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Roosevelt Island's Past: 

Does It Have a Future? 


a 

By ROBER'r.\ n, GRATZ 

Six years ago, the distin­

guished preservation archl­

teet Giorgio Cayagl1eri made 


study of the assorted his· 

toric buildings on Roose\-elt 

Island and concluded most 

of them were in "a condition 

suitable for reuse at an ex.. 

pe!1se that was reasonaJJlc:' 


The idea of that study. 

Cavaglieri recalls. ,,-vaS to 

determine what remnants of 

the Island's colorful history 

could be locorporated Inlo 

the proposed ne\\~ dty lito 

aehlcye an architech1ral fi.x~ 


ture." 

At that time, the Land· 


marks Prese-rvation Commis­

sion reportedly agreed quietly 

not to designate any of the 

buildings landmark;; and to 

leave the\r preservation in 

the hands oCthe Island's de· 

veloper, the state's Urban 

De\'elopment Corp, 


Now the commIssion Is 
conSidering six buildings for 
designaUon-4;\Yo or which 
are completely restored i two 
more are just .about in ruins 
and the last two are some" 
where in..obetween. 

One building-the 19th· 
century n\'e'story Cit)" Hos· 
pital with It.s mansard roof 
8l1d stone facade w'hl<lh Ca­
vagUer! says was In "mint 
condition" six Year'S ago-is 
not even being t:onsidcred_ 
It has had three fires In the 
past rew years, the copper 
roofing has been stolen, 
most ot the root has fallen 
in and vandals have had a 
general field da)', The six 
buildings being- considered 
are: 

fJThe BlaC'kweU House, now 

restored, a modest \Yood~ 


fra med house built around 

1800 for James Blackwell 

Whose famih< had ()W~ed the 

isiand for ~'Jre- than a 100 


before he sold it to the 

In 18~8. It th«eafter be· 
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carne the dumping ground 
for the city's poor. insane 
a.nd sick and was renamed 
Welfare Island In 1921 and 
Roosevelt Island In 1970. 

Ij'Sma;I Pox Hospital, built 
In the 185Qs and d€'Signed by 
James Renwick. architect of 
st, Patrick's Cathedral, The 
bUilding partially collapsod 
during the 1969 study and 
its ruined state is clearly 
noticeable from the FDR 
Drive, . 

fjThe Octagon was the 
central rotunda or the In· 
sane Asylum built In 1839 
\\'hose donnitory wings were 
demolished several rears 
ago, 

fj'I'he 18405 lighthouse, 50. 
feci. ItIgh at the Island's ! 
northernmost, Up, was rC'~ 
portodly bu!lt by an asylLUn 
patient. 

fjThe 1888 Chapel of the 
Good Shepherd. now restored 
and set on an open site sttr~ 
roundod by new apartment 
houses, is reminisce-nt ot an 
English parish church \lith 
Victorian Gothic deWl, 

flThe 1892 Streck.". :Mc, 
morial Laboratory. Ii simple 
twu..story briek building- that 
'\\-'as at the Ume of oonstruc~ 
tion one or the most c<ml­

plete laboratories In the 
country, 

The six bUildings were 

considered thls week in a 

13·ltem agenda of the com, 

ml'lsloo's public hear!ng at 

City Hall. ):);ane Porter, chief 

!planning officer fGr the 

RoosO\'.I) Island Project, told 

the comm:Jsslon that there 
w.... not yet an otrIela! 

UDC position on the propo., 

SlIIs, 

'Landmark. Park' 

Promotional material lor 


tlhe new city has ,shov"J1 pJans 
tor a "landmark.'l parW' 

wi th !he Small Pox Hospital, 

Strecker Laboratory and 

City Hospital Included. Such 

plans also have Induded a 

Ughlhouse Park and an Oc­

tagon Park. 


But following the hearing. 

?>flss Porter said that aU 

thosC! plans are now up 1n 

the air beca.use of fin.ancia1 

dtffil'Uiiies at UDC, whose 

own economic woes and ne-a r~ 


default predatod the clt\". 

current crisi"S, . 

~nS5 Porter addod th,t If 

and when the second phase 
of the Island Is begUn, "We'll 
probably take a new look" at 
those plans, But she added 
"the next restoration proj~ci 
would be a low priority 
item." ~ 

C'a\-agHerl, known for hi~ 
rf'!"foration designs of the 
J~ff('r:::on :Market Lihl";1r\· 
and X ew York Shak~~pen l·~ 
Theatre. noted that it is no ' 
long~!', "purely a dollar and! 
cents is.sue~ An urban des!!;n 
d('c.i::>ion must first be m:1d~ 
:1S try the characi£'r \V<lntf'{l 
for the island lx>foI"f: anyone 
can drtermine if restoration 
is ·wOI-thwhlle:' 


