
history of roosevelt island
history of roosevelt island dates back several centuries and reflects a unique blend of social,
political, and urban development influences in New York City. Situated in the East River between
Manhattan and Queens, Roosevelt Island has served various functions over time, ranging from a site
of Native American habitation to a quarantine hospital, penitentiary, and eventually a residential
community. This article explores the island’s transformation through different historical periods,
highlighting key events and developments that have shaped its identity. The changing names and
roles of the island mirror broader urban and public health trends in New York. From early colonial
times to modern urban planning initiatives, the history of Roosevelt Island offers insight into the
city's evolving priorities and challenges. The comprehensive overview provides a detailed look into
the island’s past, present, and cultural significance. The following sections will guide readers
through the main phases of Roosevelt Island’s history.

Early History and Native American Origins

Colonial Era and Naming Conventions

Medical and Penal Institutions on the Island

Transition to Residential Development

Modern Roosevelt Island: Urban Planning and Community

Early History and Native American Origins

Indigenous Presence
Before European colonization, the area now known as Roosevelt Island was inhabited by the Lenape
people, the indigenous group native to the region encompassing present-day New York City. The
island was used primarily for fishing, hunting, and seasonal settlement due to its strategic location
in the East River. The natural resources and sheltered environment made it a valuable site for the
Lenape community. Archaeological evidence suggests that the island served as part of a broader
network of seasonal camps and trade routes along the waterways.

Geographical Significance
Situated between Manhattan and Queens, the island’s position in the East River made it an
important navigational landmark for early inhabitants. Its proximity to the mainland facilitated
access while providing a natural barrier that was advantageous for both habitation and later
institutional uses. The island’s narrow, elongated shape and its tidal surroundings influenced its
development and utilization throughout history.



Colonial Era and Naming Conventions

Early European Contact and Settlement
During the early 17th century, Dutch explorers arrived in the region as part of the New Netherland
colony. The island was originally named "Varkens Eylandt," which translates to "Hog Island,"
reflecting the practice of raising livestock there. The name indicated the agricultural use of the land
by early European settlers. Control of the island shifted to the English in 1664, as New Amsterdam
became New York, but the island remained largely undeveloped during this period.

Subsequent Names and Ownership
Over the centuries, the island underwent several name changes that reflected key figures and
functions. It was known as Blackwell’s Island after the Blackwell family, who owned it during the
18th and 19th centuries. This name became associated with various public institutions that were
established there, including hospitals and prisons. The island was renamed Welfare Island in 1921 to
emphasize its role as a center for public health and social services. Finally, in 1973, it was renamed
Roosevelt Island in honor of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, symbolizing a shift toward residential
and community development.

Medical and Penal Institutions on the Island

Development of Public Institutions
From the mid-19th century, Roosevelt Island became a site for numerous public health and
correctional facilities. The city of New York established hospitals, asylums, and prisons on the island
as a way to isolate and manage populations affected by contagious diseases and social issues. This
included the Smallpox Hospital, the City Lunatic Asylum, and the infamous Blackwell’s Island
Penitentiary.

Notable Institutions and Their Impact

Blackwell’s Island Penitentiary: Operated during the 19th century, it housed prisoners
under harsh conditions and was a subject of reform efforts.

Smallpox Hospital: Built in the 1850s, it was designed to treat and quarantine smallpox
patients, reflecting public health challenges of the era.

City Lunatic Asylum: Provided care for the mentally ill, representing early attempts at
specialized mental health treatment.

Welfare Island Hospitals: Institutions such as the Goldwater Memorial Hospital served



chronic patients and individuals with disabilities.

These institutions influenced both the physical landscape and the public perception of the island,
often seen as a place of isolation and confinement rather than community.

Transition to Residential Development

Decline of Institutional Use
By the mid-20th century, many of the island’s medical and penal facilities were closed or relocated
due to advances in treatment, changing social policies, and urban renewal efforts. The decline of
institutional use opened the door for redevelopment and reimagining the island’s purpose. This
period marked a turning point in the island’s history, shifting its identity from a place of quarantine
and incarceration to one of habitation and community.

Planning for a New Community
During the 1960s and 1970s, city planners and developers envisioned Roosevelt Island as a model
urban community integrating residential, commercial, and recreational spaces. The Roosevelt Island
Development Corporation (RIDC) was established to oversee this transformation. The new plan
emphasized mixed-income housing, access to public transportation, and the preservation of green
spaces. This marked the beginning of Roosevelt Island’s evolution into a vibrant neighborhood
within New York City.

Modern Roosevelt Island: Urban Planning and
Community

Transportation and Accessibility
The history of Roosevelt Island includes significant advancements in transportation that enhanced
its integration with the rest of New York City. The Roosevelt Island Tramway, opened in 1976,
provided a direct aerial link to Manhattan, while the F train subway station on the island improved
accessibility. These transportation developments were critical in encouraging residential growth and
economic activity.

Community Development and Cultural Significance
Today, Roosevelt Island is a thriving residential community with a population that reflects diversity
in age, background, and socioeconomic status. The island features parks, schools, cultural
institutions, and commercial establishments that contribute to its unique character. Preservation



efforts have maintained historic sites such as the Smallpox Hospital ruins, linking the island’s past to
its present. Roosevelt Island’s history of transformation continues to influence its role as a distinct
and evolving part of New York City’s urban fabric.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the historical significance of Roosevelt Island's
original name, Blackwell's Island?
Roosevelt Island was originally known as Blackwell's Island, named after the Blackwell family who
owned the land in the 17th century. The island was historically used for various institutional
purposes, including a penitentiary, hospitals, and asylums.

When and why was Blackwell's Island renamed Roosevelt
Island?
Blackwell's Island was renamed Roosevelt Island in 1973 in honor of President Franklin D.
Roosevelt, recognizing his contributions to social welfare and the New Deal programs that helped
many Americans during the Great Depression.

What were some of the key institutions located on Roosevelt
Island during the 19th and early 20th centuries?
During the 19th and early 20th centuries, Roosevelt Island housed several important institutions,
including the New York City Lunatic Asylum, the Smallpox Hospital, the Penitentiary, and the
Charity Hospital, serving as a quarantine and care center for the city.

How did Roosevelt Island's role change throughout the 20th
century?
Throughout the 20th century, Roosevelt Island transitioned from an institutional hub to a residential
and recreational area. After the closure of its hospitals and prisons, the island was redeveloped
starting in the 1970s into a planned residential community with parks and cultural spaces.

What transportation developments have impacted Roosevelt
Island's accessibility and growth?
The Roosevelt Island Tramway, opened in 1976, and the Roosevelt Island subway station on the F
line, opened in 1989, significantly improved access to the island from Manhattan, facilitating its
development into a residential neighborhood and increasing its popularity.



Additional Resources
1. Roosevelt Island: History and Transformation
This book provides a comprehensive overview of Roosevelt Island's evolution from a quarantine site
and smallpox hospital location to a modern residential community. It explores the island’s unique
geographic and social features, detailing its role in New York City’s urban development. The
narrative includes historical photographs and personal stories from residents, offering a rich,
immersive experience.

2. Isle of the Forgotten: Roosevelt Island's Past
Focusing on Roosevelt Island’s early years, this book delves into its use as a site for various
institutions including prisons, hospitals, and asylums. It uncovers the island's often somber history
while highlighting the resilience of those who lived and worked there. The author provides detailed
archival research paired with engaging anecdotes.

3. From Lunatic Asylum to Urban Oasis: Roosevelt Island’s Social History
This title examines the transformation of the island’s institutions, such as the Renwick Smallpox
Hospital and the New York City Lunatic Asylum, into a vibrant residential neighborhood. It discusses
the social implications of these changes and the island’s role in public health and urban planning
history. The book also covers the architectural preservation efforts on the island.

4. The Roosevelt Island Story: Development and Renewal in New York City
This book chronicles the redevelopment of Roosevelt Island from the 1960s onward, focusing on the
role of urban planners, government policies, and community activism. It highlights key figures and
moments that shaped the island’s current identity. Rich with maps and timelines, it offers a detailed
account of urban renewal in an unusual setting.

5. Roosevelt Island in the 20th Century: Isolation and Integration
Exploring the 20th-century history of Roosevelt Island, this book discusses the island’s isolation due
to its physical separation from Manhattan and Queens and its eventual integration through
infrastructure like the Roosevelt Island Tramway. It also covers demographic changes and the
development of public housing and parks.

6. Hidden Histories: Roosevelt Island’s Role in New York’s Medical Past
This work focuses on Roosevelt Island’s significant medical history, including its quarantine facilities
and hospitals for contagious diseases. It provides insight into public health practices from the 19th
century through the mid-20th century. The book includes personal accounts of patients and medical
staff, shedding light on a lesser-known aspect of the island.

7. Voices from Roosevelt Island: Oral Histories and Memories
A collection of oral histories from former patients, workers, and residents, this book presents a
human perspective on Roosevelt Island’s past. It captures diverse experiences related to the island’s
institutions and community life. The narratives provide a nuanced understanding of the island’s
social fabric over time.

8. The Architecture of Roosevelt Island: Preserving the Past
This book highlights the architectural heritage of Roosevelt Island, detailing the design and
significance of historic buildings like the Smallpox Hospital and the Octagon Tower. It discusses
preservation efforts and the challenges of integrating historic structures into a modern urban
environment. The text includes detailed photographs and architectural drawings.



9. Roosevelt Island: A Microcosm of New York City History
Positioning Roosevelt Island as a microcosm of broader New York City history, this book connects
the island’s past with larger themes such as immigration, public health, urban development, and
social reform. It offers a multidisciplinary approach incorporating history, sociology, and urban
studies. The book serves as an accessible introduction for readers interested in the city’s complex
history through the lens of this unique island.
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