. On Aug. 19,
1933 the city opened the 53rd Street tunnel from Bth Aye. & 42nd St. to Roosevelt Aye., Queens. From

Queens Plaza station to 39th Street there were four tracks under Jackson Avenue; here the local tracks

passed up Steinway Street to Broadway and then east along Broadway to 59th Street, where they rejoined the express tracks and continued as a four-track subway under Broadway to Roosevelt Aye. The
new subway gave access to the IND lines in Manhattan, the Bronx and Brooklyn and gave Long Island
City new stations at Queens Plaza, 36th Street, Steinway Street, 46th Street, and Northern Blvd. One
new station, that at 23rd St., Ely Aye., was added on Aug. 28, 1939.
After years of agitation for the union of all three subway systems into one, success was finally
achieved in June 1940. Many changes followed as a result, the most important being the freedom to

transfer from system to system. The 2nd Avenue elevated service to Queens Plaza was shut down in
1942 when the 2nd Avenue Elevated in Manhattan was abandoned, but this was more than compensated for by the 11th Street connection which connected the BMT tracks to the IND at Queens Plaza station. Service opened on Dec. 1, 1955. This madeit possible for Broadway trains from New York to continue out to Forest Hills, Queens using the local tracks under Queens Blvd. This connection proved an
important and valuable convenience for Long Island residents.
Since 1955 there have been no new developments in the local transit field other than the successful
completion of the 63rd Street tunnel. It is planned that at some point in the 1980's, this link from 6th
Aye. & 59th Street will be integrated into the present rapid transit network with additional stations on
Roosevelt Island and in Long Island City.

Mercedes cars were built in the Daimler Works on Steinway St. from about 1898 to 1906. The factory burned down Feb.
14, 1907.

CHAPTER XXII
THE SCHOOLS OF LONG ISLAND CITY
Before the consolidation of 1870 the public schoolswithin the limits of Long Island City were run by
the Town of Newtown. School District #3 of Newtown covered the Astoria area and School District
#4 the Dutch Kills area.
The Astoria school was located on the east side of 29th Street (Academy) and about 150 feet south
of 30th Avenue (Grand). In 1849 Stephen Halsey donated this plot of ground 100 X 200 to erect a
school house. The building that was put up looked like a miniature Creek temple with four Doric columns in front and a pediment. The building was all wood and lasted until 1904, when it was replaced by
a modern Vh story brick building. After consolidation in 1870 the Astoria school became School #5 or
the Fourth Ward School.
The next oldest school served the Hunter's Point-Dutch Kills School District #4 of the Town of
Newtown. The school house was built on old Skillman Avenue on a site occupied today by a storehouse
behind the railroad commissary in the Sunnyside railroad yards, on the line of 32nd Street. It was a plain
frame structure 20 X 60 and lasted until 1863 when it was destroyed by fire. The school was rebuilt in
1865 and continued in use after the 1870 consolidation as Primary School #3 until the Pennsylvania
Railroad bought up all the land in the neighborhood. The school site thenbecame isolated and lost all its
students as the railroad demolished all the houses in the vicinity to create the Sunnyside Yards. On Mar.
1, 1907 the school was officially closed by which time the enrollment had dwindled to eight. The last
principal was Margaret Scott; in 1878-79 P. R. McCarthy and in 1894 Kate S. McWilliams. In 1898
there were 166 students and 5 teachers. In earlier days the annual tuition at this school came to $1475,
but in 1850 an act of the Legislature made it into a free school.
As Long Island City grew in the 1850's, this little school became inadequate and in 1861 the Town
of Newtown set up the Hunter's Point area as a separate school district. In April 1861 Henry Anable,
always on the alert to improve the value of Union College lands, leased a brick building on 48th Avenue
(old 6th St.) and set up School #11 of the Town of Newtown. This school was still functioning in 1880
under Erastus Crosby, its principal.
The picture changed completely in 1870 when L.I. City incorporated as a city and gained control of
its own affairs. Under the charter, a Board of Education came into existence which was empowered to
systematize methods and courses of study, build schools and engage a suitable staff. The new city was
divided into five wards and by the time of consolidation into New York City in 1898, ten schools had

been built

to

accommodate the ever-growing population.

School #1: First Ward primary school, 20-01 46th Road; northeast corner of 21st Street and 46th Road.
A large 3/2 story red brick building with a clock and bell tower; erected 1892. It had 35 classrooms but
no assembly room. In 1905 a new brick wing with 21 classrooms was added on the Jackson Avenue
side with seven rooms on each floor or 21 altogether accommodating 46 in each room or 972 altogether. The new wing was ready for occupancy in Feb. 1906.
In September 1962 the old structure, needing repairs and alteration, was shut down and the big
bronze bell taken out of the tower. In June 1976 the school was turned over to the Institute for Art &
Urban Resources and converted into a number of low-rent studios, collectively called Project Studios
One.
When theschool was built in 1892, it was thought too big; the original design was for 22 rooms to
accommodate 1000 scholars. By sub-dividing the rooms and also the auditorium, the capacity was increased to 34 rooms.
Principals:
-1884 Erastus Crosby
1884-1898
Robert Eadie
1898-1915 John F. Quigley
1916
H. E. Heim

1900
1905
1910
1915
1920
1925

1917-1925 W. L. Cremin
Morris Raben
19261708 students and 43 teachers
1527
39
1651
37
1516
38
1659
39
1688
45

1929

1460

38

School #2. Ward Two school in Blissville. Southeast corner of 37th St. and 47th Aye. A predecessor
probably built 1877; present brick in 1891 and in the middle of a vast emptiness, today's Sunnyside or
Queens Blvd. section. 2Vi story brick building. In 1912 the school lost its own identity and became a
branch of P.S. #80 at Creenpoint Aye. & 35th St. Land purchased from James Thomson in July 1888.
Robert F. Conant
1898-1911 Kate H. McWilliams
1900 554 studentsand
17 teachers
10
1905 188
10
1910 151
5

Principals: 1894

School #4. Third Ward Ravenswood School. West side of 27th Street midway between 39th & 40th
Ayes. Built in 1885-6 and opened Mar. 15, 1886. 2V2 story brick; 25 X 50. In 1904 the rear lots extending through to Crescent St. were acquired by condemnation and the rear annex was built in 1905.
This is no longer a city school.
Principals: 1894
Jared Barhite
1901-1921 Robert L. Conant
1898-1900 Edwin H. Chase
1923
Morris Weisenberg
1900 1200 students and 36 teachers
1905 1484
35
1910 1565
39
1915 1522
40
1920 1804
46
1925 1769
45
1929 1555
42
School #5. Fourth Ward (Astoria) Grammar School. East side of 29th St. and 100 ft. south of 30th Avenue. The original building in the Creek Revival style was built in 1851. The mansion was built by M. R.
Sanford and then later purchased by John E. Lockwood in 1864. A contract for a new school was
awarded Dec. 1899 for $129,475. The mansion site and the lot to the north was purchased in 1903 for
the new school site.
Principals: 1878
Charles W. Could
1894
Charles W. Could
1898-1930's Matthew D. Quinn
1900 81 7 students and 25 teachers
1905 1058
31
1910 1191
32
1915 980
28
1920 1265
32
1925 1158
33
1929 1195
29

School #6. Fourth Ward (Astoria) Primary School. On the east side of 38th (Kouwenhoven) between
31st Avenue & Broadway. A small one-story brick building was erected in 1885; cornerstone laid
Thanksgiving Day 1885. 12 classrooms. In the summer of 1905 the school was greatly enlarged with
three two-story brick extensions extending through to Steinway Street. The extension was opened in January 1906.
Principals: 1894
Ella R. Bragaw
1895-1924 Thomas H. Sweeney
Harold LeComte
1925
1900 1132 students and 30 teachers
1905
1305
33
1910 1517
37
1915 1927
44
1920 2061
50
1925 1407
33
1929 2061
52

School #7. East side of 21st Street (Van Alst) almost opposite 26th Road, Astoria. Vh story brick build-

ing built 1901, though site was acquired in 1886. In 1908 a large addition was added on thesouth side,
almost doubling capacity.
Principals: 1894
Martin Joyce
1898-1900 William H. Carr
1901-1910 Martin Joyce
1911-1925 Mamie Fay
1926
Johanna M. Hopkins
1900 960 students and 26 teachers
1905 931
24
1910 871
25
1915 1345
31
1920 1757
43
1925 1861
45
1929 1456
38

School #8. Old Fifth Ward School. East side of Steinway Street between Ditmars & 23rd Aye. Two-story brick building first built 1877 with funds contributed by William Steinway. Later enlarged on either
side with wings which opened Apr. 20, 1891. Sold by Steinway to Long Island City in March 1892. After 1908 an annex of P.S. #84.
Principals: 1894
J.W. Badger
1898-1905 John Melville
1906
David J. Hart
1907
Mrs. E. A. Loughlin
1900 875 students and 24 teachers
1905 1224
33
1906 366
8
1907 402
10

School #9. East side of 2nd Street between 27th Avenue & Astoria Blvd. For many years the high

school of Long Island City and later a primary school of the Fourth Ward. A two-story square stone
building. This was originally the stone house of Stephen Halsey built in 1840, and later the house of
Marcena Monson and his son, Judge Alonzo Monson. The building was purchased in 1893 by L.I. City
for $24,360 and converted into a school that stood into the 19405. After 1917 it was a branch of #7.
Principals: 1898-1904 Peter E. Demarest
1905-1907 Margaret Scott

1900
1905
1910
1915
1917

1908-1915 Melvin Hix
1916-1917 Mary C. Mahon
146 students and 8 teachers
174
5
227
7
7
245 students
5
172

School #70. Between 42nd & 43rd Streets and south of 30th Avenue. Under construction in 1922;
opened 1925. Capacity 1878; cost $738,020.
Principals: 1923Thomas H. Sweeney
1925 2069 students and 47 teachers
1926 2220
51
1927

2090

52

1928
1929

2323
2465

56
60

School #77. North side of 37th Avenue (Webster), 25 ft. west from corner of 10th Street (Hancock).
Two-story brick building. Closed after 1904; a factory site by 1919. Built about 1880as the Ravenswood
Primary School.
Principals: 1894-1904 Monica Ryan
1900
404 students and 10 teachers
1901

430

14

1903
1904

421
456

12
12

School #80. West side of Creenpoint Avenue midway between Bradley & Gale Avenues. Three-story
brick building. Property bought 1901 and school built 1903-05. Now a Jewish school.
Principals: 1905-1908 John J. Dempsey
1909-1915 James A. Duggan
1916-1922 Melvin Hix
1923-1924 Henry A. Gottlieb
1925-1926 Jacob Greenberg
Henry Friedman
1928
1905 414 students and 14 teachers
1910 475
13
19
1915 609
1920 592
15
1925 822
21
1929 645
17
School #83. East side of Vernon Avenue midway between 25th Aye. (Pierce) and 34th Avenue (Graham). Four-story brick building. Property bought 1901 by condemnation. School erected 1903-05.
Opened 1906.
Principals: 1906-1908 Monica Ryan
1909-1917 Thomas M. Donohue
1918-1921 W. J. McGrath
1923-1924 Maurice E. Rogalin
George H. Hickey
1925
Ethel F. Haggard
1926
1906
832 students and 23 teachers
29
1910 1072

1915
1920
1925
1929

1354
1352
1611
1156

32
32
46
34

School #84. East side of 41st Street midway between Ditmars & 23rd Avenue (Potter). Four-story brick
building. Property purchased from Steinway & Sons in October 1902; school erected 1904-06.

John D. Melville
1919-1922 Joseph T. P. Callahan
Alfred S. Roberts
1923984 students and 25 teachers

Principals: 1906-1918

1906
1910

1130

32

1915
1920
1925
1929

1593
1575
2009
2035

38
40
46
50

School #85. West side of 31st Street midway between 23rd Road (Pleasure) and 24th Avenue (Woolsey). Four-story brick building. The property was bought in October 1904; school erected 1906.
Principals: 1909-1930's

1906
1910
1915
1920
1925
1929

984 students and
1130
966
1067
1855
1577

John J.

Dempsey

25 teachers
32
29
27
40
39

School #122. North side of Ditmars Avenuebetween 21st & 23rd Streets. Five-story brick building with
four-story wings. Opened 1926.
Principals: 1926-

1926
1927
1928
1929

Mamie Fay
1456 students and 36 teachers
46
1771
1987
51
2289
57

School #126. East side of 21st Street occupying thewhole block between 31st Road (Lincoln) and 31st
Drive (Camelia). A large five-story and basement building.
Principals: 1926Wallace L. Cremin
1926 1366 students and 32 teachers
1927 2122
56
1928 2457
65
1929 2560
67
School #141. 21st Avenue and Shore Road. Completed June 1930. 1414 capacity.
Bryant High School: Work began in the fall of 1902 and the building walls were well along in January
1903. On April 4, 1904 the building was opened and occupied for the first time for
school purposes; there were then 16 teachers and 72 classes. The building fronts
on 41st Avenue (Wilbur) and extends through from 29th Street (Academy) to 28th
Street (Radde).

CHAPTER XXIII

THE EIGHTEEN

1.

CEMETERIES OF LONG ISLAND CITY

Calvary: The largest cemetery within the boundaries of Long Island City is Calvary, owned by the
Roman Catholic Archdiocese of New York. Although today there are four distinct Calvary cemeteries, section #1 is the original and the only one that lies inside the old Long Island City boundaries. Numbers #2, 3, 4 are later additions and are located in the old Town of Newtown.
Cemetery #1 was originally the farm of the Alsop family. The tract consisting of 60 acres of upland and 20 acres of meadow on thecreek was purchased by the trustees of Old St. Patrick's Cathedral in 1846 for $18,000. The grounds were consecrated by Archbishop Hughes in August 1848
and the first body interred was that of Esther Ennis who was buried July 31, 1848. The twenty
swampy acres bordering Newtown Creek were unfit for burials and were sold to the Long Island
R.R. in August 1867 for $20,000, more than the original purchase price of the whole cemetery.
Within the cemetery there were soon erected a mortuary chapel for the use of funerals and a chaplain's house. An article in the "Brooklyn Times" on Apr. 24, 1868 tells us that over twenty years'
time 140,000 interments had been made, more than half of these being burials of children under
seven years of age, most of them victims of crowded tenement life in New York. A single grave in
1868 cost only $10 and five bodies could be buried in it. 75 grave diggers were constantly employed. The poverty of the early Irish was reflected in the fact that most graves at first were marked
with wooden crosses only; as affluence increased in later years, people were able to afford stone
markers and a few marble monuments of impressive size and cost.
Since Borden Avenue was not opened through to Calvary Cemetery until July 1870, access to
the grounds was difficult in the first 20 years. The church authorities established in 1848 the Calvary
ferry across Newtown Creek. Three floats were operated from the Bushwick shore to transport funeral corteges across thecreek. Later, the steamboat "Martha" ran from the footof East 23rd Street,
New York, and up the creek to the landing at Penny Bridge; still later, this ferry ran from Greenpoint
Aye., Brooklyn, to the cemetery. The cemetery ferry was not popular with the people on the
Queens side as we read in the "Flushing Journal": "The ferry of the Catholics at Penny Bridge for
Calvary Cemetery brings over evil persons who despoil property and start fights": The Astoria Gazette" of 1852, on the other hand, liked the service:
Calvary Cemetery. The ferry running to this cemetery has become quite an important accommodation to the public, especially those living in that section of Newtown who have
much occasion to visit the upper part of the city. At present there are three boats constantly plying between New York and the cemetery so that a project that was started for
a particular and private purpose has become a valuable public convenience. The cemetery grounds which contain about 100 acres were purchased some few years ago since
by Right Rev. Bishop Hughes for the trustees of the Catholic Society of N.Y. The land
cost about $20,000 although only 30 acres have as yet been appropriated for burial purposes. Nearly one half of this is already taken up with graves, and that the reader may
form some idea of the rapidity with which the cemetery is being filled up, we would
state that during six months of the year, the burials average 50 a day. The cemetery is

situated about one mile from Newtown Creek and the boats run from the footof E. 23rd
St. to the North Road Bridge, a distance of about two miles.
Astoria Gazette, Oct. 21, 1852

On Sept. 24, 1867 Archbishop Hughes consecrated the last 20 acres as yet unused for burial
purposes and it soon became apparent that additional ground would have to be found. The trustees
looked for land not too far away and found it in three farms along the Shell Road, now Laurel Hill

Blvd. These farms were the property of Richard R. Nafis, Christopher Heiser and Theodore Burroughs. This new additionextended from Queens Blvd. on the north to Borden Avenue on the south
and from 58th Street on the east to 49th Street on the west. The bishop applied to the supervisors in
July 1871 for permission to use the tract for a cemetery and in September 1871 the supervisors voted 6-0 to approve. Then in June 1872 the trustees succeeded in purchasing the John R. Dunn farm
along the Shell Road, nine acres for $2500 per acre. Sometime after 1874, the Peebles and Mills
Farms were added. These purchases gave the trustees 84 acres in all. A body was then buried in

each farm so as to forever exempt the property from taxes and assessments.
On Sept. 7, 1879 the New Calvary Cemetery was dedicated in a public religious ceremony; 56
acres were blessed and laid open for interments. This became sections two and three. The John M.
Hansom Farm of 18 acres adjoining New Calvary was bought in May 1885. When the trustees acquired the Paul Rapelye Farm of 33 acres in 1888, the authorities of Newtown became seriously
alarmed at the steady loss of property and school tax revenues. This was the last acquisition by Calvary and rounded out the cemetery to its present size. Section 4 was consecrated and opened for
use in Nov. 1900. For many years Calvary Cemetery had the record for the greatest number of burial permits issued; by 1916, 1,170,455 persons had been interred. Today the cemetery is filled up,
except for re-used plots in family lots.
Compared with Calvary, none of the other cemeteries within the boundaries of Long Island City are
of any size or extent. They fall into two groups, churchyards and family burying grounds, many of
these latter now destroyed.

2. St. George's Astoria: The church was built in 1828 and the churchyard was presumably opened at
the same time. The cemetery faces 14th Street and is approximately 75 ft. wide and 220 ft. deep. In
1940 there were 99 monuments standing, all marble or granite, many of them representing the old
colonial families of Astoria. A few 18th century stones belonging to the Blackwells were in the rear
of the yard, the remnants of the now-vanished Blackwell burying ground at Vernon Aye. & 37 Aye.
removed to here in October 1900.
3. Our Lady of Mt. Carmel, Astoria: Northwest corner of 26th Avenue & 21st Street. This is the original site of the church 1844-1870. In 1935 there were 105 stones visible; the tiny cemetery, only 82
x 188 ft. has periodically become a jungle which is then "rediscovered" and cleaned up from time
to time. Since 1935 most of the monuments have been vandalizedand destroyed. The earliest monument dates to 1844and the latest 1926. The cemetery was in use principally in the 1850-1880 period and the names are exclusively Irish. The newspapers record the burials of many additional persons whose names do not appear on the stones copied in 1935. There are nine Civil War veterans
buried here. Grounds cleaned up and fenced in summer 1983.
4. Reformed Church Astoria: On 12th Street. In the rear of the church are a few family vaults of the
mid 19th century: J. M. Whitney, Thodore V. Ayers. Here are buried Stephen A. Halsey, the father
of Astoria, and Grant Thorburn, the seedsman & writer and his wife. Only the Halsey vault is visible.
5. Trinity Methodist Episcopal, Astoria: South side of Main St. at its junction with Astoria Blvd. In
1886 the church moved to Crescent Aye. & 30 Road. The remains were re-interred but as late as
1961 workers excavating the site uncovered forgotten skulls and bones.
6. Astoria Village Cemetery #7: tiny plot bounded by 14th Place, 26th Aye. and 18thStreet and the
line of 25th Road. This was the first public cemetery of the Village of Astoria. It was bought in 1842
and sold in 1849. The bodies were removed to Village Cemetery #2 below.
7. Astoria Village Cemetery #2: The plot was bounded by Broadway, 27th St. and 29th Street. It was
opened in 1850 and remained in use until 1869. All the bodies were removed at city expense and
transferred to a site adjoining St. Michael's on Astoria Blvd. & purchased from it. In May 1885 when
sand was sold from this site, skulls & bones turned up. In March 1888 when buildings were erected
on the site, theworkmen turned up additional skulls and bones that had missed relocation.

8. Lawrence Family Cemetery: southeast corner of 20th Road & 35th Street This is the best preserved
private burying ground in Queens. There are 100-odd monuments dating from 1751 to 1975, although most of the stones date to 1790-1840. The cemetery is surrounded by a stone wall and is
cared for by theinheritor of the house of Ruth Lawrence, the last local family member, who died in
1956. James Sheehan is the present owner.
9. Riker-Rapalye-Lent Cemetery: behind 78-03 19th Road, Astoria, at the extreme northeasterly tip of
Astoria. There are 132 stones, most dating to 1810-1870. In the last 25 yrs. there has been considerable vandalism because the house stood untenanted and many stones have fallen or broken.
10. Van Alst Burying Ground: west side of Barn Street at Long Island R.R. property line in Hunter's
Point and very close to Queens Plaza. The cemetery was already falling into ruin in 1887; a building
has for years stood on the site. In 1887; six stones of Van Alsts, Hunters and Parsells could still be
read; there were other crude fieldstones withinitials.

11.

Berrien-Remsen Burying Ground: at the north end of Berrien's Lane at the water's edge facing Berrien's Creek, Astoria. Obliterated in 1902 when Consolidated Gas Co. filled in the creek between
the shore and Berrien's Island. Several 18th century stones, the latest 1810.

12. Hailett Family Burying Ground: Main St. Astoria. This was the burial place of all the Halletts from
the 1600's down to 1861. This old cemetery had 50 tombstones, all of Halletts except for nine. The
inscriptions were copied in May 1884 and published in the "Star". In 1905 the ground was sold for
business purposes and all the stones then existing, both crude fieldstones and cut marble, were removed to Mt. Olivet Cemetery in Maspeth (May 1905) where they can still be seen.
13. Rapalye Burying Ground: Northwest corner of 21 st Avenue & 21st Street. 165 feet north of the corner. This cemetery was behind the Trowbridge house, earlier the Rapalye family home. Bought by
Consolidated Gas Co. in 1903. There were eight stones as late as 1904 and four remained 1919.
The stones were of the Brinckerhoff, Rapalye & Sheffield families, dating from 1776 to 1830.
14. Blackwell Burying Ground: in front of the old Williams mansion, west side of Vernon Aye. midway
between 36th and 37th Ayes. and 150 ft. back from the street. In referring to the old Jacob
Blackwell mansion, built about 1730, which stood north of 37th Aye. at the river's edge, the "Newtown Register" of Mar. 7, 1880 says: "The family cemetery is nearby. The headstones are all mosscovered and form a grassy mound. Therein repose the remains of the Patriot colonel who died in
1780."
Again in a Decoration Day article in the "L.I. Star" of June 6, 1884 1:4, we read:
"The Blackwell burying ground is in Ravenswood in front of the old Williams mansion.
There are over 60 interred in this spot but their graves are so neglected that it is impossible now to trace the identity of the remains lying beneath the ground by the broken and
moss-covered headstones above them. The names of two of the number, however, are
known: Col. Jacob Blackwell and Major Robert Moore. The first named died in 1780 and
the latter in 1843. Flowers are strewn over thegravesof all, however, and the route was
resumed."
When a bottle factory was about to be erected on the site in October 1900 the graves were removed and the headstones transferred to St. George's, Astoria.
"Workmen engaged in excavating for the foundation for the new bottle factory to be
built on the old Williams place on Vernon Aye. north of Webster Aye., Ravenswood, on
Oct. 4, 1900 unearthed two human skulls and the day before almost two complete
human skeletons were uncovered in the excavation. The men engaged are digging upon
what was formerly a large circle near the entrance at Vernon Aye. and which was for
years a private burial plot. The property was recently purchased by the Bottlers' Union of
NY for the purpose of erecting an immense factory for the manufactureof glass bottles in
opposition to the bottle trust.

Before the sale was made, the attorneys for the purchasers insisted that the bodies
in the private burial plot should beremoved. This could not be done without the consent
of the living descendants of those buried there. Counsellor George E. Blackwell of Astoria
was retained to secure the consents and after a long search and correspondence, he secured the consent of many of the living descendants. It was found impossible to secure
them all and the purchasers finally decided to accept the release signedby thoselocated
by Counsellor Blackwell. This document had to be filed with the new deed in the office
of the County Clerk of Queens County at Jamaica.
Before the new owners began work, Mr. C. W. Hallett of Astoria began the task of
removing the remains buried in the circle. He had a force of men employed for some
time and they dug over the circle as it was then marked out and the remains found there
were placed in six small oaken boxes and put in the Blackwell family vault in St.
George's churchyard, Astoria. The headstones recovered were piled up in the churchyard in a safe place. Only one coffin plate was found and that bore the date of 1857.
That was about the year of the last burial in the plot. The first interments were made
there over a century ago; one of those being buried was Major Moore who fought in the
Revolutionary Army. Several years ago a tenant took down all the headstones and the
circle was changed and made smaller, and that is probably why the remains found by
the workmen digging the foundation were not discovered by Mr. Hallett's men. Up to a
few years ago Grand Army veterans used to march to the plot on Decoration Day and
place flowers and small American flags there in honor of the soldierdead.
-Star Oct. 5, 1900

15. Delafield Burying Ground: east side of Vernon Aye., about midway between 35th and 36th Ayes.
In "Historical Collections of the Borough of Queens", vol. XIII- Astoria, p. 33 is this notice: "The
burial place was a circular plot east of the house." This refers to the John Delafield house, Sunswick,
built in 1791-92, later the George Brooks house. Demolished June 1886. Nothing is known of the
fate of the burying ground.
16. Ryerson Burying Ground: northwest corner of 29th Street &41 st Avenue, under thesidewalk of the
high school. When workmen were excavating for the new high school in July 1902, they unearthed
a tombstone six feet' below the present surface with this inscription:
memory of John Francis Ryerson who departed this life August 3, 1798, aged 74 yrs.
3 mos. 22 days."

In

acquired this area in 1769 from Peter Bragaw; it passed later to the Debevoise family. The Ryerson Tavern of Revolutionary days was close to this site. It is possible that other Ryersons

John F. Ryerson

were interred here.
17. MorrellFamily Burying Ground: south side of 39th Avenue at 50-51st Streets and west of Old Bowery Bay Road (52nd St.) The "Newtown Register" of March 7, 1880 says:
"On the farm of the Morrell Family is the well which supplied water to the Hessians in
1776 and the tree from which Morrell was suspended until he divulged the hiding place
of his gold....Morrell's remains and those of six others are interred on the farm and each
grave is marked by a headstone, some of them of the rudest kind."
and again:

"John Morrell died quietly in 1816 and was interred in the little family cemetery on
the center of the farm, a lonely and deserted spot today, in the midst of strangers who
now own the soil, but the stranger may without trespass visit the grave of John Morrell,
the active partisan of 1776."
Register, June 26, 1886

On the Belcher-Hyde Atlas of Newtown, 1903 edition, plate five, the cemetery fence seems to have
been still intact for it appears as a square indicated in light dashes on the west side of Woodside Avenue, 311.79 ft. south of 39th Avenue.

18. Alsop Burying Ground: inside Calvary Cemetery, 241 ft. from the Penny Bridge entrance on Laurel
Hill Blvd. When the Alsop Farm was deeded to the Roman Catholic diocese in 1846, the agreement
provided that the Alsop family plot should remain inviolate and so it has to this day. There are 34
monuments, some marble, some brownstone, some granite, dating from 1743 to 1889.

LONG ISLAND CITY DIRECTORY 1868-1869
Agent

1
1
2

Engineer
Express

16

Assessor

Farmer

7

Ferrymaster

1

Fireman
Fish
Flour & Feed
Foreman
Furniture
Catetender
Crainer
Govt. Official
Grocer

1
2
2
1
2
1
3
1
1
2
13
1
2
1
3
1
1
4
1

Baggage Master

Baker
Barber
Bartender
Blacksmith
Blind & Sash

2

14
2

Boarding

3

Boats
Boiler
Boilermaker

2

Bookkeeper

Boxmaker
Brass Finisher
Broker
Bricklayer

Builder
Butcher
Buttonmaker
Cabinet Maker
Calker
Carman
Carpenter
Carriage Maker
Carriage Trimmer

Carver
Cigarmaker

Clerk
Clothier
Coachman
Collector
Commission Merch.
Confectioner
Coal & Wood
Constable

1
11
8
1

1
1

3
2
4
1
6
1
9
30
1
2
1
1
8
2
1
1
2
5
1
2

Cooper

4

Dockbuilder
Doctor
Driver

1
3

Druggist
Dry Goods

1
3

2

Guager

Hats
Hardware
Harnessmaker
Horse Trainer
Hostler

Hotelman
Hairdresser
Inspector
Iron Foundry

Jeweler
Joiner
Junk
Laboratory

Laborer
Lather
Lawyer
Liquors
Livery stable

Lumber dealer
Machinist
Mail Carrier
Manufacturer
Mason
Milk

1

1

2
1

1

1
2
167
1
1

21
7
3
14

1

Millinery
Missionary

1
7
3
2
1

Moulder

7

Oils
Painter
Paint Making
Pickles
Planing Mill
Plasterer
Plumber
Police (NYC)
Porter
Potter
Pottery

Printer
Produce Dealer
Publisher
Refrigerators

Reverend
Ropes

Saddler
Saloon
Sea Captain
Shipsmith
Shipwright

Shoemaker
Soda Water
Stevedore
Stone Cutter

16
11

5
1

2
6
4
2
1

1
3
1
1
1
2
2
1
1
5
6
1
4
8
1

1
3

Superintendant

4

Teamster
Tinsmith
Tinware
Treasurer
Tobacconist
Varnisher
Washerwoman
Watchman
Waiter

1
6

Wheelwright

Wood
Wool
Wrought-iron worms

4

1
1
3
1
8
1
2
2
1
1

Grand Total: 585

ASTORIA DIRECTORY 1868-1869
Agent

Architect
Artist
Auctioneer
Baker
Barber
Blacksmith
Blaster
Boarding

Boatman
Boatbuilder

Bookkeeper
Bricklayer

Broker
Builder
Building Materials

Butcher
Cabinet Maker
Candies
Candles
Captain

Carder
Carman
Carpenter

Carpenter-Builder
Carpet Manufacturer
Carpets
Carriage Maker
Carriage Painter

Carver
Cashier
Caulker
Chairs
Cigars

Clerk
Cloths

Coachman
Coal
Coaster
Collector
Cooper

Cutter
Dentist
Doctor

5
1
1
1

Dressmaker

7

Engineer
Engraver
Express
Fancy Goods

2
14
1
2
3
1

1
3
9
6
1
10
6
2
1
1
1
3
41
3
2

1
5

1

1
1
4
1
3
13
1
6
4
1
1
1
1
1
5

Druggist
Dyer

Editor

Farmer
Ferrymaster

Fireman
Fish
Flour & Feed
Florist
Gardener

Glass
Goldsmith
Grappler

Grocer
Gunsmith
Ice
Importer

Inventor

Jeweler
Joiner
Harness Maker
Hats
Laborer
Lawyer

Leather
Liquor
Livery Stable

Locksmith
Lumber
Machinist
Mason
Merchant
Milkman
Milliner
Officer (U.S.)
Oils
Oyster Saloon
Painter

3
3
2
1
8
2
1
6
5
2
2
2
1
9
20
1
1

1
18
1
1
2
1
1
1
2
2
86
6
1

Peddler

Pilot
Plumber
President
Printer
Produce
Police
Postmaster
Pumps

Real Estate & Ins.

Secretary
Sewing
Sewing Machine
Ship Carpenter
Shipwright

1
1

Shoes & Boots
Shoe Store
Shoe Maker
Soda Water
Stables
Storeman

1
2
2

1

1
2
2
1
13
1
1
1

Superintendent

1

Tailor

9
7
1
1

Teacher
Teamster
Teas

Telegraph

Teller

1

1
1
1
1
3
7

1

20

4

Reverend
Salesman
Saloon
Seaman

4

1
1
3
20
17
3
1
2
3

2
1
1
1

Tinsmith
Umbrella & Parasols
Undertaker
Veterinary

Waiter
Washing

Watchman
Weaver

1
1
3
1
1
1
3

1

2
15
Wheelwright
2
Wines
1
Grand Total: 552

BUSINESS DIRECTORY
1894-95
Accountants
Advertising
Agents

Alcohol &

1889

3
1

Asphalt Paving &

Material
Auctioneers
Awnings
Bags & Baggings

Bakers
Banks

Barbers

Bathing Pavilions
Bearings for
Pulleys, etc.
Bicycles

Bill Poster
Billiardsand
Pool

1

Builders'

1
5

Builders Material
Building, Loan &

1889

Hardware

2
7
5

8

Improvement

8

6

1

1
2
2

2
1
35
2
69
1
1
2
1
3

Blank Book Mfr.
Blocks, Iron
Dock & Hook
Bluestone
Boarding Houses
Boat Buildings
Boats for hire
Boiler Mfrs.
Book Binder
Boot & Shoe
Dealers
Boot & Shoe
Makers
Bottlers

1

4

21
2
34

Carpenters,

1
2
1
61

2
48

3
12

5

1
3
1

6

Masons &
Bldrs.
Carpet Mfrs.
Carriage &
Wagon Bldrs.
Cattle Dealer
China, glass,
crockery

1

Cider & Cider
Vinegar
Cigars &

Tobacco
Cars, Iron, Coal
& Ore
Civil Engineers &

1

1
50

42

1
4

Survey

Coal & Wood
Clothing

Color

14
4

8
18 (Tailors)

1

Manufacturer

2

Commission

48

Commissioner of
Deeds
Confectioners
Contractors

52
13
4
2
5

63

Chemists Mfr.

Wheelwrights

3
10
2
1
1
1
37

Associations

Butchers & Meat
Markets
Cabinet Maker
Card Boards
Canned Goods

1

19

Brass Founders
Brewer's Agents

Buckets, Iron

1

Blacksmiths &

Bowling Alleys

1

Hoisting

Cologne Spirits

Ale pumps
Assembly Halls
& Rms.
Architects
Artesian Wells
Artificial Stone
Wash tubs
Ash Cans

1894-95

Brush Mfr.

5

1

Agent

Cooper
Cordage

Corsets
Cotton Yarn Mfr.

7

60
18
1

1

1
1

18

1894-95
Creosoting

Works
Delicatessen
Dentists
Detectives
Disinfectants
Dock Builder
Dog Breeders
Dress Makers
Dry and Fancy

1889
Hardware

12

9
5

10 "Hardware,
Stoves,
Tinware"

Harness and

11

7

Saddlery
Hats & Caps
Hay, Grain &

2
6

2

1
1
2
56
40

33

Druggists

17

11

Drain & Sewer

2

Feed

Goods
Pipe
Dye Stuffs and
Dyers
Electric Light &

Power Co.
Electrician
Embroidery

Elevators, Grain
& Feed

3

Excavator

1
13
4
7

Fishing Tackle

Florists &

1

6

15
5
41 "Meat & Fish
Dealers"

2
44

36

Seedsmen

Forgings, Iron &

1

Fruit Dealers
Furniture
Fur Skin Dressers
Gas Company
Gent's

8
8
2

Steel

2
14
9
11

1

7
122 "Groc. Tea
& Coffee"

17

Furnishings

2
7
42
3
2

7

3
10
1
1

Scaffolding

Bldrs.
Ladies Hair
Dresser
Land Company
Lard Oil Mfrs.
Laundries
Lawyers

Leather Goods

Stables

Lumber
Locksmiths &

Bell

1

2
191

Hides, Fats, etc.
Horse Shoers
Hotels
House

Livery

7

2

4
1
8

1

Liquors

Furnishings

Gilder &
Enameler
Glass
Gold Leaf
Grain, Hay &
Feed
Gravel Dealers
Groceries

Heating
Apparatus

House Movers
Ice
Insurance
Iron Founders
Iron and Metal
Dealers
Iron Works
Junk Dealers
Kid Clove Mfrs.
Ladder &

1
1
2

1
1

Ferries
Fertilizers
Fire Brick & Clay
Fish Dealers

2

1

Enameling
Engineers'
Supplies
Expresses

1894-95 1889

1

1
1
1
12
30
1
342
16
9
1

10 All Chinese
23
182 "Hotels &
Saloons"
10

Hanger

Macaroni
Machinists
Marble &
Monuments

1
8
13

Market
Gardeners
Milk Dealers
Milliners
Motors, Gas &
Petroleum

9
28
9
1

3
12 37
"Manufacturers"
39

1894-95 1889
Musical
Instruments
Mfrs.
Musical Teachers
News Dealers 14
Notaries Public
Notions &
Varieties
Nurses
Oils
Oil Can Mfrs.
Paint & Color
Mfrs.
Painters &
Decorators
Painters' Supplies
Patent Medicines
Pawn Brokers

4

Sewer & Drain

10
9
28
19

26

18
13 "Variety
Stores"

7

22 "House &
Sign Painters"
6

3
2
1

27 "Physicians
& Dentists"

17

Printing Mfrs.

6
3
1
3

Printers' Rollers
Post Office &
Branches
Potteries
Produce Dealers
Publishers
Real Estate
Restaurants

30
12

Roofers

5

Roofing

1

Materials
Rubber Goods
Sash, Door &
Blinds
Sawdust
Saw and
Planning Mills

3

4
1

1
5

Terra Cotta
Tin & Sheet Iron
Workers
Tool Dresser

Truckmen
Trunks & Bags
Umbrella &
Cane Mfr.
Undertakers
Upholsterers

6

1
2

1
1
1
2
1
1

4
1
5
9

1
28

3 "TeachersMusic &
Language"

Tea, Coffee &
Spices
Telegraph

Towing
Companies

1

Supplies

Printers

etc.

1889

2
2

1
1

Offices

1

2
22

Stair Builders
Stationers
Stone Yards
Stoves, Ranges,

Tailors

2

Piano Mfrs.
Piano Tuners

Sheet Iron Work
Ship Builders
Silk Mfrs.
Silversmith
Skylights
Soap Mfrs.

3
2
28

Plaster Mills
Plasterers
Plumbers, Steam
& Gas Fitters
Plumbers'

Pipes
Sewing Machines

13
13
1
3

Photographers
Physicians

Pickles

1894-95
Scavengers

17
10 "Restaurants
& Boarding
Houses"

Varnish Mfrs.
Varnish & Oil
Tank Mfr.
Veterinary
Surgeons
Wall Paper

Watches &

2
13
1
2
12

1
1
12
6
9
2

7

2

3

7
9

5

Jewelry

Wheelbarrows,
Iron
Window & Door
Screens
Window Shade
Mfrs.

1
1
2

11

