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FORWARD

Cultural Resources and Natural Areas

Jamaica Bay is a place well known for its flora and fauna. This study adds
another dimension to Jamaica Bay--its use by humans, especially during the
historic period. Understanding the human use of the Bay and its shore is both
timely and historically interesting. Historically it is often entertaining, as
well as informative, to learn how our ancestors, and the Native Americans who
lived here before them, made their livings in an environment that is at once the
same and different from the one we know--the same in that much of the geography
is similar; different in that the recent past has witnessed massive alterations

to the natural environment of the Bay.

This study helps place the substantial modern changes in perspective. In doing
that, it is timely. Increasingly we are made aware of the relatedness of cultural
and natural phenomena. Jamaica Bay is no more a strictly natural resource than
Manhattan Island. The history of human land use is an essential guide to compre-

hending the Bay's natural environment currently and in the near future.

The goals of Dr. Black's research were primarily managerial. We sought sufficient
information to evaluate cultural resources, that is, historic and prehistoric
archeological sites and historic structures within the Jamaica Bay Unit of Gateway
National Recreation Area. Happily, the study provides much more than a fine
management aid. It has a large potential to inform interested persons about the
area and to assist the Gateway staff in interpreting it. For these reasons the
Park Service has funded the printing and distribution of the study.

Francis P. McManamon

Chief, Division of Cultural Resources
2 March 1981
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INTRODUCTION:

Scope, Problems, Methods, Sources

This history covers that portion of Jamaica Bay within the confines
of the Jamaica Bay Unit of the National Gateway Recreation Area. That unit
includes essentially the shore front east and south of the Belt or Shore
Parkway from Plum Beach to Spring Creek Park, the waters of the bay itself,
and the islands-and marshes therein. Not within the Jamaica Bay Unit are
the community of Broad Channel, nearly all of the mainland on the Queens side
of the bay, or any part of Rockaway peninsula. Chronologically, the study
begins with the arrival of the Dutch in the seventeenth century and ends
with the middle of the twentieth century. Topically, the focus falls on the
historic "uses" of the bay and its periphery. Generally, those uses consist
of residential settlement, agriculture, industry, fishing, shipping, other
forms of transportation, and recreation. Some of these activities required
alteration in the topography of the bay, and a description of the major alterations
is contained in this study.

Although the foregoing paragraph defines the broad perimeters of this
history, they have not been rigidly observed. A number of considerations have
dictated departures from strict boundaries in time, space and topic. For
example, more than likely, before the early nineteenth century, no one actually
resided in any part of the area now within the Jamaica Bay Unit. And yet during
that time, the bay was used by inhabitants of the larger vicinity. To
understand that usage requires investigation into the communities within the
vicinity. On the other hand, certain activities clearly within the formal
boundaries of the Jamaica Bay Unit are poorly covered in the surviving records.
For almost three hundred years, Jamaica Bay constituted a fisherman's paradise.
Yet 1ittle can be determined about fishing in the bay prior to the middle of
the nineteenth century. '

Other topics have been aequately covered in the existing secondary works,
including those produced for the National Park Service. The history of Floyd
Bennett Field is well enough known, yet for a longer time than that field was an
active airport, there had existed almost in the same area a strange industrial
complex, the Barren Island fish oil and fertilizer factories, about which Tittle
has been written. Thus Tlogic, the availability of sources, the existing
secondary literature, and the preferences and competence of the writer have
occasioned flexibility in the scope of the present study.

Some of the problems encountered in the preparation of this history
have been already hinted at, such as the failure of early sources to comment
at Tength about commonplace matters. For example, what kinds of boats were used
by eighteenth-century fishermen is far from clear. Reflections upon the
inadequacies of sources is doubtless all too common among historians. However,
Jamaica Bay presents special problems. Primary is the wide dispersal of the
record of the bay. Until the twentieth century, few regarded Jamaica Bay as
a whole unit. Politically, its waters and adjacent lands fell with numerous
jurisdictions--the towns of Gravesend, Flatlands, Flatbush, New Lots, Jamaica,
and Hempstead; the counties of Kings and Queens; and later the municipalities
of Brooklyn and of Greater New York. This means that extanct records are
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scattered among numerous depositories. Some apparently have been lost, such
as the papers of the Canarsie Chamber of Commerce.

Methodologically, this history is conventional, and the chief effort
has been to piece together information from primary sources where possible
and from secondary authorities where need be so as to achieve an understanding
of Jamaica Bay's past. Some simple quantification analyses have been employed,
requiring no prefatory elaboration.

Among the more rewarding primary sources used in this study are
nineteenth-century federal and state censuses for the Town of Flatlands.
Beginning with the year 1850, those reports 1ist occupations and thus provide
important information about economic activities in the vicinity of the bay.
The records of the town government of Flatlands have also been explored.
Especially the annual assessment rolls proved invaluable in identifying the
companies engaged in manufacturing at Barren Island. When Flatlands ceased
existence as an independent town and joined Greater New York, its common
lands, including most of the marshlands along the western side of the bay,
became the property of New York City, administered for over three decades by
the Department of Docks and Ferries. The annual reports of that department
are infuriatingly general with respect to many matters, but the rent rolls
they contain Tist all leases of land under water and of other sites in Jamaica
Bay. Such Tists are an index to use of the bay for purposes of vacation-type
buildings. A variety of maps have been consulted. Most accurate and useful
are the maps of the United States Coast and Geodetic Survey, now known as the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. Comparison of the Jamaica
Bay charts for the years 1878, 1911, 1926, 1940, and 1977 provides a means
of tracing the changes in the bay's topography. In the bibliography of this
study, particular sources will receive further comment.
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FIGURE 1: JAMAICA BAY: GENERAL REFERENCE
SOURCE: Park Association, NYC, Jamaica Bay, (1968), frontpiece.



Chapter I
JAMAICA BAY, 1600-1865

The waters of Jamaica Bay did not serve as an avenue for settlement
of the southwestern segment of Long Island. European settlers arrived in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries by way of land routes. Those settlers
were not the first human inhabitants of the area, since several important
villages of the Canarsie Indians were in the general vicinity of the bay.

From 1624 to 1664, western Long Island, Manhattan and other parts of
the Hudson Valley were included in the province of New Netherlands,
administered by the Dutch West India Company. Settlement or other permanent
use of Long Island was delayed until 1636, when the Dutch began activity in
what became Kings County. They negotiated for land and started settlements
at Amesfort or Flatlands and at Gowanus Bay. Soon the Dutch West India
Company secured from the Indians title to virtually all of the land in Kings
County.

Conquest of New Netherlands by the English in 1664 was followed by a
smooth transition of Long Island's Dutch inhabitants into their new status as
subjects of the crown of England. A century later, American colonists
embarked on a movement that climaxed in independence from England. During
the Revolutionary War, towns in the vicinity of Jamaica Bay, along with the
rest of western Long Island, had an experience different from others in America,
since following their victory in the battle of Brooklyn in 1776, British forces
established an occupation which persisted until 1783 and the end of the war.

Early Seventeenth-Century Indian Life

Historical and archaeological literature refers to numerous Indian sites
in the Jamaica Bay vicinity. According to a 1934 work by Reginald Bolton,
thirteen sites existed within two or three miles of the bay. Those in what
became Kings County were Narriock (Sheepshead Bay), Massabarkem (Gravesend),
Ryders Pond (Gerritsen Creek), Keskaechqueren (Flatlands), Winnipague (Bergen
Beach), Canarsie, and Muskyttehool, on the upper reaches of Bedford Creek.

The Queens County sites consisted of Jamaica,_ Aqueduct, and Tocations on
Hawtree, Bergen, Cornell, and Hassock creeks.! Several entries on Bolton's
list, such as Muskyttehool and Massabarkem, are merely places assigned Indian
names in historical documents and suspected of having importance in Indian
activities. Subsequent scholarship tends to Timit sites to places known to
have contained artifacts, namely Ryders Pond, Bergen Beach and Aqueduct.?

A1l of the sites, both historic and archaeological, have been destroyed by
filling and construction, and, prior to that destruction, none was the Tocation
of professional archaeological field work. The best information comes from

a collection of Ryders Pond artifacts, originally assembled in the Tate 1890s
without field notes or stratigraphic data and systematically analyzed in 1961.3

Generally speaking, specific archaeological information about aboriginal
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cultures at Jamaica Bay during the early historic period is slim. Documentary
evidence, although frequently lacking in particulars and often uncertain
respecting exact locations, provides some insights. Moreover, on the basis

of findings for archaeological sites elsewhere in coastal New York, scholars
have produced a model of Indian culture at the time of contact.

The cultural pattern of Indians of western Long Island at the end of
the sixteenth century is classified by archaeologists as Late Woodland,
East River Aspect, Clasons Point Phase. Important elements in that cultural
pattern include permanent settlements, occupying approximately one acre and
located on tidal streams and bays. Profuse remains of marine shellfish and
smaller amounts of mammal, bird, amphibean, and fish bones indicate an
economy emphasizing fishing and hunting. Fish were captured by nets weighted
with stones and by single-piece barbless bone hooks. Shellfishing equipment
consisted of dug-out canoes and wooden rakes.4

Recently Lynn Ceci has questioned the role of maize cultivation among
late pre-contact coastal peoples. Others admit that the evidence for such
cultivation is slight, but nevertheless conclude the practice was well
established. Glasons Point artifacts include stone hoes, stone pestles,
shallow mortars, and wooden grinding gears, all of which suggest the raising
of corn. Ceci's claim is that the production of maize became extensive
after and as a result of contact with Europeans.5

No indications have been discovered that native peoples in the vicinity
of Jamaica Bay did not conform to the general culture associated with Clasons
Point. Those people, along with others of coastal New York, spoke Algonkian
languages. Politically, they were part of the Metoac confederacy, a loose
affiliation of the thirteen ethnic groups on Long Island. Among the western
Metoac were two closely related groups, the Canarsie and the Rockaway. Lands
of the Canarsie included all of modern Kings County and part of the town of
Jamaica. The bulk of Queens County, including the remainder of Jamaica, and
the southern part of the town of Hempstead were occupied by the Rockaway.6 Thus,
the western and northern shores of Jamaica Bay fell within the territory of
the Canarsie, and the eastern belonged to the Rockaway.

The Canarsie had four important sites near the bay. Earlier authorities
and those relying on them assert that the main village of the Canarsie was
located in the Canarsie section of the Dutch town originally known as Amesfort
and later as Flatlands. Archaeologically, the site is said to have been
conspicuous because of "immense shell heaps." Bolton describes Canarsie as "a
village site," with "extensive planting fields, extended back_from Canarsie
Beach Park as far as Avenue J, centered on East 92nd Street."’ Documentary
evidence substantiates the existence at Canarsie of Indian maize fields.

Another Canarsie site was Winnipague, later known as Bergen Island or
Bergen Beach. Bolton, who categorizes the site as an "important station,"
writes of "the extensive shell beds on this island, and stone implements." In
1949, another writer actually retrieved prepared conch whorls and a broken
arrowhead at Bergen Beach. What kind of activity Indians engaged in at
Winnipague is by no means clear, one conjecture being that the island was a
large wampum-making center.8






