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From Farm to City, to be presented at the 
Museum of the City of New York from 
September 2012 to January 2013, will be the 
first major exhibition to explore the physical 
evolution and urban development of the  
island that is sometimes called New York’s 
“forgotten borough.” 



The exhibition and companion website, both made possible by the 

generous support of the Richmond County Savings Foundation, will trace 

the transformation of Staten Island from its agricultural origins to its 

current efforts to balance development with preservation of its distinctive 

character. From Farm to City will feature rare historic maps, prints, 

photographs, newspapers, manuscripts, government documents, and 

artifacts, drawing on the collections of the Museum of the City of New York 

as well as from museums, libraries, and private collections in Staten Island 

and across the country. 

Front cover: 

New York Bay from  
Staten Island, 1897
Photograph by A. Loeffler
Library of Congress

Opposite:

Midland Beach, 1899
Byron Collection, 9.3.1.1.17838

Above:

Wooden Nickel with  
Secession Slogan, 1993
Museum of the City of New York,  
Gift of Steven Zuckermann

Right:

Panorama of New York, Staten 
Island, and the Narrows, 1854
Library of Congress
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Visitors will discoVer:

 the rich agricultural history of

the island — including commercial 

farming, gardening, horticulture, 

and plantations run with slave 

labor; Staten Island’s role as 

breadbasket for the city; and the 

physical and architectural legacy 

of the borough’s agricultural past 

for the island today

 how the island’s development

was changed by transportation 

innovations — from the ferry, to 

the bridges to New Jersey and 

Brooklyn, to the development of 

Staten Island’s own road, rail, and 

bus system

 the many retreats, estates, resorts, 

sporting grounds, and amusement 

parks that turned Staten Island 

into a pleasure ground for many 

New Yorkers beginning in the 19th 

century — and their enduring impact 

The exhibition will introduce Staten Island’s  
rich history to many visitors for the first time; 
Staten Islanders will gain a deeper understanding 
of their borough’s unique role in the broader  
story of urban development in the city.
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 Staten Island as a home of major

charitable institutions and refuges 

for the poor, sick, and disabled

 the 20th century economic

changes and the introduction 

of light industry on the island, 

along with the impact of 

industrial development on the 

built environment

 the contemporary debates about

land use and zoning, including 

plans to remake the Fresh Kills 

landfill site into a park three times 

the size of Central Park, along 

with the challenges of preserving 

the character of the island while 

encouraging sustainable urban 

growth and commerce
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From Farm to City will encourage visitors to 
engage in consideration not only of the history 
of Staten Island, but of current issues such 
as zoning and urban planning, the role of 
government in development, and the impact 
of development on the island’s — and the 
region’s — environment. 



Opposite: 

Fresh Kills landfill,  
Bayonne Bridge in 
background, 2009
NYC Parks & Recreation

Right: 

Bumper Sticker  
“Vote Yes,” 1993
Museum of the City of New York, 
Gift of Johnson & Langworthy

exhIbItIOn  
StRuctuRe

From Farm to City will explore four 
developmental strategies that will serve 
as the starting point for understanding the 
development of Staten Island over time: the 
island as farm, resort, suburb, and city. The 
exhibition will culminate with special features 
focusing on the Fresh Kills Park and West 
Shore redevelopment projects, which have 
emerged as touchstones in the debate over 
Staten Island’s future.
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FaRMIng & 
FIShIng  
cOMMunIty

The first section of the exhibition will explore the agricultural and fishing 

history of the island, beginning with the Native Americans, through the 

period of European colonization. It will emphasize the high point of 

agricultural production in the 19th century, the continuing agricultural 

uses in the 20th century, and the legacy of farming and fishing for the 21st 

century development of Staten Island. 



Opposite:

While the Sun Shines— 
A Staten Island Scene
Museum of the City of New York,  
Print Archives

Above:

View of the Marine Hospital  
and Quarantine Grounds, Staten 
Island, New York, ca. 1854
Library of Congress

Right:

Pair of silver buckles, 1770-1780
Belonged to Richard Conner II, 
who farmed his family’s land 
along what is now Rockland 
Avenue near Manor Road.
Historic Richmondtown,  
Museum Purchase
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The second section of the exhibition will explore how the island became 

a retreat for urbanites looking for ways to leave the crowds, the heat, 

and disease of New York City. By the end of the 19th century, sports 

such as cricket, tennis (the first venue in the nation), and foxhunting, 

provided genteel activities away from Manhattan’s crowds. Development 

in this era included not only private resorts, large country homes, and 

amusement parks, but also pastoral refuges for the needy through new 

important institutions — including Seaman’s Retreat, Sailors’ Snug Harbor, 

orphanages, and children’s homes.

cOuntRy
RetReat



Opposite:

Bathing, Midland Beach, 1899
Museum of the City of New York,
Byron Collection, 93.1.1.17837

Above:

Sailors’ Snug Harbor, Staten 
Island, 1899
Museum of the City of New York, 
Byron Collection 93.1.1.14156

Above right:

Livingston Cricket Club,  
Staten Island, 1895
Museum of the City of New York, 
Byron Collection, 93.1.1.14926

Right:

Black Horse Tavern, Amboy 
and Richmond Roads, New 
Dorp, ca. 1915
Museum of the City of New York,  
Print Archives
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While earlier development had been largely the product of private interests 

and real estate speculation, the late 19th and early 20th centuries ushered 

in a new era of governmental regulation, zoning, and city planning just after 

the island voted in 1898 to become one of the five boroughs of New York 

City. The city funded a number of road building projects, opening up areas 

on the island for suburban subdivision. Improved infrastructure brought a 

wave of new suburban development. The result was an important new phase 

for the island: that of a middle-class suburb, fueled by the automobile and 

improved infrastructure, alongside new private industry. 

SubuRb



Opposite:

New Brighton, looking west from 
St. George, ca. 1905 (detail)
Photograph by A. Loeffler
Library of Congress

Above:

Man’s uniform cap of the Staten 
Island Rapid Transit, mid 20th 
century
Historic Richmondtown, Gift of the 
Estate of Anna M. Lawson

Left:

Richmond County Savings Bank, 
established 1886 
Castleton Avenue and Taylor Street, n.d.
Postcard, New York Public Library Print 
Collection, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach 
Division of Art, Prints and Photographs, 
The New York Public Library, Astor, 
Lenox and Tilden Foundations
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Left:

Verrazano Narrows Bridge, 1964
Museum of the City of New York, Wurts 
Brothers Collection

Above:

New York City Marathon 
Runners Crossing Verrazano 
Narrows Bridge, 1982
Photograph by Roy Gumpel
Museum of the City of New York, 
Museum Purchase



cIty The final section of the exhibition will show growth of the island in the 

period after the completion of the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge in the early 

1960s. By the 1970s, Staten Island was the only borough to experience 

a growth in population and Richmond County was one of the fastest 

growing counties in the state. Planning and development quickly became 

touchstones for public debate over the fate of the island’s communities, 

culminating in the well-organized 1993 movement to secede from New York 

City—a movement inspired by concerns over landfill policies, development, 

taxation, and political representation.

This section will focus in particular on how, in the last 30 years, Staten 

Islanders have met the challenges of increasing urbanization and population 

growth as well as disappearing manufacturing and maritime industries on an 

island that has been largely developed.

Freshkills Park, 2009
NYC Parks & Recreation
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FReSh KIllS
and the
FutuRe OF  
Staten ISland



The exhibition will include a special focus on the major redevelopment 

projects currently underway—of the Fresh Kills landfill in specific and the 

West Shore in general. This case study will explore the creation of the 

landfill immediately following World War II, the operation and politics of 

what was once the largest such site in the world. Ever since the landfill 

closed in 2001, residents of Staten Island and New York City officials have 

been debating how to best plan for the next stage at the site. 

The case study will provide a springboard to stimulate discussion and 

to connect the past, present, and future of the borough. How do Staten 

Islanders imagine their island? How do New Yorkers in general see 

the island? How have these visions of Staten Island influenced what 

happens — literally — on (or to) the ground? What is the role of city 

government in these developments? What role do private developers play? 

And how do everyday Staten Island residents fit into this complex mix?

Opposite and above:

Freshkills Park, 2009
NYC Parks & Recreation

Right:

Recreational area, Freshkills 
Park, 2009
Rendering, NYC Parks & Recreation
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Accompanying the exhibition will be an interactive website with historical

maps, bird’s-eye views, and photographs laid down in chronological GIS

layers. The website will allow viewers to trace the development of the

island over time, as well as to explore competing developmental plans

for Staten Island, past, present, and future. This highly interactive, layered

presentation will allow viewers to imagine different historical visions

for the borough’s development and explore roads not taken. What if the

recommendations for the Olmsted commission were followed? What if

Robert Moses’s 1946 plan for infrastructure development on the island had

been implemented or the South Richmond plan from 1971 had passed?

Visitors will be able to explore these plans alongside images of what

was actually built, allowing them to deepen their understanding of Staten

Island’s history and their engagement in the island’s future.

webSIte



About the MuseuM of  
the City of New york 
The Museum of the City of New York 
explores the past, present, and future 
of New York City and celebrates its rich 
heritage of diversity, opportunity, and 
perpetual transformation. Founded in 1923 
as a private, non-profit corporation, the 
Museum serves the people of New York 
and visitors from across the country and 
around the world through exhibitions, 
collections, publications, and school and 
public programs.

sChool ANd  
PubliC ProgrAMs
The presentation of From Farm to City 
will provide the Frederick A. O. Schwarz 
Children’s Center with an exciting 
opportunity to offer special programs 
for elementary, middle, and high school 
students to explore the history of Staten 
Island and the issues of development 
with which its residents have wrestled. 
In addition, the Museum will offer a full 
menu of public programs, ranging from 
symposia and lectures on the issues 
illuminated in the exhibition to walking 
tours of significant sites. 

For further information on the Museum 
of the City of New York and From Farm to 
City, please contact

Susan Henshaw Jones 
Ronay Menschel Director 
Museum of the City of New York 
1220 Fifth Avenue 
New York, NY 10029 
212-534-1672, ext. 3300 
sjones@mcny.org 
www.mcny.org

Opposite:

Nesting birds, Freshkills  
Park, 2009
NYC Parks & Recreation

Above:

The United States First 
Foreign Trade Zone, 1937
Poster, Library of Congress

Back cover:

Aerial view, Freshkills  
Park, 2009
NYC Parks & Recreation
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